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A young refugee crosses continents in this timely, heartbreaking, and ultimately uplifting novel of
survival.Shif has a happy life, unfamiliar with the horrors of his country's regime. He is one of the
smartest boys in school, and feels safe and loved in the home he shares with his mother and
little sister, right next door to his best friend. But the day that soldiers arrive at his door, Shif
knows that he will never be safe again -- his only choice is to run. Facing both unthinkable cruelty
and boundless kindness, Shif bravely makes his way towards a future he can barely
imagine.Based on real experiences and written in spare, powerful prose, this gripping debut
illustrates the realities faced by countless young refugees across the world today. Refugee 87 is
a story of friendship, kindness, hardship, survival, and -- above all -- hope.
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3Near and FarBoatAuthor’s noteAbout the AuthorFor Lily and ScarletWhen it was dark,you
always carried the sunin your hand for me.—Sean O’Casey, Red Roses for MeBoatCold salty
water stings my eyes and soaks my T-shirt. I cling to the clammy wooden edge of the boat as a
huge wave swells toward me. The boat tips, and I gasp as people slide against me and the air is
pressed from my chest.The sky is turning from light to dark gray; white foam tops the waves. The
wind pushes relentlessly against my face, and with the next rolling wave the boat dips so low that
buckets of water gush in over the side, soaking me again with freezing water. I feel it creeping
above my ankles. No one cries out. Even the baby strapped to the mother beside me is



quiet.Green-gray waves make a wall around us. We rise to the top of another but there is nothing
to see except spray blowing like rain in the icy wind. Europe is sprawled somewhere in front of us
but I can’t see land. As we slide into the trough, more water rushes over the side of the boat. It’s
up to my knees. My feet are numb but I can tell that my shoes are heavy with water. I look up
again and see a swirling wave bigger than the others rolling toward us in fury. The boat tips. This
time we keep on tipping. The wave crashes over us as if we are on the shore, only we’re in the
middle of the sea. I hear screaming and then nothing as water rushes over my head.I can’t tell
which way is up to sky and wind, and which way is down toward the depths of sea beneath. I
open my eyes. They sting but show me nothing more than cloudy bubbling water and the legs of
someone just out of reach. I kick up once, my chest burning. I kick up again, knowing that in a
second I’ll no longer be able to fight the desperate urge to breathe in. I kick one last time, my
legs tingling. I am about to pass out just as wind blasts my face; I suck in air and some
spray.Choking, I pant and gasp; the currents tug me left and right as the swell lifts me up and
down. I cannot swim but instinct makes me kick my feet to stay afloat. The shoes my mother
bought with three weeks’ wages are so heavy. I try to push them off without going under.I know I
can’t kick water for long. Already my thighs and arms feel tired. I see four, maybe five, other
heads swirling in the waves. How can three hundred people disappear so quickly?A yellow
plastic bag washes toward me. There are clothes inside. The knot has been tied tightly so the
bag is like a floating pocket of air. I cling to it.A boy appears next to me, bobbing up from under
the waves like I did seconds before. I reach out my hand to him. He looks at me. His eyes are big
and oval-shaped and he reminds me of Bini, my best friend at home. I reach my hand out to him
again and he tries to grab it but instead sinks beneath the waves. He doesn’t come back up.Who
will come to save me? Who knows where I am apart from the others tossing and bobbing in the
waves like me? What would Bini do now?BeforeBest FriendThe square root can also be written
as a fractional exponent.”“Yes, Bini. Next time raise your hand first.”I’m pretty smart, but Bini is
smarter. I can’t tell if our math teacher is proud of us or just irritated by us. Maybe both. We know
as much as he does now. Ato Hayat keeps a university textbook in his drawer and copies
homework questions for us from it. It came with a sheet of answers, and it’s fine if we get the
solutions right, but if we get them wrong, he snaps at us that knowledge is a gift and we should
study harder. He doesn’t understand the questions or the answers.I’m going to be an engineer.
Bini has wanted to be a doctor for as long as I can remember. When we were really small, he
would make me lie on the floor so he could listen to my heart beating, or my liver—he wasn’t
quite sure back then. As we got older, he started asking random questions, like “Where does
sweat come from?” Or “Why does your heart keep on beating and not just stop when you go to
sleep?” I didn’t know the answers and I didn’t really care.He would say, “Just think of all those
things your body does that you don’t understand, but you want to go and learn about how to
build a bridge.” Usually, I’m not fast enough to think of a clever reply until it’s too late to sound
clever anymore. Saying “Yeah, but how would a doctor reach a patient if there was no bridge to
drive over?” seems a bit lame twenty-four hours later. Still, we are best friends. Maybe because



we like to argue with each other.Normal DayThe school bell rings, and even though I’m only
heading to the market we race to the gate.“See if you can get there first for once, squirt,” Bini
yells over his shoulder.All the boys in our class were a similar height until summer term, then
suddenly Bini was a bit taller, and now his body can’t seem to stop shooting upward. I fix my
eyes on his back, dodging the other kids in their blue uniforms, hopping on and off the dusty
curb as I weave around bodies and jump clear of oncoming cars. I see the market up ahead.
People and small piles of vegetables spill from the sidewalk onto the street. Next to some open
sacks of cinnamon, Bini is leaning against a jacaranda tree, mouth closed, pretending that he
isn’t out of breath even though I can see his chest heaving up and down.“Not bad,” he says,
smiling, “for a squirt.”I punch him on his skinny arm.We wander home beneath a solid blue sky,
the hot sun baking everything it touches. Our houses are next door to each other, in the middle
of a low, flat-roofed terrace on the edge of the city. Inside there is no upstairs, just two rooms
crammed with everything we need. We sleep, eat, cook, and do homework in these two rooms.
Quite often it feels as if we spend so much time in each other’s houses we might as well just
knock a big hole through the wall and put a door there. When I was seven, we were going to
move somewhere bigger, but then my father died and we had no more money—only what Mom
earns mending and making clothes at the workshop two streets away.I don’t remember Dad
being ill. Apparently there was nothing the doctors could do. One day he went into the hospital,
and he never came back. Bini’s dad moved out at around the same time. He went to find a better
job on the other side of the city. Our moms became very close. Mom says that money isn’t
everything. We are lucky to have a roof over our heads and it doesn’t matter what that roof is
made of or how big the house is underneath it. Sometimes I wish I had my own room, though.We
step around the little kids sitting on the curb. Too young for school, but not too young to look after
the five goats eating grass at the shady edge of the road.Bini and I sprint the last few yards to
our front doors. I hurry to the wooden cupboard in the corner of the living room, take out a faded
red T-shirt and jeans, and change out of my uniform.Seconds later, I hear Bini knocking. How
does he get changed so fast? Before I’ve properly opened the door, he pushes in, schoolbooks
piled in his arms.“Let’s get this done quickly, then we’ll have more time for me to beat you at
chess.”“Is time all you need? You should have said so before,” I tease.The only gift I have from
my father is the chess set he made for my sixth birthday. The board is a tin tray and the pieces
are carved out of wood—carved by him. It’s my most precious possession. Not least because
chess is the one thing I can always beat Bini at and it drives him crazy. We will keep playing until
one day he wins, and I will never be able to beat him again after that.Something WeirdThe next
morning, Mom leaves before I do. Work is busy right now, which is good and bad. My little sister,
Lemlem, whines as she is bundled out of the house. I hear Mom promising her something nice
as the door clicks shut behind them.Two minutes later, Bini knocks. I grab my bag and we walk
down the road to school, Bini slowly, me at a normal pace to keep up with his giraffe strides. As
we get closer to school, the roads are wider and the houses bigger. We’re about to turn the final
corner when Bini slows down.An army truck is parked about a hundred yards from the school



entrance. Four soldiers sit in the back, rifles on their knees, watching the schoolkids pass in
front. I look ahead to the gates. No one is kicking a ball around outside. The other kids are filing
into school without looking up. One mother turns around and starts walking back the other way,
taking her sons with her.“What’s going on?” I ask Bini.“No idea,” he replies.We keep quiet as we
pass the truck.Our first lesson is chemistry. Ato Dawit is my favorite teacher, but today I don’t
enjoy the lesson. Ato Dawit seems tired. No one raises their hand to answer questions.At
lunchtime Bini and I head for our normal spot over by the shady trees in the corner of the yard.As
we start to eat, I watch Kidane walk slowly in our direction with two of his friends. There isn’t any
more space to sit down, so I wonder what he wants. My stomach does a little flip. Kidane had the
same growth rush as Bini, only he grew wider as well as taller. Now he looks about four years
older than the rest of our class. A class Bini and I have been moved up to only because of our
good grades.“Why is the army hanging around outside our school today?” asks Kidane.“How
should we know?” Bini answers.“Perhaps you should go home and ask your dad.” He looks first
at Bini, then at me.Bini stares at him. “Why don’t you go and ask your dad? Or would you need to
help him with a big word like army?”Kidane grabs Bini by the collar of his school shirt. “At least
mine hasn’t run away. It’s people like you and your dad who make it dangerous for the rest of us,”
he hisses.Bini stands up. Kidane is still holding his T-shirt, but now their eyes are level. Bini
doesn’t flinch. Kidane shoves him backward and walks away with his friends, glancing back to
give us both a death stare.My mouth feels dry when I speak. “What do you think he meant when
he said we make it dangerous for the rest of them?”Bini is frowning at the ground, deep in
thought. “I don’t know, but I feel like everyone else does.”“Have you heard anything from your
dad?”“No. He hasn’t sent Mom any money, either. She says it takes time to find a job that earns
enough.” He pauses. “Six years seems long enough, though.”“Kidane must know my dad died,” I
say.“He’s an idiot,” says Bini. “That’s one thing I am sure about.”After school, we head home in
silence, Bini kicking at stones. I almost feel like letting him win at chess but decide he’ll feel
better soon enough. Instead I let him reach check.PoliceAs dusk approaches, Bini heads home
for dinner. Mom and Lemlem still aren’t back. This means Mom is finishing a big order. Maybe a
wedding dress or something for a government official. Lemlem won’t start school for another
year so she spends most days, or at least part of the day, at the tailor, too, playing in the scraps,
picking cotton from the floor, and helping fold fabric.My stomach growls, but there is no bag of
injera hanging from the cupboard door ready for dinner. I know that nearly everywhere will have
sold out of it by now. The tsebhi won’t be enough on its own.
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Walter, “Valuable in Health classrooms. This book was purchased for my granddaughter's
classroom library, and will be made available to her 8th grade students. Health class is not
simply about exercise and diet. Yes, our physical health is important, but we must never forget
social, environmental, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual/mental health. An excellent resource
to help anyone achieve a better understanding of the world around us.”

April, “good book. My 10 year old loves this author”

Melinda, “Very dark. This book was dark. Really dark. I think it's important subject matter, and
we need to understand that these things happen, but I found it very difficult to read. I think some
kids may be quite traumatized by it. Maybe not. Maybe most kids are immune to violence
because of all the violent media, books, etc. But this felt different. This was real-world violence
and real-world horror and it wasn't just the oppressive and violent regime: it was the slave
traders and the smugglers too. It felt like the whole world was evil. Luckily we met Almaz and
her family. But still, I found it very dark, without hope of a good ending, without hope of change.
Again, maybe this is what we really need, to wake us up to what's happening around us, to make
us try to change something. But…I think it might be too much for empathetic, sensitive kids who
would like to change things but feel powerless to do so.The writing was smooth, and I liked and
cared about the main characters.I suppose the author chose to set the story in an unnamed
country (possibly Eritrea?) so that it felt more universal, and so we'd focus more on the
characters, but it did feel a little vague at times.LONG SOAPBOX ALERT (and FAHRENHEIT
ALERT): I have the same quibble I have with many books set in the desert: deserts are not
scorching hot in the day, freezing cold that night, then scorching hot again the next day. It's a
myth. There can be quite a dramatic difference between daytime and nighttime temperatures,
and if you don't have appropriate technology or clothing or shelter or water, or if you're trapped
inside something, or if your clothes are soaked, it can be a very uncomfortable swing, but we're
talking a difference of 25-35 degrees Fahrenheit, maybe 40-45 F in the most extreme places on
the most extreme days. So…if it's 100 in the day (fairly hot), it could conceivably—but rarely—
dip to 55 at night (quite chilly after that hot of a day, but not "freezing,"), and a more likely
temperature would be 60-75. When it's 110 or 115 here in Phoenix, Arizona, it never gets even
pleasantly cool at night. In Phoenix, if it's only 60-65 in the day, like sometimes in winter, it could
dip below freezing at night. But 65 is not scorching hot. From my research, bigger swings than
this are almost always associated with dramatic cooling or heating trends that will affect all
temperatures for days, which means that it still won't swing 50 or 70 degrees every 12 hours, as
so much of literature seems to imply.The biggest swings probably won't happen in summer, and
it's summer right now in the northern hemisphere, so this quick study I just did is not optimal,
plus it's mostly based on cities, which tend to trap heat and thus moderate temperatures swings,



but I just looked at tomorrow's daytime highs and nighttime lows in these northern hemisphere
locations which are in or near deserts: Phoenix, Arizona; Ajo, Arizona (a small town); Death
Valley, California; Khartoum, Sudan; Sabha, Libya (a big town, but not a huge city); Riyadh,
Saudia Arabia; Asmara, Eritrea. And these southern-hemisphere cities: Alice Springs, Australia;
Windhoek, Namibia. The differences between high and low temps are mostly around 23-28
degrees F. The highest was 32 F in Sabha, Libya, followed by Death Valley, with 30 F degrees.In
Refugee 87, when they were in the metal box cars, yes, it could totally be scorchingly,
suffocatingly, dangerously hot inside those convection ovens and then cold at night. But at one
point they were walking through the desert and sweat was pouring down Shif's face and drying
before it got to his shirt…or something quite extreme like that. Yet that night, it was very cold.
Unless 65 or 70 F was "very cold" to Shif, I simply do not believe this happens.I've spent
miserably cold—even snowy—nights camping in the deserts of the southwest USA, but the
surrounding days were by no stretch of the imagination hot. I've spent miserably hot summers in
the desert, but the summer nights are by no stretch of the imagination cold. Ever. My deserts
are lusher than many other deserts, and that's a moderating factor. I have not spent time in the
more extreme deserts in northern Africa or the Middle East, so it could be quite different there,
but I still don't think it's scorching hot—freezing cold—scorching hot—freezing cold.Sorry for my
soapbox. It's just that Refugee 87 is about the fourth book I've read recently (fiction AND
nonfiction) that perpetuates this myth / exaggeration, and I really want someone to debunk it—or
explain to me how all of my personal desert experience and all of the raw temperature data I've
collected at various times can be wrong. Or maybe I want people to start talking more
realistically about how it can be hot in the day and quite cool at night if you're sleeping rough, or
warm in the day without shade but cold at night.This issue did not hugely affect my view of the
book, nor should it deter others. But I had to get the rant out. Thanks for listening.END
SOAPBOXFor such a dark book, perhaps the ending was appropriate, but it delivered far less
hope than I would have liked.”

Karen Zemek, “A Quick Adventure In a Fight for Survival. Refugee 87 by Ele Fountain is about
Shif's journey to flee his country. His father was a professor who disappeared and was never
heard from again after he said teachers should be paid more when asked how the government
could improve the job for teachers. Shif was then considered the son of a traitor who would be
treated poorly if he went to military school for two years like was expected after his normal
schooling. When soldiers were taking kids in his neighborhood, his mother and his best friend's
mother made arrangements for them to leave the country. Unfortunately, the soldiers came for
them before they could leave!This is a quick-paced story of Shif's life as a refugee. I liked Shif a
lot because he was a nice and smart kid.  I liked that it moved along and wasn't dragged out.”

Tessa, “Hard-hitting and important. Some days I really can't believe that people can treat other
people with so little regard, so little respect, can care so little about other people. But I remember



the height of the "refugee crisis", which I'm putting in quotation marks because it was never a
crisis in the sense it was made out to be. People needed help, people desperately needed help
and the west couldn't be bothered to do anything besides whine and bitch. It was shocking how
many people- people I had known before- suddenly whipped out their racism and classicism
and pretended that basic human rights are something you can run out of or waste them on
someone who doesn't deserve them. Which is a mindset that will literally always blow my mind
and which really helped me realize how deep racism is ingrained in our western brains, our
western society, even though we like to pretend it's a US problem and Europe doesn't suffer from
that anymore. It's also one of the main mindsets that just make me want to break down and sob
uncontrollably because how can you possibly read about or see so many people die and loose
people they love, drown right there on Italy's coasts while people do nothing to help and think
that's right? That that's something people could ever deserve?I cried a lot reading this book,
which I somehow didn't expect from this middle grade novel about one of humanities biggest
atrocities still being commited regularly, which is entirely on me. Middle grade doesn't mean a
book can't be hard hitting and incredibly painful to read.I literally want to adopt and protect every
character in this book and I desperately want this to be fiction because it's just too heartbreaking
to know that whilst this book is a work of fiction, there are way too many stories like this
happening in the world right now and the truth is that I'll never be able to make enough of an
impact in the world to change that fact.”

The book by Eric Walters has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 34 people have provided feedback.
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