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         One evening, as Shahid Hasan came out of the communal hall toilet, re-secured the door with a piece of looped string, and stood buttoning himself under a dim bulb, the door of the room next to his opened and a man emerged, carrying a briefcase. He was slight, wearing an open-necked shirt, brown shoes and a suit that was not fawn or much of any colour – it wasn’t that kind of suit.

         Shahid was surprised. The college had allocated him a bed-sitting-room in a house beside a Chinese restaurant in Kilburn, north-west London. The many rooms in the six-floor building were filled with Africans, Irish people, Pakistanis and even a group of English students. The various tenants played music, smoked dope and filled the dingy corridors with the smell of bargain aftershave and boiled goat, which odour, amongst others, caused the wallpaper to droop from the walls like ancient scrolls. At all hours, though favouring the night, the occupants disputed in several languages, castigated their dogs, praised their birds and practised the trumpet. But until that moment Shahid hadn’t heard a sound from next door. Presuming the room wasn’t let, he had, he was afraid, made uninhibited noises, of which he was now embarrassed.

         The light bulb gave out: each flight of stairs was illuminated by a push-button light sweetly timed to switch off before you reached your destination, however swiftly you moved. The man blinked at Shahid through the gloom and seemed to bar his way. Shahid was about to apologize when his neighbour said a word in Urdu. Shahid replied, and the man, as if having an idea confirmed, took another step forward, offered his hand and introduced himself as Riaz Al-Hussain.

         Shahid’s initial impression had been that Riaz was in his forties, but when the sallow, balding man spoke, he could see that Riaz was at most ten years older, with a fastidious manner and weak, bookwormy eyes.

         But this gentle way was surely deceptive. The man had to have something formidable in him, for, as they shared friendly exchanges and confirmed they were both studying at the local college, he observed Shahid intently, as if he’d look right into him, which made Shahid feel both pleased that someone was taking an interest and also a little exposed and tense.

         The man decided something. ‘Let’s go.’

         ‘Where?’

         He placed his hand on Shahid’s arm. ‘Come.’

         Shahid was led willingly, but for reasons he didn’t understand, down two flights of stairs, past the bicycles and piles of unclaimed mail in the hall, and out into the street. Sniffing the air, Riaz turned and instructed him, kindly, to fetch a jacket and scarf, if he had one. They seemed to be embarking on a journey.

         When Shahid had wrapped himself up and they began walking, Riaz spoke to him as if it had been some time since he liked someone so much or understood anyone so well.

         ‘Have you eaten? When I am thinking and writing I forget for hours to eat and then I remember suddenly that I am ravenous. Are you like this?’

         Shahid, who had barely received or been able to give an amicable smile in the weeks since he’d started at college, was warming. He said, ‘In the past few days my mouth has been watering for good Indian food, but I’m not certain where to go.’

         ‘Naturally you miss such food. You are my fellow countryman.’

         ‘Well … not quite.’

         ‘Oh, yes, you are. I have observed you before.’

         ‘Have you? What was I doing?’

         Riaz didn’t reply, but walked rapidly in a straight line. To keep up, and to avoid charging into the Irishmen who gathered outside the pubs, Shahid had to jig on and off the pavement. This was a road he was becoming familiar with; so far most of his notions about London were based on it. During the day it was well known for its second-hand shops and lined with rotten furniture. Miserable proprietors would sit out in armchairs with damp, blistered tables in front of them, reading the racing papers beneath the tasselled shades of 1940s standard lamps; stained mattresses with puddles on their plastic covers would be piled up around them, like sandbags.

         Riaz appeared to take no interest in the life around him. Shahid wondered if he was trying to solve a philosophical problem or was, perhaps, hurrying to an appointment and merely required company for the journey.

         Before Shahid came to the city, sat in the Kent countryside dreaming of how rough and mixed London would be, his brother Chili had loaned him Mean Streets and Taxi Driver as preparation. But they were eventful films which hadn’t steadied him for such mundane poverty. On his first day he had seen a poor woman, wearing only plastic sandals on her feet, drag three children across the street and, there on the other side, remove her shoes and beat them across the arms.

         He wondered, too, whether a nearby asylum had been recently closed down, since day and night on the High Road, dozens of exhibitionists, gabblers and maniacs yelled into the air. One man with a shaved head stood all day in a doorway with his fists clenched, mumbling. Derelict young men – Shahid had at first presumed they were students – clutched beer cans like hand grenades; later, he’d see them crashed out in doorways, with fluids seeping from them, as if they’d been pissed on by dogs. There was a girl who spent the day collecting firewood from building sites and skips.

         All the same, the different odours of Indian, Chinese, Italian and Greek food wafting from open doorways gladdened Shahid, as they had done the first time he passed them, full of anticipation and expectation, humping his suitcases. Between the restaurants, though, many of the shops had been closed down and boarded over; or they’d been converted to thrift or charity shops. Shahid had considered Londoners particularly munificent, until his Pakistani landlord explained, laughing, that the origin of such shops was bankruptcy rather than virtue.

         When Riaz spoke again, he didn’t look at Shahid but said, ‘Naturally you are hard-working. We all are who come here. But you are also dedicated to something serious.’

         ‘Am I?’

         ‘I am without a doubt over your earnestness.’

         Shahid wasn’t ready to question Riaz’s understanding. What surprised him was the intimacy of the remark. Perhaps Shahid had been among too many undemonstrative English people lately.

         ‘Yes, I have made up my mind to work very hard at college, because I – ’

         ‘This restaurant is excellent. The food is simple. Ordinary people eat here.’

         ‘I will remember it,’ said Shahid.

         ‘Without a doubt.’

         Situated between a Caribbean wig centre and a Romanian restaurant – behind filthy net curtains sat rows of plain white chairs and stark tables – was an Indian café, into which Shahid followed his new companion.

         ‘You will really feel at home.’

         How did Riaz know he would feel at home in a place with five Formica tables and screwed-down red bucket seats, all as brightly lit under white neon as a police cell?

         Each dish was displayed in rectangular steel pans beneath a glass counter, and on each was taped a sign indicating whether it was ‘korjet’ or ‘oberjean’. The food was heated in two microwaves which sat on a shelf. On the wall was a brass plate inscribed with Koranic verses. A boy, whom Shahid guessed to be the owner’s son, sat at a table doing his homework.

         Possibly Riaz feared he had been a little peremptory with his new friend, for as Shahid examined the food he said more softly, ‘Even if you’ve already eaten, perhaps you would sit with me. Or is it bothering you too much to keep me company?’

         ‘Not in the least.’

         ‘You see, it is not just your college work I was referring to here. You are searching for something.’

         ‘I’m not sure,’ Shahid said pensively. ‘But you could be right.’

         Shahid sat down while Riaz went to the counter and ordered from the owner, whose teeth were scarlet from betel chewing. He ladled the food on to plastic plates and placed them inside the microwave. Shahid overheard Riaz asking the owner about his other son, Farhat.

         Blood-teeth then had his youngest boy interrupt his homework to carry the food to the customers.

         ‘Where’s your brother now?’ Riaz whispered to the boy, sitting down.

         The boy glanced at his father, as if to ensure he wasn’t listening. ‘Hat studying. Upstairs. Not allowed out tonight. Dadda very annoyed.’

         Riaz gave an little nod. ‘Tell him I’ll see him tomorrow.’

         ‘O?.’

         After this odd business Riaz and Shahid tore with scorching fingers into the hot chapattis, soaking them in dhal and oily keema. When Shahid looked up and saw Riaz eating in this way – and he had rarely seen anyone eating so quickly, as if he were fuelling a machine – he thought, what a stroke of luck! So far, waiting for college life to really start – he had wanted to be challenged intellectually, and in every other way – all he’d done was read and write, attend lectures and wander around. He went to the cinema or obtained the cheapest theatre seats, and one night he had attended a socialist political meeting. He went to Piccadilly and sat for an hour on the steps of Eros, hoping to meet a woman; wandered around Leicester Square and Covent Garden; entered an ‘erotic’ bar where a woman sat beside him for ten minutes and a man tried to charge him £100 for a bottle of fizzy water, and punched him when he walked out. He had never felt more invisible; somehow this wasn’t the ‘real’ London.

         ‘Did you know,’ Riaz said with his mouth full, ‘that the chilli was discovered in South America? It was an Aztec word, and it came only to India during medieval times.’

         ‘I had no idea. But we call my brother Chili. Suits him.’

         ‘In what way?’

         ‘It just does. Tell me what you’re studying, Riaz.’

         ‘The law. For a long time I gave general and legal advice to the many poor and uneducated people in my district who came to me. As an informed amateur I did all I could to help them. Now I am taking up serious study.’

         ‘And where are you from?’

         ‘Lahore. Originally.’

         ‘That “originally” is a quite a big thing,’ Shahid said.

         ‘The very biggest thing of all. You recognize that, eh? I was brought away to this country at fourteen.’

         Shahid established that Riaz had lived and worked ‘with the people, showing them their rights’, in a Muslim community near Leeds. His accent was certainly a compound of both places, which explained why he sounded like a cross between J. B. Priestley and Zia Al Haq. But his English was precise and without slang; Shahid could feel the punctuation hanging in the air like netting.

         Shahid was reminded of his uncle Asif, a journalist in Pakistan (imprisoned once by Zia for writing against his Islamization policies), who liked to assert that the only people who spoke good English now were subcontinentals. ‘They gave us the language but it is only we who know how to use it.’

         Mind you, uncle Asif, in whose house he and Chili used to stay every winter, lying in hammocks beneath the mango trees in the courtyard and discussing which parties to attend, liked to entertain his nephews with his satirical views. He’d say that the Pakistanis in England now had to do everything, win the sports, present the news and run the shops and businesses, as well as having to fuck the women. ‘Your country’s gone to the wogs!’ He labelled this ‘the brown man’s burden’.

         Shahid’s elder brother Chili had adopted this idea in his late teens, before he married the glamorous Zulma and their wedding video, longer than The Godfather (both parts), became essential viewing all over Karachi and even in Peshawar. Swaggering into the kitchen at breakfast after another conquest, he’d say, ‘We are having to do everything here now, yaar! It’s our burden – but I can personally take it on!’

         Now Shahid warned himself to keep quiet about his personal life. But Riaz didn’t volunteer much more about himself and Shahid wondered whether there was something specific that Riaz wanted to put to him. He suspected that Riaz was going to ask him a favour. But he rejected his misgivings; he was determined not to be a closed person.

         And so, minutes later, Shahid was explaining to Riaz that his parents and brother were travel agents. Twenty-five years ago Shahid’s mother was a secretary and his father a clerk in a tiny agency. Now, although Papa was recently dead, the family owned two shops in Sevenoaks, Kent.

         Riaz listened. ‘And did they lose themselves when they came here?’ he said.

         ‘Lose themselves?’

         ‘That’s what I asked.’

         It was a strange question. But wasn’t this, after all, why he had come to college, to distance himself from the family and also to think about their lives and why they had come to England?

         ‘You could be right. Maybe that is what has happened. My family’s work has always been to transport others around the world. They never go anywhere themselves, apart from Karachi once a year. They can’t do anything but work. My brother Chili has a … a looser attitude. But then he is a different generation.’

         ‘Is he one of these dissipaters?’

         ‘A dissipater?’ Shahid almost choked on the evocative word. ‘What gives you the right to say that?’

         For a moment passion flared beneath Riaz’s cool persistence, and he slapped his hand on the table. ‘What right?’

         ‘Yes,’ Shahid asked.

         ‘I’m suggesting, what do these people – our people – really have in their lives?’

         ‘They have security and purpose, at least.’

         ‘They have lost themselves, then.’

         ‘How?’

         ‘Surely, if that is all they have. It makes sense!’

         Shahid looked at his fingers, which the food had turned the colour of nicotine. Riaz was trying to provoke him. He regretted being so candid. But he was enjoying the discussion too. He would say just this one thing.

         ‘They have certainly lost something,’ he admitted. ‘They can’t love the arts, for instance. And at the same time they despise their own work and laugh at their customers for boiling their ugly bodies on foreign beaches and going off to karaoke bars.’

         ‘Yes, they are precisely right! No Pakistani would dream of being such an idiot by the seaside – as yet. But soon – don’t you think? – we will be parading about everywhere in these bikinis.’

         ‘That is what my mother and Chili are waiting for. Asian people to start taking package tours.’

         ‘Excuse me, can I ask you – I know you won’t mind – but your family has some distinction, I can see.’

         ‘To me they have, yes.’

         ‘How, then, did they let you come to be at such a derelict college?’

         With his shy air and none of the whisky-drinking braggadocio of Shahid’s uncle, for instance, Riaz seemed polite. But all the same, he wondered if he wasn’t being slightly coerced by Riaz, as if he were trying to find out about him for some ulterior purpose. But what purpose could that be? Who was this man who could put such questions?

         ‘Because of a woman called Deedee Osgood. Do you know her?’

         ‘Oh, yes, she has a reputation at the college.’

         ‘Deservedly. And because I did badly at school.’

         ‘You?’ Riaz said with concern. ‘But why?’

         ‘At the time I had, you know, other things on my mind. My girlfriend was pregnant. She – er – had to have – ’

         ‘What?’

         ‘A late abortion. It was a shabby business.’ He was apprehensive that this would make Riaz think badly of him, probably because he felt badly about it himself; and because he had, in the end, fled. Riaz did, indeed, sigh. Shahid went on, ‘After that, my parents forced me to work for them.’

         ‘And you respected them?’

         ‘Not as much as I should. Because, instead of sending people to Ibiza I sat in the office reading Malcolm X and Maya Angelou and the Souls of Black Folk. I read about the Mutiny and Partition and Mountbatten. And one morning I started reading Midnight’s  Children in bed. Have you read that one?’

         ‘I found it accurate about Bombay. But this time he has gone too far.’

         ‘Yes? I found the first book difficult initially. It’s rhythms aren’t Western. It dashes all over the place. Then I saw the author on television attacking racism, informing the people how it all arose. I tell you, I wanted to cheer. But it made me feel worse, because I was finally recognizing something. I began to get terrible feelings in my head. This is the truth now, Riaz – ’

         ‘Anything less is worthless.’

         ‘Yes.’ Shahid’s heart began to beat hard. ‘I thought I was going mad.’

         ‘In what way?’

         ‘Riaz, I – ’

         Just then a man rushed into the restaurant with such velocity that Shahid wondered if he might not dash out the back door followed by the police. He was able to halt himself, though, and vibrate beside them. Before he could speak he was hushed by Riaz with an authoritatively raised finger. Immediately he obeyed Riaz and sat down, quivering.

         Riaz said, looking at Shahid, ‘Continue.’

         ‘I began to feel – ’

         ‘Yes, yes?’

         ‘… in that part of the country, more of a freak than I did normally. I had been kicked around and chased a lot, you know. It made me terrifyingly sensitive. I kept thinking there was something I lacked.’

         Shahid’s attention was now awkwardly divided between the man beside him, whom he’d barely taken in and who was now hearing of his deepest life, and the man opposite, who was waiting to know everything.

         ‘Everywhere I went I was the only dark-skinned person. How did this make people see me? I began to be scared of going into certain places. I didn’t know what they were thinking. I was convinced they were full of sneering and disgust and hatred. And if they were pleasant, I imagined they were hypocrites. I became paranoid. I couldn’t go out. I knew I was confused and … fucked-up. But I didn’t know what to do.’

         Shahid turned to the recent arrival, who was listening intently, nodding as if to a beat, his fingers tending to dance.

         ‘I am hearing every moment of your soul cry,’ the man said. ‘Call me Chad.’

         ‘Shahid.’

         ‘He is my neighbour,’ Riaz explained to Chad.

         They shook hands. Chad was a room-filler, a large, big-faced man who looked like an adolescent attempting to be an adult. He appeared to be bursting with appetite.

         ‘There’s a much worse thing.’ Shahid’s mouth was dry and his hands had become unsteady. He attempted to lift his glass but spilt water on the table. ‘I don’t think I can talk about it. But perhaps I should.’

         ‘You must,’ said Riaz.

         ‘Yep,’ said Chad.

         They leaned towards him, ignoring the water soaking into their sleeves.

         Shahid said, ‘I wanted to be a racist.’

         Chad’s seriousness became very serious indeed. With a glance at Riaz, he rose and went to the counter to fetch his food. Shahid waited for him to return. Riaz seemed to be humming to himself.

         Shahid was trembling. ‘My mind was invaded by killing-nigger fantasies.’

         ‘What kind of thing are we talking about here?’ Chad asked.

         ‘What kind of thing? Of going around abusing Pakis, niggers, Chinks, Irish, any foreign scum. I slagged them under my breath whenever I saw them. I wanted to kick them up the arse. The thought of sleeping with Asian girls made me sick. I’m being very honest with you now – ’

         ‘Open your heart,’ Chad murmured. He didn’t touch his food.

         ‘Even when they came on to me, I couldn’t bear it. I thought, you know, wink at an Asian girl and she’ll want to marry you up. I wouldn’t touch brown flesh, except with a branding iron. I hated all foreign bastards.’

         Riaz cried softly, ‘Oh, how is this done?’

         ‘I argued … why can’t I be a racist like everyone else? Why do I have to miss out on that privilege? Why is it only me who has to be good? Why can’t I swagger around pissing on others for being inferior? I began to turn into one of them. I was becoming a monster.’

         ‘You didn’t want to be a racist,’ Chad said. ‘I’m tellin’ you that here and now for definite. And I’m informing you that it’s all right now.’

         Chad looked at Riaz, who, with a compassionate incline of his head, confirmed that it was indeed all right now.

         ‘Don’t take it too personal.’ Chad indicated himself and Riaz. ‘Because we two are the ones who know. And we’re not thinking of you in that racist way at all.’

         ‘I am a racist.’

         Chad smacked the table. ‘I already said you only a vessel!’

         ‘I have wanted to join the British National Party.’

         ‘You have?’

         ‘I would have filled in the forms – if they have forms.’ Shahid turned to Riaz. ‘How does one apply to such an organization?’

         ‘Would the brother know?’ Chad’s temper was fraying. He referred to Riaz, who was now looking through his briefcase: he had given his definitive nod.

         With strained patience Chad went on. ‘Listen. It been the longest, hardest century of racism in the history of everything. How can you not have picked up the vibe in this distorted way? There’s a bit of Hitler in all white people – they’ve given that to you. It’s all they ever done for us.’

         ‘Only those who purify themselves can escape it,’ Riaz said.

         He got up and made for the door.

         ‘The brother need fresh air,’ Chad said. ‘We all do. Phew.’

         Chad and Shahid followed Riaz back to the house. Shahid was in a turmoil, concerned that he had disturbed his new companions so much they wouldn’t want his friendship. He liked Chad. Laughter took place over all his body – shoulders, stomach, chest – and his hands quivered like fans, as if someone had activated a motor in his stomach. Yet he had also chosen the arduous task of policing this excess laughter: Chad seemed ashamed of finding so much mirthful.

         Outside Riaz’s door, Shahid took Riaz’s hand apprehensively and with some implicit deference. ‘I’m pleased to have met you this evening.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Riaz said. ‘I too have learned.’

         ‘Goodbye.’

         ‘No goodbyes.’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘We are pleased to have you with us.’ And Riaz smiled at Shahid as if he had passed some kind of test.

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         Moments later, when Shahid unlocked the door to his own room, he found Chad behind him, wanting to shuffle in.

         ‘Come,’ Shahid said unnecessarily.

         Chad shut the door behind them and stood close to Shahid. He kept his voice low. ‘How is he?’

         ‘Not bad,’ Shahid said, grasping that Chad was referring to Riaz and wondering if perhaps poor Riaz had some illness. He certainly didn’t look in the full flower of health. ‘Want something to drink?’

         ‘I’ll have some water, later. Honestly, you are lucky enough to be living here beside him, and you are saying he seems not bad to you?’

         ‘Why not?’

         Chad studied Shahid’s face as though he thought Shahid shared Riaz’s secrets. ‘Good, good,’ he said, relieved. ‘I’ve been keeping away these last few days because there’s some project special to his heart he has to complete. I know he’ll offer me first look soon – it nearing the end. But he’s not working too hard?’

         ‘He’s at it all the time,’ Shahid said confidently.

         ‘There’s a lot to get done.’

         ‘Absolutely.’ Emboldened, Shahid felt ready to ask a question. ‘You know exactly what he’s working on?’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘I mean … is there anything more specific than normal?’

         ‘But he won’t talk about it, Shahid.’

         ‘I know, I know. But – ’

         ‘Yeah, it something special. As well there is the usual – letters to MPs, the Home Office and the immigration authorities. Articles for the newspapers. He trying as well to pump money from business to start a paper. He also up to something with the Iranians. He don’ like to talk about that. ‘Pect you know. Anyhow … ’

         Shahid noticed how sorrowful Chad’s eyes were, as if there were some deep hurt there.

         ‘What you said in the café – it touch my heart right through.’ He and Shahid knocked fists. ‘Good for saying it. A man who speaks is like a lion. You a lion.’ Chad held the door open. ‘Let’s go.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘Come.’

         Shahid followed Chad as he had followed Riaz earlier.

         Chad gave a coded rap on the door of the room that Shahid had thought was vacant. At a word from within they entered.

         Riaz sat at an overflowing desk with his back to the door, working under a lamp, with a view of the bingo hall opposite.

         Chad put his finger to his lips. ‘Shh … ’

         Shahid appreciated seeing Riaz like this: he associated scholarship, study and the thirst for knowledge with goodness.

         Riaz’s room was larger than Shahid’s, with the same curling wall-paper. But it was infinitely more cluttered with books, papers, files and letters. They were piled up on the floor and overflowed from filing cabinets and were somehow pasted to the window-sill, perhaps by mango chutney or Lucknow pickle. Shahid was sure that some of the crispy-looking files were made of nan and dried chapattis, contained old poppadoms and were secured by cobwebs.

         Upstairs, someone was playing a Donna Summer record and male squeals could be heard. Shahid was about to smirk, but intuited quickly that neither of his new friends would share his amusement. Shahid wondered if Riaz was aware that their lodgings were inhabited by, besides everyone else, several gay men. Above Shahid was a queenie speed-freak, who incessantly cleaned the hallways. ‘You could breakfast off this lino,’ he’d say as anyone passed.

         Behind Riaz’s back Chad began to lug papers from one unstable stack to another. He glanced assuredly at the spines of dishevelled tomes before carrying them from a chair to an inconvenient spot on the floor where, tiptoeing backwards, he tripped over them. When Chad dropped some papers in his arms, Shahid, getting into the spirit of the thing, attempted to shift them to the windowsill – but without having to breathe in.

         A shelf collapsed, delivering a score of Arabic books on to the floor; Chad plucked from beneath them a loofah, several shirts, a pair of underpants and numerous brown socks. For a moment he held them up, looking as though he thought the photocopier was the most satisfactory location for soiled clothes. But he passed them to Shahid. Then he peeled open a plastic bag while Shahid bundled the washing in.

         ‘Someone might as well take it to the launderette.’

         ‘Needs it.’ Shahid sniffed.

         Chad was looking at him in an enquiring way. ‘Launderette stays open all night.’

         ‘What a great city this is.’

         ‘With many temptations for young men.’

         ‘Oh, yes!’ Shahid agreed. ‘Thank God.’

         ‘But launderette is useful.’

         ‘Very.’

         Shahid grasped from Chad’s look that he meant him to take Riaz’s washing to the launderette! It was outrageous. He was about to decline but instead hesitated. Wouldn’t it be churlish to refuse? Shahid had been seeking interesting Asian companions. Why did he have to start getting proud when things were looking up? Did he want to spend every evening alone?

         When Shahid left the room, he saw that Chad was smiling to himself. Even Shahid chortled as he swung down the street with the bag over his shoulder.

         It was late and the launderette was deserted. He stuck the stink in the machine, inserted coins on the silver shelf, pressed it in, and got out.

         He turned off the main road and walked towards a vast dark housing estate. Exhilarated by the relief of what he’d confessed in the restaurant, he moved quickly, hardly caring where he was. He found himself going down a flight of stairs and climbing through the underground parking area, devoid of cars and only containing partially burned rubbish. It was filthy, and some thug might easily have sprung out with a knife. But he wasn’t apprehensive. Rather the spooky shadows of the city than the thin sunlight of the countryside.

         He laid out his jacket and sat down under a muddy light. He would note down whatever took his interest, as if making a record could keep at bay the excesses of reality, like a talisman.

         Papa had been ill. Finally, nine months ago, he died of a heart attack. Without him the family had seemed to fly apart. Shahid had left his girlfriend acrimoniously. Zulma and Chili had been fighting. His mother had been unhappy and without purpose. It had been a rotten time. Shahid wanted a new start with new people in a new place. The city would feel like his; he wouldn’t be excluded; there had to be ways in which he could belong.

         He put away his pen and returned to the launderette. The washing had gone; even the bag had disappeared. He dashed to the other machines but none of them revealed Riaz’s colourless items. He charged out into the street but there was no legging suspect.

         There was only broken glass beneath his feet and a black kid crashing across the pavement on a bicycle, pitching it down and running into a burger bar; a man with his head over a rubbish bag, stuffing half a pie into his mouth, and a woman screaming from a window, ‘Go away, cunt, or I’ll sort you!’ Two people lay end to end in a rain-swept doorway under a mound of newspapers and cardboard; empty cider bottles stood at their head like skittles. The streets of deserted burger bars, kebab houses and shuttered shop fronts mocked him, as they did, he realized, anyone who’d contrived no escape.

         Shahid kicked and thumped the washing machine, but it had been built for abuse. Outside, he stomped around in the cold, fearful of returning to Riaz’s room. He certainly didn’t feel like describing this area of thieves, hundred-carat cunts and ruthless detritus.

         Riaz was in the same position and just as concentrated, despite Chad stroking his ink-pots with a feather duster. It was a scene of silent, late-night contentment. Would Shahid be allowed in here again? He wanted to begin his explanation but was forced to wait until Chad had moved away from Riaz.

         ‘Chad, this is terrible, but it’s not my fault. I’ve – I’ve – er – lost the clothes.’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘You know the clothes you gave me to wash?’

         ‘Riaz’s clothes?’

         ‘They’ve been stolen.’

         Chad glanced over at Riaz but he was writing hard. He whispered, ‘You’ve lost the brother’s kit?’

         ‘I’m afraid so.’

         ‘I don’t believe you could have done that.’

         ‘Chad, listen, tell me this. He’s not, you know, particularly proud of his clothes, is he?’

         ‘He’s not proud full stop.’

         ‘No, no, I’m not saying that, it’s just – ’

         ‘What is your point?’

         Shahid faltered and choked back a sob. ‘I’m truly sorry.’

         ‘What use is that?’

         ‘I’ve made a big mistake.’

         There was a brisk rap at the door.

         Chad nodded towards Riaz. ‘Didn’t you stand guard on the brother’s clothes?’

         ‘I didn’t think anyone would steal a load of – ’

         Chad glared at him and went to the door.

         Shahid continued: ‘I didn’t, Chad. I want to learn, but I’m hurled into London, it’s gigantic and everything’s anonymous! Lunatics are everywhere but most of them look normal! Chad – will he forgive me?’

         ‘That we will have to see. Are you saying you want me to sort it for you?’

         ‘Can you?’

         ‘I’ll try to see what I can do. But this is serious.’

         ‘I know, I know.’

         ‘Wait a minute,’ Chad said.

         A man with a crew-cut and a full black beard stood at the door carrying a green holdall. Riaz turned to acknowledge him and the man greeted him from where he stood, unbuttoning his long overcoat to reveal a butcher’s overall smeared with blood.

         ‘You asked for this equipment,’ he said.

         ‘Yes.’

         He passed the clanking holdall to Chad, who peered into it, stuck his hand inside and pulled out a butcher’s knife. He touched the blade.

         ‘Wicked. Ta very much, Zia. I’ll return them – when we’ve finished.’

         The man nodded, bowed at Shahid and went away. Chad pushed the bag under a chair and resumed their business.

         ‘So you just threw everything away?’

         ‘It was stolen, Chad!’

         Chad thought for a moment. ‘Immorality is rife outside. Thing is, we got to do something before the brother need a change of clothes.’

         ‘How long could that be?’

         ‘Who knows? Could be in five weeks. Or in five minutes. He might just jump up and decide to wear that stuff.’ Shahid suspected it wouldn’t be in five minutes. ‘What have you got in your room?’

         ‘Bed, table, a bunch of Prince records, and a ton of books.’

         Chad looked interested. ‘Did you say Prince?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Let me have a look.’

         ‘What for?’

         ‘I’d better check them out.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Don’t ask so many questions, that’s the first thing, if you want me to save your skin. Now get out of my way. This is an extra-urgent emergency!’

         Chad strode into Shahid’s room and began rooting through a cardboard box on the floor which contained Shahid’s Prince records. Chad was riveted, but surely this was irrelevant to the matter of Riaz’s clothes?

         ‘What is it – you got a thing about Prince?’

         ‘Me?’ Chad shook his head emphatically and closed the box. ‘Pop music is not good for me. Nor for anyone. Why are you making me think about that now?’

         ‘Am I doing that?’

         ‘Things are looking real bad at the moment. Now. Let me check to see you got The Black Album.’ He peered interestedly into the box again. ‘Not many people have. Hey, you got the bootleg CD too,’ he added with a sneer. ‘Where d’you get that?’

         ‘Camden market.’

         ‘Right. It good for bootlegs.’

         ‘Want to hear it?’

         ‘Never!’

         Chad tore himself away from Prince, stood up and took in the contents of the room.

         In his bedroom at home Shahid would take art books out from the library and prop them open so that while he was shaving, or just pacing about lamenting his life, he would look at a Rembrandt or Picasso or Vermeer, and try to understand them.

         Here he had covered large areas of the brown and yellow strobing wallpaper with his favourite postcards. There were many Matisses – he liked to think that Matisse was the one artist about whom nothing bad could be said; Blu-tacked up were Liotard’s portrait of Mary Gunning, Peter Blake’s Venice Beach meeting of himself, Hockney and Howard Hodgkin, several Picassos, Millais’s strange Isabella, a photograph of Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs and Jean Genet, Jane Birkin lying on a bed, and dozens of others which he had torn from his bedroom and brought to London.

         Chad said, ‘An’ you got a ton of books here.’

         ‘Yeah, and many more at home.’

         ‘How come?’

         Shahid explained that his satirical uncle Asif had returned to Pakistan leaving his books in Papa’s house. Shahid had picked up Joad, Laski and Popper, and studies of Freud, along with fiction by Maupassant, Henry Miller, and the Russians. He had also gone to the library almost every day; desultory reading was his greatest pleasure, with interruptions for pop records. He had moved from book to book as on stepping stones, both for fun and out of fear of being with people who had knowledge which might exclude him.

         Shahid said, ‘Mostly I prefer novels and stories now. I usually got five at least going on.’

         ‘Why do you read ’em?’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Yeah. What’s the point?’

         Chad looked hostile. It wasn’t an objective enquiry. So inexplicable to Shahid was this opposition that he forgot about Riaz’s clothes and became intrigued. He didn’t think anyone had asked him such a question before. He certainly hadn’t expected it of Chad. But it was exactly to discuss such subjects – the meaning and purpose of the novel, for example, its place in society – that he had come so keenly to college.

         He looked ardently at the books piled on the desk. Open one and out would soar, as if trapped within, once-upon-a-times, open-sesames, marriages like those of Swann and Odette or Levin and Kitty, even Sheherazade and King Shahriya. The most fantastic characters, Raskolnikov, Joseph K., Boule De Suif, Ali Baba, made of ink but living always, were entrapped in the profoundest dilemmas of living. How would he begin to answer Chad?

         He began, ‘I’ve always loved stories.’

         Chad interrupted: ‘How old are you – eight? Aren’t there millions of serious things to be done?’ Chad pointed towards the window. ‘Out there … it’s genocide. Rape. Oppression. Murder. The history of this world is – slaughter. And you reading stories like some old grandma.’

         ‘You make it sound as though I were injecting myself with heroin.’

         ‘Good comparison. Nice one.’

         ‘But don’t writers try to explain genocide and that kind of thing? Novels are like a picture of life. Just now I’m reading this one by Dostoevsky, The Possessed – ’

         ‘You can’t impress me. What about the dispossessed? Eh? Go out on the street now and ask people what they read lately. The Sun, maybe, or the Daily Express.’

         ‘That’s right. Sometimes I see certain people and I want to grab them and say, read this story by Maupassant or Faulkner, this mustn’t be ignored, a man made it, it’s better than television!’

         ‘It’ true, people in the West, they think they’re so civilized an’ educated an’ superior, and ninety per cent of them read stuff you wouldn’t wipe your arse on. But Shahid, I learned something a little while ago.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘There’s more to life than entertaining ourselves!’

         ‘Literature is more than entertainment.’ Aware of his earnest excitement, Shahid tried to curb it. He picked up a book, flipped through it and declared nonchalantly, ‘Books are not as difficult as they look.’

         Chad flushed at his patronizing tone. ‘Yeah – it how intellectual people elevate themselves above ordinary ones!’

         ‘But Chad, surely intellectual people think more than ordinary people? That must be good.’

         Shahid’s contrived gentleness seemed to be making things worse.

         ‘Good? What do intellectuals know about good?’ Chad was becoming incensed by Shahid’s naïvety. Then he made a show of calming himself. ‘Brother, you got a lot to learn. let’ But let’s waste no more time discussing frippery. We got many real things to accomplish. You made a heavy error tonight.’

         ‘I’m so sorry, Chad.’

         ‘Stop that apologizing before you give me a pain.’ Chad rubbed his forehead. Maybe we can repair it.’

         ‘How?’

         Chad went to the cupboard, yanked out a drawer and held up Shahid’s underpants and Gap jeans as if considering them for purchase. Then, laying them on the bed, he opened the wardrobe with such force the door broke from its hinges. He flung it across the room as if it were a matchbox. After a brief but critical inspection he began stuffing Shahid’s clothes into the bag he dragged from the bottom of the wardrobe, including his pure cotton ruby socks, a green Fred Perry shirt, and some white Italian T-shirts that had belonged to Chili.

         ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘These are for brother Riaz.’

         ‘But Chad – ’

         ‘What now?’

         ‘Are you sure they’ll suit him?’

         ‘You think they won’t?’

         ‘I can’t see him in the Fred.’

         ‘No?’

         ‘Let me put it back. And this purple number, might make him look a bit effeminate.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Like a poof. Here.’

         ‘No, no,’ Chad, pulled it away. ‘What choice do we have? Do you want the brother to go up and down the street naked and catching pneumonia due to your foolish stupidity?’

         ‘No,’ moaned Shahid, groping to salvage one of Chili’s shirts before Chad sacked his closets. ‘I wouldn’t want that.’

         ‘Hey, where d’you get this red Paul Smith shirt?’

         ‘Paul Smith. He got a shop in Brighton.’

         ‘Riaz’ll be thrilled,’ Chad said, holding it against his chest. ‘He look best in plain colours.’

         ‘Oh, good.’

         ‘Give us a hand, then. You are with us, aren’t you?’

         ‘Yes,’ Shahid replied. ‘Yes.’

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         Next morning, on his way to Deedee Osgood’s lecture – and he looked forward to her lectures more than to anyone else’s – Shahid pressed his ear against Riaz’s door. As usual he heard no sound. Maybe the unusual events of the previous evening – the strangers to whom he’d sung of his soul, the stolen clothes and danger of naked pneumonia, the butcher’s visit plus machete, the literature debate and ruby socks – had been a hallucination. Or maybe Riaz had gone to the mosque.

         The college was a cramped Victorian building, an old secondary school, twenty minutes’ walk away. It was sixty per cent black and Asian, with an ineffective library and no sports facilities. Its reputation was less in the academic area but more for gang rivalries, drugs, thieving and political violence. It was said that college reunions were held in Wandsworth Prison.

         In the early morning rush, as he shoved through the turnstiles, past the two security guards who occasionally frisked students for weapons, and into the lightless basement canteen for coffee, Shahid felt more spirited than he had since starting the course. He had breakfast with two people in his class, an Asian woman in salwar kamiz and blue jean jacket, and her friend, a young black woman in baggy white dungarees, trainers and round gold spectacles.

         He couldn’t wait to see Deedee Osgood.

         He had first met her because of a club on the Brighton seafront called the Zap. It was so cool kids from London used to bomb down to it on the last Saturday night train. They’d dance all night, fuck and frolic on the beach at dawn and haul themselves home at lunch-time. It was Shahid’s first time. He’d wanted to start going out again after splitting up with his girlfriend, so one evening a friend said he’d drive him down to the most vigorous place he knew.

         Shahid had never heard music so fast; the electronic beats went like a jackhammer. Everyone wore Lycra cycling shorts and white T-shirts imprinted with yellow smiling faces. They hugged and kissed and stroked one another with an Elysian innocence. Early in the morning he fell into conversation with a black London kid who reckoned he’d been taught by a great woman.

         Knowing it was time to take the initiative, he went to find her in London. After knocking on her door, in the moment before she introduced herself, he thought she was a student. Her office was only three times the size of a telephone booth. Pinned above the desk were pictures of Prince, Madonna and Oscar Wilde, with a quote beneath it, ‘All limitations are prisons.’

         Deedee interrogated him about his life in Sevenoaks and his reading. Despite her difficult questions about Wright and Ellison, Alice Walker and Toni Morrison, she was willing him to do well, he could feel that.

         Noticing him looking at the Prince photograph, she said, ‘You like Prince?’

         He nodded.

         ‘Why?’

         Idly he said, ‘Well, the sound.’

         ‘Anything else?’

         Grasping that this was not chatter but part of the interview, he strained to order his words into sense, but for months he’d barely spoken to anyone with half a brain. She coaxed him. ‘He’s half black and half white, half man, half woman, half size, feminine but macho too. His work contains and extends the history of black American music, Little Richard, James Brown, Sly Stone, Hendrix … ’

         ‘He’s a river of talent. He can play soul and funk and rock and rap – ’

         Off he went, being exemplary, until, that is, she crossed her legs and tugged her skirt down. He had, so far, successfully kept his eyes averted from her breasts and legs. But the whole eloquent movement – what amounted in that room to an erotic landslide of rustling and hissing – was so sensational and almost provided the total effect of a Prince concert that his mind took off into a scenario about how he might be able to tape-record the whisper of her legs, copy it, add a backbeat and play it through his headphones.

         ‘Why don’t you write a paper on him?’

         ‘For the course?’

         Shahid couldn’t think of anything he’d like more.

         He hated saying goodbye that day, and taking the tube to Victoria Station. The city turned into suburbs; the suburbs into the English countryside. The train returned him to the house where his father no longer was. Not that Papa’s death had decreased the number of people living there. But his absence at the centre of things had made the place more cruelly anarchic, particularly since Chili’s wife, Zulma, had returned and she made Shahid the special target of her teasing. But at least Shahid had a task; for ages he’d listened only to Prince.

         Yet he was discomfited by the freedom of instruction Deedee offered. She and other post-modern types encouraged their students to study anything that took their interest, from Madonna’s hair to a history of the leather jacket. Was it really learning or only diversion dressed up in the latest words? Were students in better colleges studying stuff to give them the advantage in life? Could this place be like those youth clubs that merely kept bad kids out of trouble?

         He didn’t know. But he would get away at last, and read and write and find intelligent people to discuss with. Maybe even Deedee Osgood herself would have time for him. She was pleased by how much he’d read. At home he still had a few school friends, but in the past three years had lost interest in most of them; some he had come to despise for their lack of hope. Almost all were unemployed. And their parents, usually patriotic people and proud of the Union Jack, knew nothing of their own culture. Few of them even had books in their houses – not purchased, opened books, but only gardening guides, atlases, Reader’s Digests.

         The summer had passed slowly. In August he was packing for college; every day he wished he were already there.

         ‘Listen.’

         She looked particularly keen and mischievous this morning. Shahid hurried into his usual seat, the place he called ‘the stalls’, in the middle of the front row. From here none of her gestures would escape him.

         As the other students sat down in the ‘circle’ and ‘the gods’ she put on a tape he recognized. Chili had long ago passed Hendrix’s ‘Star Spangled Banner’ on to Shahid, preferring George Clinton. Two kids stuck their fingers in their ears and Sadiq – a cool Asian boy with whom Shahid had chatted – rolled his eyes. For a moment their lecturer looked confused. Shahid could have whacked them. What other teacher would kick off the morning with Hendrix?

         ‘What’s that stand for?’ she asked.

         Shahid’s hand shot up. He couldn’t sit still.

         ‘Yes, Shahid?’

         ‘America.’

         ‘America, indeed. Our subject today.’

         To his relief, she was not discouraged. Without notes, and as if she were addressing each student individually, she described how, around the time of Presley, Negroes couldn’t even see a film in downtown Washington, their own capital. Miscegenation was illegal in half the country. Fifteen-year-old Emmett Till was lynched in 1955 for whistling at a white woman. Her voice modulated with emotion as she spoke of King, Malcolm, Cleaver, Davis and the freedom riders.

         Shahid listened exultantly and scribbled continuously. The living, breathing history of struggle: how had he lived so long without this knowledge? Where had they kept it? Who else were they concealing it from?

         She concluded by playing Marvin Gaye’s ‘What’s Going on?’.

         Because he wanted to hear her talk for the rest of the morning as well as the afternoon, and, for that matter, the whole weekend, he asked a question and pursued it with an hypothesis, followed by a query and a factual enquiry. He could have continued but the churlish class were restless for their mid-morning crisps.

         He was the first to leave, heading for the library to write up his notes. But as he walked from the lecture room – a dilapidated outbuilding at the rear of the school – he heard his name softly called, and turned. She was behind him, books, newspapers and student essays tumbling, as usual, from her arms.

         ‘I liked your questions.’

         ‘Thank you, miss.’

         She winced. ‘For God’s sake, don’t call me that.’

         He hurried to keep up as they walked through the college. Two women in his class crossed ahead of them, one hissing at him, ‘Blackboard monitor!’ Optimism made him reckless; sycophancy was the least of his fears; he had to push himself forward, this was his life! With as little concern as he could muster, he asked, ‘What are you doing now?’

         ‘Why, is there something you would like to do?’

         ‘Have coffee.’

         She looked at him. ‘But why not?’

         He didn’t think to ask if they might try a place outside the college. So they queued for their drinks, before sitting rather self-consciously in the centre of the canteen. Other students kept glancing their way. She was popular, but it was unusual to see a student and staff member sitting together. There were giggles and remarks.

         Perhaps because of this, she and Shahid didn’t, at first, have much to say. She seemed a little uncomfortable and reserved, as if now she didn’t know what they were doing there. Perhaps she expected him to whinge on about how the college wasn’t suiting him so far.

         He said, ‘D’you like your students?’

         She said pointedly, ‘I believe in giving my students my full attention – but only when they deserve it.’

         Was she talking about him, he wondered. But no; she went on to say, she was too often tempted to mother them, especially the Asian girls. Two had even come to live in her house. ‘That was heavy.’

         ‘In what way?’

         She was about to say but checked herself and grimaced. ‘We’ll save that discussion. I think it’ll interest you.’

         Responsibility. Heaviness. She took things on; she wasn’t afraid.

         She asked him how he was coping. He’d been lonely, he said, and sometimes didn’t know what to do with himself, in the evenings particularly. Fortunately, in the past few days, he’d run into people who’d excited him. With her fist under her chin she leaned towards him. ‘Who excites you here, then? What kind of people? The girls or the boys?’

         ‘Just new friends.’

         ‘O?, I’m sorry.’

         She had blushed.

         ‘It’s all right,’ he said, also feeling flustered. ‘Have you read anything interesting lately?’

         ‘Oh, yes.’

         She was attentive and liked talking about books, especially if they were written by women. There was, too, an unruly edge to her, as if she didn’t always feel the need to bother about good manners; there were more urgent things. He wondered if she’d been a hippie – they’d been quite romantic, hadn’t they, and neglected social convention? – for she smoked and laughed at herself; and she would suddenly stretch, stick her arms in the air and yawn; she was tired beyond belief; he was boring her. Her desires were strong and mixed, things could get out of hand with her; this college was too small. She wanted him to know this, he imagined, except it was difficult: she was a teacher and with students she continually had to remember herself, she could be misunderstood; if they spoke, much had to be implied.

         This is a woman, he wanted to say; and there was everything to know. The others, such as they were, had lacked such pressure. He felt he needed to walk round the building a couple of times, to get some fresh air and remember who he was, before returning to her less distractedly. But he didn’t want to part from her now, didn’t want to be the one to say, ‘See you next time.’

         He said her lecture made him want to spend the day in the library.

         She gathered her numerous things. ‘I’ll walk with you.’

         The library was also in the basement and it was one long room, cramped and hot, like a submarine. The desks had been churned up by knives and many of the books had been stolen. But few students went there and he could be alone and contented.

         ‘You’re a good student.’ She laughed. ‘Unlike most people here.’

         ‘Why are the students not good?’

         ‘Because they know there’s no work. They’re not being educated, just kept off the dole. I’ve never known such a lack of inner belief.’

         She looked at him as if about to say something more, but turned and left him to work.

         He read for the course on colonialism and literature, determined to write an immense paper, riddled with quotes, weighed down by footnotes, brilliantly argued, which would require detailed discussion in her office.

         When he had to take a break, leaving his desk in a fog of inchoate anger and illumination late in the afternoon, he had been concentrating so hard that he was surprised to find the college functioning as usual and the students still joshing each other on the narrow stairs which wound through the centre of the building.

         Across the canteen he spotted Chad and Riaz, who were sitting with a student Shahid recognized but didn’t know, and with Sadiq. Their attention was taken by a middle-aged white man who wore wire-rimmed glasses, and a herring-bone sports jacket and tie.

         Shahid went and stood by their table. ‘Anyone want coffee?’

         The white man was trying to speak but appeared to have something caught in his throat. He kept giving a kind of abrupt laugh, and his Adam’s apple bobbed like a ping-pong ball on a drinking fountain. There was spittle on his chin. Shahid was afraid he was having a minor fit.

         Taking advantage of the distraction, he quickly bent down to check Riaz’s lower half under the table. He was wearing the same suit and socks as the day before. Shahid sat down and attempted to smile. Riaz ignored him. What if he had taken the theft of his belongings so badly that he was not only refusing to wear Shahid’s donated clothes but had cut him off altogether? Shahid panicked. He didn’t want to lose his new friends through such stupidity. Could it have already happened?

         He didn’t know, for these friends were still compelled by the man who, being collectively willed, was working his mouth, and thumping himself on the side of the head as if to repair a connection. Then the man smashed his fist into the table, shook hands with everyone and strode away, waving to other smirking students as he thrashed out of the place.

         ‘How very sad I am for him,’ said Riaz.

         ‘You know Dr Andrew Brownlow, Shahid?’ said the other student. ‘I am Hat, by the way.’

         ‘The Mad Hatter,’ said Chad.

         ‘His father owns the restaurant we went to,’ Riaz explained.

         ‘Hi, Hat,’ said Shahid. ‘Good food.’

         ‘Any time. Sorry I missed you in there the other night. I hear you had plenty to say.’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Shahid.

         ‘It’s OK.’

         ‘Yeah,’ said Chad protectively. ‘This boy OK.’

         Hat had a soft voice and his face was as smooth as a young woman’s. Shahid remembered seeing him in a class with his elbows on the desk, head in his hand, writing furiously. He’d noted then how enthusiastic and genial he was and liable to giggle at the wrong moment.

         ‘I think I’ve seen Dr Andrew around,’ Shahid said. ‘But I don’t know who he is.’

         ‘Teaches history here. A couple of decades back he was at the Cambridge University – ’

         ‘The top student of his year,’ Chad interrupted.

         ‘Yeah, I’m telling you,’ Hat said. ‘He come from the upper-middle-classes. He could have done any fine thing. They wanted him at Harvard. Or was it Yale, Chad?’

         ‘He refused them places down.’

         ‘Yeah, he tol’ them to get lost. He hated them all, his own class, his parents – everything. He come to this college to help us, the underprivileged niggers and wogs an’ margin people. He’s not a bad guy – for a Marxist-Communist.’

         ‘Leninist,’ said Sadiq.

         ‘Yeah, a Marxist-Communist-Leninist type,’ Hat said. ‘He always strong on anti-racism. He hate imperialist fascism and white domination, yeah, Riaz?’

         They looked at him and waited. After a pause Riaz murmured, ‘Andrew Brownlow has some personal integrity.’

         Chad nodded. ‘Problem is – ’

         ‘Yeah, problem is – ’ Hat made a miserable face but was suppressing a yelp. ‘He been developing this s-s-s-stutter.’

         ‘It’s a new thing, then, is it?’ Shahid asked.

         ‘Yeah, it come on since the Communist states of Eastern Europe began collapsing. As each one goes over he get another syllable on his impediment, you know. In a lecture, it took him twenty minutes to get the first word out. He was going h … h … h … he … he … he … We didn’t know if he was trying to say Helsinki, hear this, help, or what.’
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