Life in the UK
By Jay Bird

Ali had spent the last three weeks reading a blue book called 'Life in the UK'. It was a big book with a hard laminated cover and a tight well bound spine. This meant that it was hard to read when Ali lay on his bed in the evenings and tried to study. The lady from the test centre had told him that he only needed to study the first three chapters and that the test would be forty-four multiple choice questions. She had a shrill, serious voice and red hair with tired eyes. Ali thought she looked angry. He agreed to pay the thirty-four pounds, set a date, nodded at some more questions he didn't understand and then found himself walking away from the test centre with the name of the blue book in his hand.  

He lay back on his bed in his flat and tried to read the second chapter again, the facts and figures swam around in front of his eyes. 

'22% of young people in the UK live in single parent families,' and 'There is a UK census every ten years.' He wondered where the grandparents of the children would be and then looked at the Kurdish translation of the word 'census' he had gently written in pencil in the margin. Some people had told him it was easy, Habibula from the restaurant told him that he passed the test, first time, and that he could not speak more than two words in English. Ahmed the barber from the corner had told him that the test was 'unswervingly' tough and that he would need a tremendous grasp of the language to even score half. He wrinkled his nose. He could only do his best. If only he had kept going with those English classes, he thought, he might stand a better chance.

'7.9 % of the British population are from Ethnic minorities.' He closed the book slowly and let it rest on his chest while he looked up at the ceiling of his flat. He could take the test as many times as he wanted they said, so if he failed he could re-book. He could re-book over and over again if he had to. If he passed then he would get a print-out of the results and a special code. With that code, he could fill in the rest of his naturalization form and get a British passport in just a few months. It meant he could legally return to his country and visit his village in the foothills of the mountains. It had been a long time. 

He sat up on his bed and looked at himself in the mirror of the dressing table. His beard was black and thick across his chin and his arms looked big outside his white vest. He looked old he thought. Under his right eye there was a jagged scar. There were black bags under his eyes from getting up so early in the morning for so long to work at the factory and his skin was dry and cracked. It had taken him nine years to get this far, he couldn't give up now.

                         #

In the morning Ali woke and showered. He ironed his shirt and trousers and drank a cup of coffee whilst reading the blue book. He did not read the English, but looked up and down at the notes he had made up and down the page.

"The largest religion in the UK is Christianity," he said out loud to himself in the kitchen. As he took his coat off the coat hanger on the door he repeated another, "16% of the UK population is over 65," and then, locking his flat door he whispered another to himself at the bottom of the stairs like mantra, "There are nearly 60 million people in the UK."

                       #

He got off the bus and rounded the corner into the college, jogged up the steps lightly and made his way around the library building and onto the open square of the college on the way to the test centre. There were students here and there, boys in Burberry caps smoking roll ups and hairdressing blondes in their white overalls chatting on the corner. There were two security guards standing outside the rotating doors of the library building wearing faux expressions of authority and bright yellow jackets.

                       #  

Outside the test centre there were seven people. They rested on the brick wall in the corridor of the college and looked at the chequered glass frame of the test room door. There were two Chinese ladies a Kurdish man with his wife and baby in a pram. There was a tall man with black skin and a thin face and an older lady who wore a gold flecked sari. Ali put his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and rested his head against the wall. The other Kurdish man nodded in a friendly way and he nodded back. Years ago he would have tried to make friends, to find out where he was from and if he could be someone to be trusted, but these days Ali kept his faith to himself and kept the friends that he had. The Kurdish man left his baby to come over to Ali; he had a fat face and was a lot smaller. He smiled as he approached,

"I'm here for my wife," he said in a matter of fact way, "I passed the test myself last year and got my passport through. That's how I could bring my wife here." The man did not look him directly in the eyes. Ali knew the sort; they came from every country and did not need to know who you were to brag. Ali nodded.

"Is this your first time?" asked the smaller man. Ali nodded again.   

"Where are you from?"  

"Dohok," he answered.   

"You have the look of a soldier and that's one hell of a scar on your cheek." Again Ali nodded. He didn't have to explain himself. He didn't want to talk. He wanted to keep the ideas from the blue book in his head and the answers in place. He wanted to pass. 

'The Church of England cams into existence in 1543.'

The lady from the test centre appeared again. She was carrying cash tin, a folder and a key on a long piece of string. As she approached her face became serious. 

"Please form a queue," she said as she put the key into the lock of the test centre door. She opened it up and went inside before returning with her file in front of her and a pen in her hand. She called out the names on the list one by one and they entered the test room. The Kurdish man took hold of his wife's pram and she disappeared away from him leaving him looking confused with the baby. She called Ali's name last and he nodded. He sat down behind a computer screen and she began to talk in her shrill voice. Some of the time she looked at Ali and he nodded to make sure that she knew he understood. She came round each of them with the file in her hand to collect the money. The Kurdish lady had her money in a clear plastic bag and she counted it out gingerly. The two Chinese had paid through their credit cards. The red haired lady asked them their names again without understand their answers and finally showed them her tick list so they could identify themselves. She made sure the names tallied with the ID on the home office letters. She seemed satisfied. Ali passed her three clean tens and a two pound coin. She accepted his ID. He smiled at her. She did not smile back but returned to the front to conduct the business. The test began.

Thoughts and forms swam in front of Ali's face. The computer screen buzzed and showed him a page on a pale green background. Who knows what answers he gave? He knew the facts, 'women make up 45% of the workforce', and 'many young people show little interest in party politics'. He knew the name of the patron saint of Wales and the colours of the Scottish flag and the expanded acronym of GCSE. He clicked the answers he thought and checked them again. 'Saint Valentines Day is on the 14th February' It took him forty five minutes. At the end of the test he sat back on the not so comfy chair and looked up at the strip light on the ceiling of the test centre. The red haired lady called time with her shrill voice and the computers in front of them closed down showing a dark screen. She told them the result would be printed out in the large office down the corridor. They could collect their bags and coats and follow her. Ali looked out of the window at the students and the people milling about outside in the sun shine and a snapshot of his hometown, Dohok,  came back to him. He remembered the clean air and the blue sky above and the mountains reaching up behind them on the horizon. He remembered his low house and his mother and the high voices of the children playing outside in the early morning. He had promised himself he would not think about it. He saw his mother in the shadows of their house and she was smiling. 

"Please come with us," said the red headed woman. She was standing with the door open. The rest of the candidates had already left and Ali found himself muttering sorry as he collected his coat. In the corridor the Kurdish lady was busy again with her child and her husband was holding the arms of the pram smugly. The Chinese girls were chatting to each other and describing the questions and answers with their fingers and nods of their head. Ali stood with his back against the wall and let the cool plaster take his weight. He would try again if he failed. He could keep trying again.

From much further up the corridor and into the main building of the college itself there was the sound of distant shouting. A man, then another, were shouting loudly.  It was coming closer. They were breathless noises, short, clipped orders given loudly. Ali looked down the corridor and saw a smartly dressed woman get pushed backward as a man came running past her. The papers she was carrying exploded in a shower around her as she stumbled backwards. Through them came the yellow jackets of the security guards he had seen earlier outside the double doors as they pursued him. One of the guards shouted something at the man they were chasing, but he did not stop. Ali had time to look at the man coming up the corridor at him. He was unshaven and wore light coloured jeans with a ginger shaved head and a jacket that hung off him as he ran. He looked thin and a little weedy but his face was set in a grimace as he powered up the corridor on his thin legs. Ali readied himself as the man got nearer; he turned off the wall and put on foot in front of the other so that he wouldn't be knocked off balance. It would only take him one movement as the man ran past him. It would be easy. He could stick his arm out as the man ran past and knock him down. It would be easy. The test he had just taken flashed before him. He saw the pages of the blue book open and with scores of Kurdish notes in the margins of the pages. He saw the face of the man coming towards him, angry and with the bitter red faces of the security guards behind them. Ali moved back against the wall and felt the light breeze as the thin man ran past him. The security guards bumbled past him but with less rush. There was silence for a few second before the people started to chat about what had happened. Ali head the Kurdish man and his wife chatting,

"You could have stopped him," she said, "it would have been easy." She sounded worried. She had little experience of the UK.

"It's not my job," said the man back to her. Ali did not hear her answer because the red haired lady was already calling them down the corridor to get their results. They queued at the door and were called in one by one. The Chinese ladies went first but did not look any different when they came out so Ali could not be sure if they had passed or not. The Kurdish lady went in with her husband pushing the pram.  

"She'll pass next time," said the husband as they left the office. She looked tired. The red haired lady asked Ali to come in. She smiled at him.  

                           #

As he went done the steps Ali saw the same a group of three security guards, two of them red faced and breathing heavily. There was no ginger man. One of them was talking loudly into a walkie talkie. He walked past them with the pass certificate clutched tightly in his hand.
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