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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         Closer they crept towards their target. Single file, breath held, scrambling beneath the row of olive trees they were following for cover. Ahead, the ancient burial hill of al-Mastoumah rose straight up from the surrounding fields like a lorry tipped on its side. On its summit Amer Deghayes saw a figure crouched behind the muzzle of a PKM machine gun, its barrel gleaming in the moonlight.

         The man-made burial mound had overlooked this corner of north Syria since the Iron Age when Assyrian archers marauded across the Idlib flatlands. Now its occupants were on the look-out for signs of jihadists from the west, unaware they had already arrived.

         Amer crouched in the shadows and assessed his task. Somehow he had to scale its 18-metre-high flanks, overcome its Syrian Army defenders and replace their flag with the black banner of Jabhat al-Nusra, the Islamist militia he had joined a year before.

         Close behind Amer were two fellow fighters: a local Sunni volunteer from the town of Hass who had travelled 15 miles to fight the regime and an American 20-something who had journeyed 5,600 miles from New Jersey. The American’s nom de guerre was Musa Abu Anwar and he was so paranoid about revealing his identity that he was going into battle wearing a ski mask last seen on the pistes of Vermont.

         Between them they carried a rusty ladder they had acquired from Turkey; the best idea they had come up with for scaling the fortified Syrian outpost. In truth, it was the only idea.

         They advanced in silence, broken by the occasional scrunch of boots on desiccated soil.

         It was 11pm on October 27 2014. The offensive was due to start. Amer and his two combatants moved to within 50 metres of the hilltop fort. From now on, absolute silence was imperative.

         Slowly they tip-toed forward, until the ladder struck a low dry-stone wall with a resounding clank.

         Amer froze beneath the branches of some olive trees. Above, he could see hunched shapes scurrying back and forth. A couple of figures faced down towards them.

         Slowly, they began moving again. To their right a huddle of buildings, some with cone-shaped roofs, appeared, marking the northern outskirts of the village of al-Mastoumah. Beyond, they could hear the distant rumble of traffic trundling along Highway 60a towards Idlib, four miles north. No one spoke. The land held its breath.

         At first it was a solitary dog, barking nervously at the stooping strangers and their strange metal object. Then another. Two more joined in. Suddenly a pack of canines raced towards them from a low building. Amer, terrified of dogs, instinctively assumed he was going to be mauled.

         He started running, dragging along his colleagues with the ladder. More dogs emerged to their right. Above, he could see a row of heads peering down. It was a trap, Amer thought. The enemy were letting them get as close as possible before they were picked off.

         They reached the base of the hill, pressing their faces against its steep sides, and hastily laid the ladder. Up they scrambled; Amer, Musa the American, and the man from Hass. The ladder groaned as they climbed. Below, the dogs snarled. Amer crawled from the top rung onto the banked earth, digging his rifle butt into the slope to stop him sliding.

         From the night sky above they could hear voices. They lay still, clinging to the hill, waiting for the firing to begin. Nothing happened. The attackers reached for their grenades. Simultaneously, they pulled the pins and tossed the metal baubles upwards.

         The hill shook. Then the screaming started. Bullets furrowed the earth around them. Amer, praying the slope would swallow him, saw the muzzle flashes of a machine gun. Musa yelped. Amer looked down and saw him lying still on the hillside. From behind his ski mask he could hear a guttural choking that sounded like snoring. Blood trickled down the American’s neck.

         Amer ripped off Musa’s mask to help him breathe. Above, the soldiers continued to fire wildly, the earth erupting in small puffs of dirt as bullets bounced off the slope. Using one hand to grip the ground, Amer undid the American’s jacket. His shirt was wet with blood. Amer radioed for medical assistance, but Musa started to slide down. Amer grabbed his collar but the slope was too steep. They tumbled downwards, faster and faster, out of control. They hit a narrow ledge and slowed; Amer was upside down, his head facing the ground 10 metres below the edge. Around him, the hill trembled with bullet strikes. He patted the earth desperately around him. He’d lost his gun.

         
            *

         

         At 7pm the previous evening, the fighters had gathered in the tree-shaded courtyard of their safe house on the outskirts of the hilltop village of Hafsarjah. Among them were three friends from Brighton. From their shoulders dangled AK-47s and they wore boots muddied from various battlefields. Yet the closer you got, the less like warriors they looked.

         There was Amer, 20 years old with a gentle, deliberate nature and doleful brown eyes that carried a sense they had already seen too much. But he liked to laugh, reacting to punchlines with a slightly goofy grin that contorted his entire face. Most jihadists had thick Salafist beards but Amer wore only a dusting of facial hair on unblemished skin that had somehow withstood the elements, completing the look of a man far from his natural habitat.

         Alongside was his younger brother Jaffar Deghayes. A polite, bookish character, his heavy eyebrows could give the impression he was frowning, but usually meant he was concentrating. 

         Jaffar looked astonishingly young. He had none of the wrinkled, cracked skin and darkened smudges under the eyes of most other fighters. But then he was astonishingly young. Aged 17, he had arrived in Syria earlier that year, the youngest British jihadist to enter its brutal civil war.

         And then there was Mo Khan, a slim dark-haired teenager who had pledged not to return to the English south coast until Syria’s president Bashar al-Assad was removed. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t lighten the mood in the meantime. The 19-year-old was a self-titled prankster, able to mine black humour from a war that had already claimed more than 200,000 lives.

         Along with the unit’s other fighters the three Brightonians had been told to assemble for a late evening briefing. The unit commander appeared, addressing the jihadists gathered in the courtyard, the sky darkening as the sun dropped behind the Jabal an Nusayriyah range. Behind the commander, a flag had been draped over a wall, its white Arabic scripture extolling jihad daubed upon a black background. Alongside was a banner on which someone had scribbled the lyrics of a song – “Oh front of glory you are enough” – that some of the fighters chanted before an operation, but the Brighton contingent were too self-conscious to join in.

         The men in the courtyard were the foot-soldiers of Jabhat al-Nusra, or the Front for the Defence of the Syrian People, the preeminent group fighting the forces of Assad, the country’s barbarous dictator. 

         For months Idlib city had been their prized objective, the last significant stronghold held by Assad in the province. Dominating the northern plains, the city was strategically and militarily crucial. Whoever controlled Idlib controlled the mountains and valleys north to Turkey.

         As if to articulate its value, Assad’s troops had massed there in force. Among them were his despised 76th Armoured Brigade, whose tanks and troops had inflicted atrocities across a swath of rural northern Syria. The al-Nusra fighters had witnessed the aftermath of their operations: villages torched to the ground, “death brigade” graffiti smeared on blackened buildings. They had met the hollow-eyed mothers, the orphans left behind. Assad’s 15th Special Forces Division were also holed up in Idlib, notorious street fighters whose uniforms were emblazoned with a roaring leopard, eyes narrowed with intent.

         By comparison to Assad’s troops, Amer made for an unlikely jihadist. In Brighton he had always had a reputation as one of the nice guys, and had famously never thrown a punch at school – some sort of precedent for a pupil of his year group at Longhill High. No one could recall Amer even raising his voice.

         The operation’s unit commander, Abu Waleed al-Libi, came from Libya, like Amer’s own family. It was a good omen. Amer’s father had always impressed on him that Libyans were virtuous in many ways, especially fighting.

         Al-Libi spoke earnestly, confident that Allah would deliver them Idlib city. Another step to eradicating Assad. Everyone despised the Syrian leader, his weak chin, his spineless brutality. Amer may have never thrown a punch but it was an inhibition that would be tested if he ever ran into the Syrian president.

         The unit commander spoke in Arabic, which Amer had learnt as a child and Jaffar had mastered during his last year in Brighton, never missing a Saturday lesson at the mosque on the city’s Dyke Road.

         Amer examined the combatants lined up alongside him. Some al-Nusra fighters had travelled from across the world. There was a 21-year-old from Denmark called Mohammed, a quiet French guy, the blue-eyed American known as Musa Abu Anwar. Most of Amer’s unit, though, came from the surrounding towns and villages of north-west Syria. The majority were in their twenties, but the harsh sun and dry air had aged them quickly. Already they looked battle-hardened, with long beards framing coarse, creased faces. Some seemed visibly tense, shifting their weight from foot to foot.

         Jaffar, however, appeared untroubled, digesting the commander’s briefing as if he were following one of his public services lectures at Brighton’s City College. Twelve months ago he had been studying hard, learning the principles of teamwork for a possible career in the fire service, applying himself so wholeheartedly that one of his teachers described him as conscientious to the point of piety.

         The commander continued, pointing out that before they could seize Idlib they had to neutralise a vital checkpoint named after a local philanthropist called Ghassan Aboud. The checkpoint bisected Highway 60a, the principal road linking Idlib with Assad’s territory in the south. If al-Nusra controlled it they could prevent regime reinforcements reaching the city.

         Four volunteer inghimasi, shock advance troops who could infiltrate the checkpoint’s defences, were required.

         But, the commander cautioned, it would be preposterously dangerous. Once fighting began the inghimasi would be outnumbered and alone. Al-Libi warned that there was a 97 per cent chance they would not make it back.

         In almost a year of operations Amer had never heard officers specify a mortality rate before an offensive. But in this case it was obvious why. This was a martyrdom mission. Guaranteed death. A suicide operation in all but name.

         “Step forward shahids [martyrs], should you wish to accept this mission,” said the commander.

         For a moment no one moved, then Jaffar stepped forward. Some of the fighters murmured their admiration. The 1.68m (5ft 6in) teenager looked smaller than usual to Amer as he squinted at the soldiers before him, a reminder he’d left his glasses in Brighton. He betrayed no obvious nerves, but Amer knew his younger brother had learnt to disguise his emotions. Being the fourth of five brothers had taught him never to display weakness. “He was much wiser than his years, a quick learner,” said Amer.

         Jaffar was the closest the unit had to a mascot. During his seven months with them, the teenager had demonstrated a dedication that shamed more experienced fighters. Some called him the “little lion” from “al-Britani”. Most, though, knew him as Abu Barra, named after a companion of the prophet who was famed for his bravery in battle. The nickname also carried a hidden meaning, however, as Abu Barra’s courage came with a compromise. He would never be able to lead an army because his recklessness would drive them to their death.

         Now Jaffar was forcing himself to his fate. That he had volunteered came as no surprise to Amer. Jaffar had spent his childhood wanting to be a firefighter and in his dreams he was always first into the flaming building.

         Another three volunteers lined up alongside Jaffar. Each inghimasi was handed a jacket with pockets stuffed with sticks of dynamite. It was a suicide belt to be used when cornered or out of ammunition. Jaffar looked at his brother, the same look when he had got into mischief back in Brighton.

         Dusk fell and the al-Nusra fighters gathered for the Maghrib prayer. Before a mission the prayers were especially earnest; before a martyrdom operation the mood was even more loaded. Jaffar was encouraged to visualise his last moment, to embrace paradise. “The best shahid is the one who fights and doesn’t look back, left or right until he’s killed,” said Amer. Then it was time to go. “As he was leaving I said to him: ‘Don’t be scared of these dogs.’ He looked at me and said: ‘Of course.’”

         The village of Hafsarjah was a haphazard collection of homes made from breeze blocks and cheap concrete, but its location was spectacular. Perched on a narrow ledge, it offered residents sweeping views across the plains of northern Syria.

         Amer watched his younger brother set off down the hillside, wearing the beige keffiyeh that he used to wear in the mosque gym in Brighton, carrying the gun that suddenly seemed too big for him. At least no explosives were wrapped around his frame. Before setting off Jaffar had returned the vest, explaining he did not believe in suicide bombers.

         It brought little comfort to Amer, who knew Jaffar was here because of him. From the moment his little brother had arrived at the start of February Amer had been worried. He worried because Abu Barra was too brave.

         Amer borrowed some binoculars and followed the inghimasi as they picked their way down the hillside. Pine trees towered above them like sentinels. Jaffar looked tiny. Eventually the four fighters dissolved into the darkness and Amer resumed monitoring their progress by their radio reports, listening to them breathing hard as they marched through the olive groves.

         Shortly before midnight, they attacked the heavily defended checkpoint that guarded Idlib’s southern approaches. From his distant vantage point Amer watched the battle unfold. Flame burst from enemy weapons. Neon red tracers streaked overhead.

         The inghimasi ran towards the checkpoint. From the radio it was evident that Jaffar did not hesitate. He ran as hard as he could towards the waiting gunmen, towards the tanks and the snipers. Amer could visualise his younger brother, his compact frame, his distinctive running style that made it look like he was waddling. Even over the radio there was something in his brother’s movement that terrified Amer.

         He listened intently to the unfolding chaos. A blur of explosions, rocket fire, the castanet-like clicking of the AK-47s’ firing pins. There was shrieking: Jaffar had been shot in the head. A voice, distorted with disbelief, described the teenager, his face drenched in blood, his keffiyeh hanging off his head, holding his weapon in front of his chest.

         Yet remarkably Jaffar was still moving, head bowed, as fast as his legs would take him towards the sandbagged machine-gun nests of the enemy. He kept going, out on his own, his body leaning into the bullets, the oversize jacket he had bought from Blacks in Brighton hanging off him as he ran forward. The weight of fire grew, but still Jaffar kept running. One inghimasi was shot dead. Moments later Jaffar fell to the ground, shot in the leg. The last radio transmission described Jaffar lying on his front near Highway 60a.

         
            *

         

         Just 24 hours later, Amer lay grasping for his rifle on the slope of Tell al-Mastoumah. For a while it seemed indisputable that he would be martyred during the battle for this crucial high ground on the road to Idlib. When he finally located his weapon on the slope his hands were so greasy with blood that it slid again from his grasp.

         “Abu Dujana! Abu Dujana! Follow me!” Using his nom de guerre, Amer’s fellow al-Nusra fighter was screaming for him to scramble higher. Clutching his greasy rifle once more, Amer scrambled up the slope and started shooting blindly above his head. There was a lull in the return fire and Amer climbed quickly. Over the top he went. The regime soldiers had started running away, leaving one behind who surrendered, saying he could not fight for Assad any more.

         To the north, Idlib had assumed a brooding menace, its glittering streets plunged into darkness as sleeper cells cut the city’s power ahead of al-Nusra’s offensive. From the summit of al-Mastoumah Amer saw a splitting flash of light illuminate the gloom as a suicide bomber reached the checkpoint guarding Idlib’s western gateway, then another: four in total.

         Radio updates confirmed al-Nusra fighters were inside Idlib, sprinting east along its dark streets lined with shops, steel shutters drawn. Amer could hear the distant boom of artillery, the crack of sniper fire bouncing around its narrow streets. On the jihadists went, into al-Qussor Street, the grand boulevard where Assad’s soldiers frequently paraded to remind residents of their killing power. They had almost reached the governor’s building, a modernist eyesore similar in architectural ambition to Brighton’s Premier Inn.

         But Amer was more preoccupied with what lay between. His gaze followed Highway 60a over the rolling farmland to the Ghassan Aboud checkpoint 1,500 metres north. Against the backdrop of fighting he scoured the quiet, dark olive groves for movement. Somewhere there lay Jaffar. He had to find him.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

         

         By the water it was quiet, the hum of the A259 drowned out by the surf. Amer would come here for peace, wincing on the pebbles of Saltdean beach as he peered into the sea around his ankles.

         Peace was a fleeting concept when you lived with four younger brothers. The nearest in age to Amer was Abdullah, who had arrived into the world 30 seconds earlier than his twin Abdulrahman, howling impatiently in Libya’s Tripoli Central Hospital as he waited for his playmate to arrive. From the start, chaos followed wherever they went. Separately they were boisterous, together they generated a vortex of frantic energy that pulled in everything around them.

         The twins conformed to all the usual clichés. They completed each other’s sentences, made decisions with a shared glance. If one liked you, both did. If one suspected you might be an idiot, the other knew you were. Even friends struggled to tell them apart. They had the same deep-set eyes, same podgy build, the same scattergun approach to speaking. But if you looked closely there was something softer about Abdullah, his gaze was less exacting. There was nothing vulnerable about Abdulrahman, or Abdul as he was called. He had made sure of that.

         During the summer of 2008 Amer, 14, spent many afternoons standing in the water, cursing the lack of sand, marvelling at how the light bounced off Saltdean’s white cliffs. Another brother, Jaffar, would often stand quietly with him, occasionally trying to pop some dried seaweed.

         Jaffar was deferential and studious. He concentrated so much in class that friends did an impression of him sat motionless like a statue. Most adults remarked on his meticulous manners, how refreshing it was to meet a child of so many pleases and thank yous. It was also novel to meet someone so young who knew what they wanted from life. Jaffar had been fixated on becoming a firefighter since anyone could remember; there was never a Plan B.

         Mohammed, the youngest of the Deghayes brothers, was the quietest. Having learnt the futility of trying to compete with four big brothers, the nine-year-old seemed content to watch the twins creating bedlam as they tossed rocks from the seawall. A slight figure, most called him Little Mo, as if he ever needed reminding. There was something distant about him; even his friends sensed a faraway soul. Occasionally his eyes seemed frozen, as if something was trapped in him.

         Accompanying them would be their mother Einas, a timid woman whose parental strategy was geared towards giving as much kindness with as little confrontation as possible. Always dressed impeccably in her hijab and flowing dress, Einas had absolute belief in her sons and their capacity to do no wrong. A trained pharmacist, Einas had been touted for a bright career before Libyan politics and an arranged marriage got in the way. Now she was a housewife in Saltdean looking after six kids.

         Her eldest child and only daughter, Aisha, would soon be leaving to study in the UAE. Amer couldn’t wait to visit its beaches and swim in crystal-clear water. His father Abubaker, a thickset alpha-male with a prayer bump on his forehead that proved his piety, wouldn’t be quite so excited. He didn’t care much for the beach, even those that Amer used to visit in Tripoli, his birthplace, with all its crazy souks and the ghost of grandad.

         Amer was named after Abubaker’s father, Amer Taher Deghayes, an honour not lost on the teenager. Considerable chunks of his childhood had been spent researching his grandfather’s life. Each freshly gleaned fact further cemented him as his hero. Amer’s singular ambition was to achieve as much as his grandad, to make a difference. Relatives remarked that Amer already resembled the old man. Both spoke with the same methodical delivery, the same understated authority. Some called the teenager an “ancient soul”.

         Such remarks delighted Amer. He had spent days in his grandfather’s old house in Tripoli, rummaging through drawers. Documents emerged revealing that he had pioneered trade unions in Libya, and decades later remained such a celebrated figure that the Deghayes family name elicited admiration among a slice of Libya’s liberal intelligentsia.

         But Amer senior, a lawyer by trade, was remembered primarily as co-founder of the Ba’ath movement that challenged Libya’s leader Muammar Gaddafi for power. It was a perilous, courageous move. And one that meant Amer never met his grandfather.

         On the morning of February 27 1980, 14 years before Amer was born, Gaddafi’s security officials appeared at the family’s Tripoli home. Amer was wanted for questioning. It had happened before, several times, but recently the political landscape had toxified further. Weeks earlier Gaddafi had introduced a policy of extrajudicial executions – “physical liquidation” – of political opponents that the Libyan leader called “stray dogs”. Amer was one of the most high-profile in the country.

         That morning he promised his 10-year-old son Abubaker he would return home soon. Abubaker waved him goodbye and waited for his dad. After 72 hours his uncle received a call. Amer’s body was in the Zawiya Hospital morgue. Gaddafi’s authorities forwarded paperwork saying he had killed himself. Requests to see his body were rejected. No autopsy report was released. Amnesty International said he was “believed to have been extra-judicially executed”.

         The death left the family vulnerable, in fear that they would be physically liquidated. Amer’s grandmother Zohra told friends she could not continue. Trauma affected her children. Abubaker was disconsolate. His younger brother Omar, seven, wondered why dad had disappeared.

         Increasingly isolated, the family clung on for another six years in Libya as Gaddafi’s enforcers targeted anyone who offered the family support. “She suffered terrifying attacks, people threatening to burn down the house. Her family’s friends abandoned her and didn’t want to be associated with her in case Gaddafi finished them off,” said family friend Jackie Chase. In 1986 the family fled to the UK and claimed political asylum.

         Zohra bought a house in the Sussex village of Saltdean, a short walk from the beach. Perched on a hill, it afforded sweeping views of the English Channel. Saltdean was a conservative place of net curtains and neat flowerbeds. They were its only Muslim family. The nearest mosque was five miles along the seafront in Brighton. In almost every sense Saltdean was the precise opposite of the Libyan capital. But it felt safe.

         Abubaker studied business at Lewes College, ran an old people’s home and married a cousin, Einas Abulsayen. The couple had six children whom they wanted to raise in Britain, a country that offered an excellent education and where the rule of law was observed. Abubaker’s brother Omar, inspired by their father, became a lawyer with ambitions to represent the oppressed. The family had endured tragedy but the future glittered with hope.

         Their aspirations were shattered when two hijacked planes flew out of the brilliant blue sky above Manhattan on September 11 2001. Convulsed by the scale and audacity of al-Qaeda’s attacks on New York’s World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the US vowed retribution. So began the “war on terror”.

         Immediately in its sights was Afghanistan where Osama Bin Laden, al-Qaeda’s leader, was holed up in a cave complex. As the US invasion of Afghanistan began in the weeks after 9/11, a recent arrival in the country was among many who feared for the safety of their young family amid the unfolding violence. Omar Deghayes, having graduated in law from the University of Wolverhampton, had arrived in Afghanistan the previous year. The 31-year-old, on a round-the-world trip to experience Islamic cultures, had been smitten by the country’s landscape – and shortly after by one of its women.

         As the US invaded Omar found himself rushing for the relative sanctuary of neighbouring Pakistan with his wife and young son.

         But the US had laid a trap. Large amounts of money were offered to Pakistani bounty hunters for Arabs from Afghanistan. In April 2002 Omar was woken by his door being kicked in. Mercenaries stormed inside. Omar was sold for a reported $5,000 to US intelligence. Hooded and shackled and separated from his wife and son, the terrified lawyer was put on a plane and taken to the notorious US airbase at Bagram, Iraq. After several months he was deported to the world’s best-known, most controversial and most expensive prison: Guantanamo Bay.

         His testimony portrayed a remorseless regime. Excrement was smeared over his face. Freezing water was thrown on him while he was naked. He was subjected to electric shocks. A captive was beaten to death in front of him.

         The worst alleged episode arrived after he protested against the indignity of inmates being forced to take off their trousers and walk around in pants. Riot guards entered his cell to exact punishment. According to his lawyers, Omar was pinned down and bound with chains. Guards kept his eyes open while others aimed pepper spray from close range. Another officer gouged Omar’s eyes with his finger. His sight never returned in his right eye.

         Omar never faced trial, nor was he ever charged with any crime. Intelligence later indicated that his arrest was a case of mistaken identity. Omar had been confused with a Chechen jihadist eventually killed by Russian forces in 2004. No apology was issued by the US government, no official recognition of an error. Omar was released days before Christmas 2007 after the British government demanded his liberty. He came home to Brighton after almost 2,000 days inside the gulag.

         He settled along the coast from Saltdean, along the Undercliff Walk, in the newbuilds of Brighton marina. Amer’s uncle wanted the quiet life, a place where he could absorb the vastness of the sea and sky, the novelty of space. A well-wisher had painted a landscape of Saltdean that had helped Omar survive detention. Now the 38-year-old could actually taste the salt on the breeze, hear the thud of breakers against the harbour walls.

         Omar returned to the south coast relieved but confused. Sleeping in darkness was difficult after years of having a spotlight trained on his face. He had his liberty but was lonely. His wife had written to him in prison, at first intimate and yearning, but more detached with time. Omar’s letters followed the same arc. They were not delivered. Both believed they had abandoned each other, and they divorced.

         Omar’s brother in Saltdean detected a change in his character, a hardening of an already rebellious spirit. Detention had not broken him, instead fortifying an instinctive enmity towards corrupt regimes. Abubaker, who devoted years to getting Omar released, described elements of his brother’s character as having “deepened”. For Abubaker, the injustice amplified his own antipathy towards authority that had endured since his father never came home.

         Amer and his brothers were incredulous that sleepy Saltdean, with its beach and football pitches, could belong to a country complicit in something as horrendous as Guantanamo. “When you are young you just get on with your life, but what happened made me think, all of us, about the war on terror,” said Amer.

         But now Uncle Omar was home and safe. Once again the family dared hope they could put it all behind them and build a peaceful future.

         
            *

         

         West along the coast from Saltdean, through Brighton’s famous Lanes and coachloads of tourists, lie the neat terraces off Lewes Road and the cramped home of Amer’s best friend. Ibrahim “Ibby” Kamara had arrived in Brighton in 2004, as a refugee from Sierra Leone. The two met at al-Quds, the mosque sited in a converted family home in the north of the city.

         Amer heard Ibby before he saw him, a giggle so high-pitched it sounded like a jet engine. His mum claimed he had the “most famous laugh in Brighton”. Ibby had the body type mothers describe as “all arms and legs”. At more than 1.88m (6ft 2in), his limbs were like pipe cleaners that had been plugged into a mains socket. Even when praying he seemed to be constantly fidgeting. Amer and Ibby, one full of nervous energy, the other calm and methodical, looked and sounded completely different, but they clicked straight away and became inseparable.

         Appearances aside, they had much in common. Both were the eldest brothers of large families. Ibby had three siblings compared to Amer’s five. Both were able to turn the other cheek when provoked. “Jokers not fighters,” Ibrahim laughed. Both had arrived on England’s south coast seeking asylum, and both hailed from high-status African middle-class families (Ibby’s grandparents were respected diamond dealers).

         Amer’s childhood had been shadowed by a violent act. Ibby’s was forged in bloodshed. He was just two weeks old when the killing began in 1994. His mother Khadijah had finished breakfast with her husband on their veranda in Bo Town, Sierra Leone’s second biggest city. Khadijah remembers looking out over the rooftops, studying the smoke from fires shimmering in the morning heat.

         Her first child had arrived early and she remembers holding him, baffled that something so tiny could generate so much noise. Khadijah was 14 and already missed her childhood, along with her father. Together, they had dreamt she would become a doctor, but now she was a child mother.

         At first she thought she heard a car backfiring. Then another. The popping sound became a cacophony. The young mum saw figures running towards the rear of the house. They were holding AK-47s.

         She began running. Out of the door, holding her baby in her arms, running along Tikonko Road. The Revolutionary United Front (RUF) soldiers were close behind. Her husband turned and beckoned for her to run faster. She saw bullets scuff the ground. They ran without speaking. “You just run for your life. Everybody’s running. No one is screaming, just running,” said Khadijah.

         The teenage mum made it through the government barricades. “I had saved Ibrahim. But that day would change my life and that young baby I held dear forever … I realised that violence is no good, all I wanted was safety. I never felt safe in Sierra Leone again,” said Khadijah.

         Later that day she saw a rebel being forced to kneel down. A tyre was pushed over his head, wedged tight around his shoulders. Someone stepped forward with a jerry can and poured petrol on the man. Khadijah could not forget his face, eyes wide, imploring. She watched him try to escape, his legs moving furiously, even as his head and body were drowned in flame. The smell stayed with her for days.

         Her husband fled to the Netherlands and asked Khadijah to join him while they applied for asylum. Khadijah left Ibby with his grandmother in a refugee camp and headed to Europe. “Leaving my son caused me pain that I’ll never be able to express.” Securing asylum was more protracted than she had imagined. For five years mother and child were separated.

         Surrounded as he was by hundreds of other minors, the crying of children became the soundtrack to Ibrahim’s nightmares. Throughout the night he could hear babies wailing. As the war became more ferocious, the crying grew louder. New arrivals came, many of them orphans. They cried for hours, but no one came.

         In January 2000 Ibby was reunited with his mother in the Netherlands. Four years later, aged nine, he came to Brighton.

         A teacher, who asked to remain anonymous, believed Ibby’s childhood experiences had manifested themselves in a quite extreme way. He was unusually sensitive to other children being distressed, she said. When a child cried it induced a disproportionate reaction from Ibby, as if he too could feel their pain. “He was traumatised from the refugee camp. I’m convinced that the sound of children in distress had a profound, physical and mental effect on him,” she said.

         Ibby’s family found themselves in Flat 15, 29 Shanklin Road – one of 19 tiny apartments shoehorned into a three-storey building. Their flat backed onto Woodvale cemetery and a pebbledashed bungalow that served as Brighton’s coroner’s office.

         When Khadijah had a spare moment – and they were few in a day that began at 5am with a cleaning shift at Waitrose – the view reminded her of life’s fragility. It brought back memories of the man in the tyre, Ibby’s scrape with death. “Violence is not a joke to me. I’ve seen what it can do, what death can look like.” The proximity of the coroner’s court unsettled her. It offered a constant reminder of her worst fear, the death of one of her sons.

         From the city’s cemetery, across Lewes Road, were the terraced streets of Hollingdean. Mohammed “Mo” Khan lived there, another al-Quds regular. His father was from Bangladesh and, like Amer’s, was a respected figure at the mosque. Mo Khan, in 2008 a slight 14-year-old with neat features, was judged a “good laugh” and like Ibby and Amer was adept at avoiding fights. Mo had a strong moral compass that Amer admired and they sometimes discussed how to “make the world better”.

         Mo Khan’s father wanted his boy to become an accountant, a stable, respectable profession. How, Amer would tease, would counting other people’s money make the world a better place?

         The summer of 2008 was a good one. Days were spent messing about on Brighton’s Victorian pier, standing on tip-toes and pretending they could see France, or hassling mum for a go on the log flume. The Deghayes boys visited Sea Life, gasping as they crept through its underwater tunnel and sharks swooped overhead. Other notable days included a trip to the toy museum where Jaffar became so mesmerised by the tin fire engines he had to be dragged away.

         Most days they went swimming off Saltdean, diving headfirst into the Channel, peering through the pea soup water with their goggles, wondering if this would at last be the dive when one of them saw something that was actually alive. Skimming competitions were staged and a game that entailed hurling pebbles at each other from behind overturned deckchairs.

         They watched the football European Championships but didn’t cry as they had during the World Cup in 2006 because England were not in the competition. That freed up more time to play football. Manchester United had just become Premier League champions again and Ibby would always ask to be Paul Scholes, Manchester United’s diminutive and taciturn ginger playmaker who in aptitude and appearance Ibby could not have been less like. The Deghayes boys were Chelsea supporters and were still celebrating its league-winning team of a couple of years before.

         Abdullah bagsied Ivorian centre forward Didier Drogba, as did Abdul. Jaffar got Frank Lampard. Amer didn’t mind, whoever. Mohammed was the skilful winger Arjen Robben. He might have been the smallest, but Mohammed was the best footballer among the brothers. The twins reckoned he could make it as a professional. Amer said: “He had a natural touch, he attained such skill because we used to play football every day and when you play with older people you pick up the talent to survive.”

         Amer, Ibby and Mo Khan often met at the al-Quds mosque. Amer could speak Arabic fluently and had a father who had made him memorise vast tracts of the Qur’an. By comparison, Ibby knew only a handful of Arabic phrases. His mother had converted to Islam the year before, wearing the hijab for the first time on January 7 2007.

         Ibby, his mother and brothers learnt their faith watching Peace TV, the free Islamic television channel. “The more I watched the more I fell in love with Islam. I felt the peace that I was desperately searching for,” said Khadijah. They prayed as a family, kneeling on their tiny lounge floor. Soon, Khadijah was praying five times a day and quickly credited Islam with providing the strength to get a divorce in May 2007.

         Amer was impressed with how much Ibby wanted to be a good Muslim. Ibby was impressed with Amer full stop. In his mind, Amer could do no wrong. “He’s the wisest guy I know, he knows more than most adults ever learn,” Ibby told his mother.

         During the summer the boys met without fail every week at Friday prayers and the following day the Deghayes brothers collected for their brothers in Palestine. They went all over the city, rattling metal tins in the faces of shoppers. It was always surprising how many people in Brighton cared about Palestine. Everyone at the mosque was also passionate about the issue. “From an early age we all felt very sorry for the oppression of the Palestinian people,” said Amer.

         When asked during a 2008 youth club meeting to write about something that bothered them, Abdul had no apparent dilemma choosing his topic. In carefully spaced capital letters, the 12-year-old penned a poem from the heart.

         
            
               I’m fed up of the war in Palestine,

               Even though it’s not mine,

               It don’t look fine,

               The Israeli troops are here to destroy.

            

         

         It was a good summer. But things were changing. Sudden storms would roll in as the brothers watched the sunset behind Brighton from the cliffs at Saltdean. From afar the city looked beguiling with its rows of white Regency townhouses. Only when close could you see the peeling paint, the needles that lined the steps to buildings split into flats where no one knew their neighbours.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

         

         They were running as fast as they could. Behind them, it looked like the whole of year nine was chasing. Witnesses said the twins were patently terrified, frantically looking over their shoulders as they ran the length of the vast grass playing fields in front of Longhill High secondary school. But their legs were short and they weren’t good runners. The chasing pack steadily gained ground on the 13-year-olds. “I swear to God, there was a sea of people after them, easily more than a hundred. They had no chance,” said a classmate of the twins.

         Abdul and Abdullah were brought down near the far penalty area and quickly pinned to the pitch, unable to move their arms and legs. Some began to jump on the prostrate boys. Others took it in turns to punch and kick them, occasionally after a theatrical run up. Cheers greeted each blow. “It was open season. I’d never seen anything like it,” said another witness, who asked not to be named because he still felt guilty that he’d watched but done nothing.

         Longhill High’s intake comes mostly from the hidden side of the city, the sprawling estates on Brighton’s eastern outskirts that are invisible from the centre. The most notorious of these is Whitehawk, as ethnically homogenous as its name suggests and folded within a steep valley that reinforces its isolation from the rest of the city. England is divided into 32,482 areas in an official government audit that measures education and skills. Whitehawk sits 139 places from the bottom. When indices of multiple deprivation are measured the estate languishes in the lowest one per cent.

         Further east, over an untidy ridge of grassland, lie the three deans: Woodingdean, Ovingdean and Rottingdean. Kids from the large housing estates in each of these areas had beefs with the others, longstanding rivalries passed down from older brothers.

         Being able to fight meant survival in Longhill, status. Being popular offered another chance of making it through unscathed. Being different, standing out, made you a legitimate target. The twins were not popular. And they stood out.

         Pudgy and short in stature, they never stood a chance with east Brighton’s cooler cliques. The twins were also egregiously compromised by an eccentric wardrobe. No one knew why, but their school uniform was characterised by trousers several inches too short, odd socks and blazers that drowned them. Their shoes looked like relics from another era. From the start, everybody knew them as the Abdul twins. “I don’t think anyone ever used their actual names,” said another classmate.

         At first the twins tried to fit in, but were rapidly rejected. “The year had this big group of popular, good-looking kids who had joined with the hard nuts. You were either in or you were out. The Deghayeses were very much out,” said Longhill pupil Bill Mogford.

         The attacks were daily, merciless and unrelenting. Water was lobbed over the twins as they queued for lunch in the canteen. Bread buns were hurled at them as they ate. They were taunted in class, pursued between lessons. Break times offered their tormentors the chance to exact fresh punishment. The bullying was mostly racist. According to police case files chronicling the boys’ attempt to settle in England, taunts of “Paki” and “terrorist” followed them around the playground.

         Getting home unscathed presented a fresh challenge. Witnesses described how Abdul and Abdullah were cornered and beaten on the school bus back to Saltdean. When the twins decided it was safer to walk they were jumped. One favoured ambush point was near Rottingdean’s Kipling Gardens, named after Rudyard Kipling who lived there at the turn of the twentieth century. “They would be walking past and from all directions people would come at them,” said a classmate. As locals and visitors filed past, the twins would be beaten up beside the historic flint walls and Tudor cottages of the south coast tourist attraction. Everybody saw it.

         Even when they made it to home turf, there was no respite. Adjacent to the Deghayes family home lay Saltdean Oval, the egg-shaped park where the Deghayes boys played football on summer evenings. It was their favourite pastime, until the bullies from Longhill began targeting them there. They stopped playing football, a decision that upset all the brothers. For Mohammed, whose lauded skills had persuaded all his brothers he could make it as a pro, it was especially heartbreaking.

         During August 2009 their attackers started massing at the Oval in the evening. At first they would gather by the skatepark, a fortress-like contraption where they would drink spirits and plot. More would arrive, white kids from nearby estates, some from Woodingdean, a 30-minute bus journey away.

         Dusk was the signal for the 20-strong gang to creep up the hill towards the home of the Deghayes family, whose father was often absent, working late.

         From behind the curtains of its bay windows, lined with family photographs and mementoes of Disneyland Paris, the boys would watch the group approach. Einas fled to the back of the property. Doors were locked. Windows shut. The boys would run upstairs as the first missiles began striking the house.

         Pebbles pinged against its windows, stones bounced off walls. From upstairs, Amer and his brothers watched the group, increasingly bold, advance towards them. They stopped when they were standing in the small front garden, shouting obscenities, the familiar favourites of “Paki” and “terrorist”. Bricks would hit the house. Some of the gang would start kicking the front door, pressing their faces against the ground floor window. Others would beckon the boys outside to fight but Amer and his brothers stayed where they were, peering down at the gang as they smoked cigarettes in their driveway. After a few minutes, or when they grew bored, they would leave. Then the family would quietly shuffle to bed, too petrified to venture downstairs.

         Anti-Islamic graffiti began appearing on the quaint seafront promenade, 200 metres from the family home. Police received intelligence confirming that the graffiti was “directed” at the Deghayes family.

         It started on June 1 2009 when, according to police logs, the words “Behead all Muslims” were daubed in 30cm capital letters beside the beach huts that lined the coastal path. When council workers scrubbed the words away, the same block capitals, often written in chalk but always issuing the same blunt threat, would soon reappear.

         The frequency of the racism directed at the family was astonishing. Confidential police reports documenting a single month, September 2009, articulate a relentless hounding of the family.

         On September 4, the windscreen of the Deghayeses’ family car was smashed. On September 7 the twins Abdul and Abdullah were racially abused at school with the perpetrators overheard “making derogatory comments about their mother”. The twins retaliated and were excluded by the school. They argued that no one should talk about mothers like that. Regardless the two were punished with exclusion.

         They complained to friends that the perpetrators kept getting away with their racist bullying.

         The twins never took school seriously again. Both were smart: during a two-year trip to Libya when the family judged it sufficiently safe to return they had excelled at a challenging curriculum at an international school in Tripoli. Yet Amer, like the others, felt they were downgraded by Longhill, their potential undermined. “We had done a very tough curriculum but automatically they put us with the foundation paper,” said Amer.

         Two days later, September 9, Einas was travelling on the number 27 bus from Brighton with Amer and his brothers when a group of youths sat down and surrounded them. Leaning towards the family, the mob made throat-slitting gestures and repeatedly warned them: “You’re dead.” The threats, according to the police files, continued from the Brighton marina to the family home, a 12-minute bus journey.

         On September 11, at 11:30pm, police received calls that a large group of youths, boys and girls, had congregated in the front garden of the family home and were refusing to move.

         Chanting abuse they began hurling bottles, bricks and stones at the house, smashing the dining room window and the front windscreen of the car. They remained outside the house, jeering at the family. Again some shouted “terrorists”, a reference to the boys’ Uncle Omar, freed from Guantanamo without charge less than two years previously and trying to rebuild his life along the coast. It was no coincidence they had chosen the anniversary of 9/11 for the brazen attack.

         On September 14 events escalated further. Abdullah received a death threat on Facebook. Later, youths were “seen congregating in Saltdean Park with sticks and other weapons”. A series of attacks followed on the house and car. Stones were repeatedly hurled at the house. Youths gathered in the garden, preventing the family from sleeping.

         On September 22 the twins were walking home from school when they were again ambushed, this time by a group wearing balaclavas. The attack, near Kipling Gardens, was particularly ferocious. Abdullah was held down and was stamped repeatedly on the head while others lined up to kick him in the ribs. Abdul attempted to intervene but was punched over and over in the face.

         Hours later a brick was hurled through the lounge window of the Deghayes family home – no glass was smashed because the window was already broken from a recent similar attack and had not yet been repaired.

         The police tally of attacks against the Deghayes during September 2009 did not end there. An addendum noted that the family was known to have suffered “many other incidents during the same month” but had not reported them to police. A note from children’s services corroborated the abuse as “sustained” stating: “At one point this was more or less daily against the family, including the children and the family home.”

         Another incident, also in September, underscored the family’s vulnerability. Perturbed at the escalating violence towards the Deghayeses, supporters invoked Brighton’s status as a United Nations Peace Messenger city – a worldwide initiative bringing together cities that foster a culture of tolerance and mutual respect. Jackie Chase, a key figure of the initiative, arranged an urgent meeting to discuss how to protect the Deghayeses from a “sustained campaign of racist and religious abuse”. Chase hoped to stage the debate in Saltdean itself, a show of solidarity designed to show the racists they would not be intimidated.

         A Saltdean church only 300 metres from the Deghayes home was chosen. But the police vetoed the venue on safety grounds. Another nearby community centre was chosen and was again refused on police advice for fear of trouble. At least three venues, Chase estimated, were rebuffed on police advice.

         Ultimately the meeting, held on September 24 and billed “Racism in Saltdean: What can communities do?”, was relocated to another village along the coast. Chase said the police gave the impression they were happy to abandon the family. “The police were useless, they were not sufficiently protective. A lot of very frightening things were happening out there at Saltdean.”

         It was not just local kids. Sussex Police received intelligence that the neo-Nazi National Front “had set up a local chapter in Saltdean” specifically to hound the Deghayeses. Its threat assessment of the white supremacist group indicated it was seeking to exploit suspicion against the family based on Omar’s incarceration at Guantanamo Bay. A police document revealed that fascists believed they could woo the entire community and “mobilise and gain the support of young people, women and other residents to the right-wing group”.

         Separate intelligence assessments revealed that a litany of “other organised right-wing groups” had detected blood in the water; the family’s vulnerability and increasing profile were starting to attract the full spectrum of the far right.

         These included the English Defence League, an anti-Muslim group that had formed months earlier in June 2009 and was led by Tommy Robinson, a former BNP member with multiple criminal convictions, including for assault. Another was called Casuals United, who viewed themselves as a “ready-made army” against radical Islam but in reality were a mob of football hooligans, often drunk, always violent.

         Both groups invited like-minded people to target the family’s Saltdean home, publishing the “addresses of the mosque and homes on right-wing websites with a call for action”, according to another police intelligence briefing.

         The call would be answered by the self-styled “patriot” group March for England who seemed to be so scared of Omar they would travel to his marina home, asking him to leave the UK. Its leader Dave Smeyton confessed to wanting to “hound” the entire Deghayes family from Brighton. Smeyton claimed to have evidence that Omar had been radicalised, but refused to share it. “Can you seriously tell me that somebody who has been radicalised is going to come back and be: ‘Oh I want to live in sunny Brighton just sit in a deck chair with a hanky on my head and eat ice cream all day?’”

         Behind Brighton’s progressive image of green politics, veganism and tolerance was an ugly reality. A network of far-right groups festered in its forgotten peripheral housing estates. The groups were attacking the family at a time when platforms like Facebook were keen not to be seen censoring content, even if the police could see such free speech was geared to making “home life impossible” for the Deghayes family.

         Despite the threats being traceable there is no record that police targeted or arrested any of the National Front group in Saltdean. Similarly, no record exists that any supporters of a far-right party were even interviewed by Sussex Police despite the repeated hate crimes committed and death threats issued against the family.

         The force chose not to respond to a request for details of what action it took against the far right over their crimes against the family.

         The near-incessant abuse exacted a profound toll. Assessments by council officials on the family concluded that the racism and the “sustained targeting of the family across various venues had a cumulative impact on the family’s coping capacities”.

         “It deeply affected them all. They were lovely, polite kids, but you could see how it damaged them. You could see the pain in their eyes,” said Chase.

         Amer was also affected by what was happening to his best friend Ibby. During the summer of 2009 the Kamara family had moved to a property on Bevendean, a council estate that clung to the precipitous sides of Racehill Valley in the north-east of the city.

         Some of the estate’s residents took exception to the young African family, the single mother with her hijab and extrovert dress sense. A campaign was launched to drive them away. Shouts of “nigger” and “Paki” were heard when Khadijah and her children left the house. Human excrement was placed outside their front door. One night their garden shed was kicked apart. Khadijah told her sons not to rise to the bait, that violence was never justified. But she could see the abuse was tormenting her eldest, Ibby, then 14. “One day they were giving me some abuse and Ibrahim said: ‘You can’t say that to my mother! Stop!’” said Khadijah.

         Like the Deghayeses, school offered little respite. Ibby went to Varndean and one teacher observed how pupils, unused to seeing a black peer, treated him like a zoo exhibit. “They would stroke his hair, remark how strange it was,” she said. The teacher said that such behaviour affected him. “He would become withdrawn, troubled. He wanted desperately to fit in,” added the teacher.

         Like Einas, Khadijah believed the police would help. But the police never did. Khadijah says she started calling the police up to three times a week, to no avail. Sussex Police would not divulge how many calls they received from Khadijah.

         “Each time they would ask when did it start and other questions as if they had no record of previous calls, even if they were made a few days earlier. It was really frustrating,” said Khadijah. She gave the names and addresses of offenders repeatedly, but no arrests were made.

         The attacks escalated. As with the Deghayeses, attackers congregated in their front garden. The summer of 2009 – the same period that the Deghayes family were hounded – became purgatory. During July they surrounded Ibby’s little brother Sulaiman, aged five, near their house. One tormentor kicked him so hard in the stomach the child was poleaxed and collapsed, winded, by the side of the road, hardly able to breathe. Khadijah called an ambulance.

         One August afternoon, a group of Bevendean kids called at the house asking if Ibby wanted to play. Ibrahim was apprehensive, it would be the first time he had been out properly since an appendix operation a week earlier. But the boys seemed okay and they had a decent football, so he went. As he was walking towards the pitch, Ibby was encircled by youths. Ibby, more than six feet tall but who had never contemplated throwing a punch at anyone, wanted to run but was surrounded. The crowd parted and a youth began hitting him. Ibby curled up on the ground. No one helped.

         Khadijah called the police and again no one was arrested. Two days later there was shouting outside the house. It was the same youth taunting them in front of their home.

         Khadijah learnt the attacker had been paid £25 by his dad to beat up Ibrahim because “he was a nigger”. She asked the police why was nothing done. “There was never any feedback to all the complaints, my children were shocked … You see your child getting beaten up and then you call the authorities and they do nothing, it created a lot of negative psychology in my head,” said Khadijah. “It affected Ibrahim the most, made him feel he didn’t fit in. Yes, there are good people in Britain, but we’ll never be truly accepted here.” 

         It was open season on Bevendean’s black family. When the school year started, getting home was an ordeal. As soon as they entered the estate, Khadijah said a group would start circling them on their bicycles, some pulling wheelies. She told her sons to stay close and keep their heads bowed, no eye contact. “We were terrified, the bikes going round and round us, calling us nigger, Paki.”

         Summer turned to autumn. The attacks continued. Winter brought new forms of intimidation, snowballs pounded their windows. Groups loitered outside, visible through cracks in the curtains when they turned their lights off.

         Encouraged by Amer, Ibby tried to rise above the abuse by producing an anti-bullying film. The project energised the teenager. Not only did he volunteer to take a leading part in the film, he also helped direct it, getting up early most mornings to work on the script and camera angles. The message was that bullies could never win. The film was screened at the city’s central Friends Meeting House in front of parents. Khadijah still beams with pride when describing Ibby’s starring role. “I was the proudest mum in Brighton.”
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