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The day, somewhere in the middle of July, was strangely wild. The wind howled and the walls of the Madrasah of Islamic Britons echoed with pulses of anxiety emanating from the devout inhabitants within. The elderly mused that such a sign heralded Judgement Day but the younger devotees, awash with science and weather forecasts, somewhat sardonically held responsible the frenzied applause of liberated Iraqis or jubilant Hamas Party members.


Whatever the reason, the looming sycamore trees which were too close to the north wing of the Madrasah repeatedly opened and closed their branches, revealing a window through which three young Holy men could be espied, buoyant upon a wave of electronic impudence. They were soon-to-be graduates of the Madrasah. Embryonic mullahs, they had memorised the Holy Quran but at that very moment they were indulging in that act of impish behaviour all first-time users of a webcam seem to enjoy, irrespective of custom, creed and culture: gesticulatory abuse.


The least enthusiastic participant, Musa, sat by the computer trying to configure a microphone, a webcam, Yahoo messenger and a Windows XP operating system to work in unison so that his cousin in Pakistan (also a Holy man with awesome credentials) could hear and see him. His two comrades, Ali and Basto, crouched behind him, working their index fingers in a furious oscillatory motion.


“Assalaam-u-alaikum. Jahangir, can you hear me?”


“Waalaikum assalaam, Musa. I am hearing you wonderful, but I cannot make vision with you,” Jahangir’s clipped English crackled slightly.


Musa adjusted the webcam so that its elliptical window faced him.


“How is that, Brother Jahangir?”


“It is better with Musa, but I think there is great disturbance behind you. It looks as though it is raining fingers in the background.”


Musa scowled and waved angrily behind him. “Hey, guys cut it out! Grow up would you?” oblivious to the fact that his one-fingered salute, given a few irate moments ago, had started the mother of all one-fingered salutes.


Ali and Basto stood up and chortled. Ali was Samson-like with his shoulder-length hair and immense physical strength. His craggy, haughty features were better-suited to a mountainside since mountains, according to the Quran, refused the privilege of emotion. Ali was the voice of hard realism in the group and he despised sentiment and slowness. For this reason he often fought with Basto, who by unspoken, common consent was the slowest of the three. But Basto wasn’t bothered for he lived in a state of perpetual peace, a streetwise version of the Dalai Lama, aglow with his shaven head and cherubic face.


Musa tweaked the webcam again and slowly Jahangir began to emerge from the digitalised nebulae as a sombre-looking young man whose black hair was combed back in the manner of a 1930s’ film star. His face filled most of the screen now, and the three young men were slightly unnerved by the stern eyes and the hard flat line that served as his mouth.


“Welcome, Brother Jahangir!” said Musa, as though he had just walked through the door.


“The welcome is mine, the welcome is mine, how are you?”


“Oh, fine thank you. How are Aunty and Uncle?”


“They are sending their most warm regards, Musa. Um…how is your sister?” Jahangir’s voice changed into a more cautious mode, as though he were enquiring about the presence of landmines.


Ali exchanged a knowing smile with Basto. Shabnam was famed for her dazzling green eyes aflame in her pale complexion and notorious for her acerbic tongue which sadly did nothing to detract her many admirers on whom she lavished contempt and derision. She called Ali RGD (recessive gene dump) on account of his parents being cousins and his fiercely pronounced nose. Clearly, Jahangir had also been bitten by the Shabnam bug.


“Oh, the same, Jahangir. Everyone is trying hard to find her a suitable husband, but she treats each one like betel leaves: she chews them up and spits them out!” Musa laughed at the wittiness of his metaphor. All this, however, was lost on Jahangir, whose eyes widened in alarm. Turning away he hollered a name, and after a few moments a more genial face filled the screen.


“Assalaam-u-alaikum Uncle,” said Musa.


“Waalaikum assalaam, Musa,” responded Uncle, leaning forward until his nostrils engulfed the entire monitor. The three Holy young men were treated to a surgical view of an enclave that might have been situated in the Amazon rain forest, filled as it was with green hairy vines.


“Why do you not recite to us your award-winning poem, son?” he bellowed.


“Uncle, you don’t need to shout, we can hear you fine and why don’t you lean back? We can’t see you properly.”


Uncle sat back and smiled with the expectant joy of a child about to be told that Santa will visit him tonight. Musa noticed the incipient yearning in his face and sighed. The event to which his uncle was referring was a poetry competition organised by the Madrasah. One night after Musa had eaten a halal burger that must have come from a toxic cow, he had stumbled into the common room, nauseous and unable to sleep. To soothe the tumult in his belly, he loaded a DVD of Shakespeare in Love. On that very auspicious night, the combination of intestinal acid and the wonder of love had inspired him to write a majestic poem which won the competition and now every dumb schmuck wanted to hear it recited.


Quite unnecessarily, Musa cleared his throat and inhaled a lungful of the oxygen which energised only poets. Basto and Ali’s expressions slipped into a “not this shit again” cast.


 


In the cave that is our soul 
The darkness is our desire for power. 
Blind bats flee from our call 
To nest in a sane man’s tower. 
Laden is the heart that seeks respite 
From this world’s deadly fight.


 


As always when reciting the poem, Musa’s voice assumed a more refined, plummy, cadence. A passer-by might have thought himself privy to a newscast but across the cyberspace which separated Musa and Uncle, a chorus of angels sang.


“Oh…that is so nice and beautiful Musa. I am so proud of you. Who could ever think that the little boy who used to slide on his bottom whenever he wanted to move could write something so nice and pretty? Hold on one second, you must recite this to your aunty.”


Musa sat still, exultant in the praise of his poetic prowess and his chest swelled. Ali briefly wondered if Musa’s kameez would burst the way he had seen in the Incredible Hulk.


Aunty, like her husband, beamed her pride at her prodigious nephew into the webcam. The years had taken their toll and her face was jowly, but each jowl quivered with joy. Even the single streak of silvery hair that fell across her lined forehead seemed to swish happily.


“Hello Musa. Congratulations. This is a great moment for this family. I remember your father when he first left to come to England and…” she elongated the and, sounding like a boxing-match commentator, “he say to me that after five years he will come back, but I say to him you must stay in England for the sake of your children and now…” her voice choked with emotion, “his son is talking English the way English people do!”


Musa tried hard to sound casual and weary. “Oh it’s nothing Aunty, it’s just inspiration. You know the way Allah inspired the bee to make honeycombs and the Prophet Noah to build the ark. It’s…more or less the same.”


Aunty smiled and nodded her head at each syllable, looking increasingly blank as she tried to unravel Musa’s thread of modesty. Ali and Basto glanced at each other and shook their heads in disgust.


Musa recited his poem again and, as before, the reaction was ecstatic.


“Oh Musa that is lovely. It is like hearing…” Aunty’s face creased as she struggled to think of a suitable comparison…” water rushing over a…a…waterfall. No it is much better than that actually. It is like hearing children singing in a playground or like a song sung by…by…a singer, you know what I mean don’t you son?”


Before Musa could reply she hurried on: “Musa, could you recite the poem again slowly, so I can write it down and get my son Hosnaan to make a T-shirt with the poem on the front. He is getting very high in textiles you know!”


“Oh no, Aunty, there’s no need for that. I mean it’s just a poem,” said Musa unconvincingly.


“Musa, it is my duty. Besides look at the rubbish people are wearing on their T-shirts nowadays.” Aunty leant forward in the manner of someone about to impart a national secret. “The other day on the bus I see a young man with a T-shirt that said MR ZERO IS HERO, so I went up to him and asked: ‘Who is Mr Zero?’ and you know what he said? ‘It’s just a name, get off my case, mad woman!’ I told him, ‘If your mama had been on your case properly you would not be turning up like this.’” Aunty leant back, outrage plastered all over her face. “But it is getting like this now! Too many illegitimate children are using public transport! Anyway, please to recite poem again, but slowly please.”


Aunty readied herself with pen and paper and Musa did as he was told, sounding distinctly unhinged. Ali nudged Basto and gestured towards the door.


Sometime later, after he had recited his poem to yet more relatives and had successfully fielded questions about his future with the ultimate in philosophical one-liners (he repeated “Live” to anyone who asked what he planned to do), Musa looked around and found that he was completely alone.


 


At that very moment, in a small dingy room in Scotland Yard’s anti-terrorism unit, a young detective constable sat facing a giant screen covered with concentric green circles in the centre of which flashed a red light emitting an intensely irritating, electronic noise. The room was without windows and there was no ventilation apart from that emanating from Detective Inspector Harvey Edwards who sat snoring in his chair, his ruddy cheeks swelling ever so slightly as he let loose explosions of sound.


Paul Dearden looked dejectedly at his superior officer. How the hell could the man sleep so much? Throughout every accursed day over the past six months, ever since he had been assigned to the decryption unit, Edwards snored blissfully, waking only towards the end of the shift when he would burp, look foggily at Dearden with those huge blue eyes, run a trembling hand through his spiky ginger hair and, knowing full well how annoying his junior officer found it, he would say in a parody of a Yorkshire accent, “Awreet our kid. Owt been happenin’? No? Nowt? Let’s have a yaw down the local then.” He would then stand, shake his drooping gut, with both hands and march briskly out of the room. A yaw meant conversation and owt did not mean the conventional out but anything. And gander meant look, and tab meant cigarette, and ullet meant owl, and nark meant annoy and that was the only fucking decryption he had done since coming to the unit: unravelling the vernacular of DI Edwards.


As his mentor snored on, Dearden stretched, smoothed the lapel of his jacket and gently pushed back his black hair, enjoying its reassuring thickness. Bored, he walked across to Edwards’ desk, picked up his newspaper and rolled it up tightly. Then he whacked his superior officer on the head; he had done this plenty of times before and never once did Edwards wake up but the exercise did release a certain amount of frustration in Dearden. Glumly he fanned himself with the newspaper. He deserved so much better than this. A tall athletic graduate of University College London with a degree in Mathematics and a Masters in Algorithmic Operations, he should have been a banker or an economist but at the end of his studies he had decided, “I’m tired of being a bookworm. I want to experience life. Be an adventurer. I mean come on! How many girls have said I look like the young Sean Connery?’And so, despite his parents’ fury, he had joined Scotland Yard and was immediately accepted on the accelerated Intelligence Officer course. But when he had emerged top of his class with a fantastic working knowledge of Aikido, what had he really achieved? How could he have known that he would end up in this shithole?


He jumped out of his skin when, shattering the tedium, a voice on the intercom announced,” Incoming Echelon alert. Level 4. Sending through now. Repeat, sending through now.”


Dearden rushed to the huge Kyocera printer which churned out a single piece of paper containing that indecipherable code which he, only he, would crack, and that would herald his dazzling ascent through the ranks. And then the grey faces, those pompous officious jerks, would know his name. Yes, that was the way forward. That was the mistake he had made – it wasn’t just what you knew, it was who you knew.


He picked up the sheet of paper, his hands quivering with eagerness, and stared at a poem…He frowned. Had a mistake been made? Echelon 4 signalled an imminent threat. Then he saw it – the name. It wasn’t really that complex.


He would have to wake Edwards. This was too important. But how to bring this tub of lard to life? Rummaging in the man’s pockets he found his lighter. Once again he picked up the newspaper and rolled it into a tight cylinder. This he gently inserted into the large gaping mouth and carefully lit the end. Slowly, fire-rimmed ashes crumbled over the gigantic belly.


Edwards shuddered and sighed, “Maggie,” but he did not wake up.


Dearden wondered who the hell Maggie was. Edwards was married to some hag called Lizzie. He had met her, briefly, at the Christmas party and remembered her strong handshake. She had caused a bit of a stir that evening as she went into a pinching frenzy after drinking too much although he himself had avoided her fingers.


He looked thoughtfully at the blinking screen. Something else from that insane party floated into his mind. He had been standing with a group of fellow officers and one of them, commiserating with Dearden, said what a relief it was that he no longer had to work with “that lazy sod”. He added that the only way to get a reaction was to call him Billy Bunter.


It couldn’t hurt to try. Dearden leaned over and whispered in Edwards’ ear,” Wakey, wakey Billy Bunter.”


Edwards immediately opened his eyes.


“Good afternoon sir. You will not believe what has happened. I’ve just cracked —”


Dearden never completed his sentence. A fist struck his jaw and knocked him over.


 


It was dawn. Musa smoothed his kameez and looked out of the window. The Madrasah was surrounded by a park now enclosed by high iron railings. The park had been the idea of the local council who thought that a large swathe of greenery would quell the turbulent spirit of the demonstrators who frequently marched through their area. The theory was that the young warriors would be distracted by the lush foliage and plentiful trees and perhaps be tempted to gambol through its sinuous footpaths rather than scream anti-establishment slogans like a horde of demented banshees. Sadly, the saplings were uprooted within the first month and any protestor fool enough to stop and admire the artistry of God was in for the same treatment. Now the view beyond the Madrasah was a rectangular dump filled with the conversation of the criminally active, along with snores of the sleeping vagrants for whom the park was a kind of retirement home. On the occasions when angry demonstrators did march through chanting, “Affordable housing” or “Free education” so incensed did the protestors become, that they would vent their spleen on the park dwellers. To prevent an escalation into violence, the council had erected the iron fence. Musa smiled sadly. It was all there in that gloomy canvas of suburban life: the desolate reality of this world.


He turned away from the window and noticed a partially open box containing what looked like a shawl lying on his bed. He pushed the lid aside wondering who it was for: a gift for Ali’s rarely mentioned mother, perhaps? The buying and receiving of presents though was far away from Ali’s nature. Musa lifted the scarf and underneath it was an abaya, a thin gown to cover the body from the shoulders to the feet. Underneath the abaya was a hijab to cover the head. All were made from the simplest black cloth. At the bottom of the box were gloves.


Musa, still holding the abaya, walked to the mirror. The room, like all the rooms in the Madrasah, was spartan and bare. The grey carpet was plain and when the room was warm it gave off a faint rubberised odour. The walls were an old, blistered white; even the mirror was covered in layers of dust. Musa gazed at his obscured reflection and then down at the abaya. The Sisters. The veiled entities who existed on the other side of the Madrasah. Always shrouded yet so full of presence. When they looked at you, even though you could not see them or the expression in their eyes, it always seemed somehow that their layered garments uncovered their silent appraisal. You felt the shadow of their opinions before you were aware of their silhouettes. What was it that gave them this aura of omniscience, wondered Musa? He looked back at the bed and then again at himself in the mirror. No…it was too crazy…but still it would be interesting, like an experiment, and no one need ever know. He’d have a job explaining it if he was seen, but even so…


The idea began to snowball in his mind: to hell with it, it was just a two minute job, nothing more. Musa quickly put on the abaya, just as he would put on a jumper. Next came the hijab. He placed it on his head and pulled it down. It was loose; clearly Ali’s mother had a big head, just like her son. A thin piece of gauze, something he had not noticed before, fell from the top, covering his eyes. Then there was the shawl, all he had to do was to wrap it around his shoulders and that was all there was to it: he had crossed over.
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Dearden no longer looked the suave scourge of terror that he imagined himself to be a few minutes before. His hair was dishevelled, he had trouble focussing and his jaw flopped around like a limp fish.


Edwards had helped him up from the floor and on to a chair. He explained that when his father was at school he was on the tubby side and was landed with the nickname Billy Bunter. When Edwards himself started school he too was a bit fat and history repeated itself, thanks to a friend’s mother who had known his old man as a child. This gave him the jip and whenever he was called Billy Bunter he hit out.


“It got to be automatic if you know what I mean, so when you whispered in my ear…It’s like a reflex thing. You know, like this –”


He struck Dearden on the kneecap and the young officer yelped in pain as his lower leg jerked forward. “See what I mean? That’s a motor reflex thingammy. So no hard feelings, our kid?”


Dearden nodded, grimacing.


“Champion!”


Edwards grinned. “So what’s all the palaver about?”


Dearden told him about the code he had cracked, explaining the flawless logic in his meticulous reasoning.


The detective inspector scratched his head thoughtfully as he read the print-out.


“The Madrasah of Islamic Britons. I was on the beat when it opened. Hell of a big do with a load of toffs. Back in Yorkshire I used to hang about with some of these Muslim characters. At first I thought they were a right bunch of wing-nuts but after a bit I changed my mind. They’re honest, mind you. With these guys what you see is what you get. Some of me mates back then were AC/DC, if you know what I mean. But them lot were stand up fellas; the whole lot of ’em. One time, I asked one of them if I could go to one of their talks and he says you’re welcome, jus’ like that. No push off, your face is white. No none of that. So I went to the talk for five days in a row. What an eye-opener! A scary-looking bloke with a big beard and big shoulders did the speaking and boy did he have a pair of tongs on him or what! He could’ve blown away any opera singer. But do you know the scariest thing? All he talked about for those five days in a row was Judgement Day and Armageddon; you know mountains crumbling, oceans boiling, angels giving you a proper hiding. It gave me nightmares but he was so excited.


“Afterwards I got to thinking that this lot are more serious about life and death than our lot. How many young people do you know that think about resurrection and heaven and hell and all that malarkey? None I’ll bet. That’s why they’re so proper and formal. Not because they’re unfriendly but because they got other things on their mind. Anyway, if we gotta go, we gotta go.”


He looked sternly at DC Dearden.


“Are you sure you’re up to this? Because if you don’t mind me saying so you look like a right yogurt!”


 


Musa walked over to the mirror and studied himself. He sighed heavily and lifted his chin up. He didn’t feel any different. Truth be told, it was uncomfortable as hell; and he smelt his breath each time he exhaled. He looked out of the window and surveyed the world from the perspective of a veiled Sister. The world tottered on, much the same as before. A few stalls selling vegetables and fish were being set up on either side of the road. Two elderly drunks lurched unsteadily along the pavement, their arms round each other’s shoulders. There was however no sense of filter, no sense of segregation. Perhaps it was as they said, thought Musa, the real veil is behind the eyes.


He smiled sadly and prepared to disrobe just as Ali and Basto pushed open the door. He turned with the speed of a ballerina, then crouched and stuck out his arms as if preparing to hurl himself at the two intruders. Incredulous, Ali and Basto froze as they considered the bizarre spectacle of a Sister preparing herself for man-to-man combat. For a few minutes no one dared speak.


It was Ali who came to his senses first, while Basto timidly hung back.


“Musa, is that you?” he asked, warily.


“Who else, you dumb fool?” retorted Musa angrily.


Just as Ali prepared to launch into a tirade they heard a commotion downstairs followed by the sound of heavy footsteps heading towards the door. In strode Edwards and Dearden and a bunch of Holy young men with excited faces filled the doorway.


Ali scowled at them. “Hey you baboons! Knock it off! Don’t you have any manners? Did none of your parents teach you how to behave when visitors come around?”


He slammed the door and turned and glared at the two policemen. Dearden looked awkwardly at Edwards, who nodded.


“Good afternoon, gentlemen and… lady,” he began awkwardly. “We are from the anti-terrorism branch and have some questions to ask you but first we must point out that we are not placing you under arrest.”


He stopped, smiled suddenly, walked towards Musa and stretched out his hand.


Musa turned his face sideways and in a smooth fluid movement he slapped Dearden across the face. Still suffering from his superior’s earlier attack, the police officer groaned but instinctively squared up to his assailant, momentarily forgetting Musa’s assumed gender.


Edwards quickly stepped between them and frowned at Dearden.


“You can’t shake hands with Muslim women. What do they teach you at university nowadays?”


“But it’s not what you think!” began Basto. “He’s not a woman.”


Musa slapped him hard across his face too. Basto stumbled and fell backwards.


Edwards nodded towards Musa and said to Ali, “Cor! She’s a feisty one.”


“I suppose you could say that,” agreed Ali. He caught Musa’s eye and pointed towards the door.


“Leave!”


Musa shot towards the door but slammed into Edwards who jumped in front of him. Musa fell back and landed on Basto. A combination of two intestinal sounds was heard as his head made contact with Basto’s abdomen.


“What a carry-on this is!” Edwards chortled as he surveyed the struggling forms on the floor. “Let’s start again,” he suggested.


“Assalaam-u-alaikum. I am Detective Inspector Edwards. There are only two ways from here on. My way or the high way. My way is nice and easy. All you gotta do is just come with us and answer a few questions. None of you is under arrest. I will say that again for the record. You’re not nicked. Like my colleague said, all we wanna do is ask a few questions nice and polite like. And all we want you to do is answer, nice and polite like. So are we ready or are we ready?”


Edwards smiled and gave a thumbs-up sign, as though he were a game show host ready to signal the start of some fantastic fun. Musa and Basto got up. Musa carefully arranged his veil. Ali shook his head in disgust and the three of them made their way out, followed by the dazed DC Dearden.


In the narrow corridor, the Holy young men waited.


“Hey where’s Musa?” “Who’s the Sister?” “What are the policemen doing here? Are you selling drugs?” “That’s not Islamic you know!” “How come you gotta Sister in there?” “That’s not Islamic you know.”


Edwards placed himself directly in front of Musa and shouldered his way through. A few steps further and the number of inquisitive Holy men multiplied. Edwards made a sweeping motion with both arms looking as if he were doing the breast stroke in a sea of crazed Holy men. Musa was pushed up against Basto’s back and his veil brushed against the sweat on Basto’s neck. There was a wall of volume on either side of him that heaved with distaste and excitement. Basto, aware of the responsibility of his role as Musa’s protector, grew indignant and raised his voice: “C’mon guys, give them a break! Ain’t any of you got sisters yourselves?”


More laughter and more chuckles and more sneers. Dimly, Musa was aware they had reached the staircase but that did not alter their rate of progress. Even the stairs were packed. Where had the Holy men come from? He couldn’t recall seeing so many people at breakfast or even prayer. But nonetheless they were all here, crucifying him with their venomous intrigue. Musa curled his gloved hand into a fist and prepared to strike at the mob but as he did so, he felt his entire body lunge forwards. Slowly, it dawned on him that his feet were no longer touching the ground: he was suspended in this bedlam of bedevilled Holy men. Like a dark angel, he wafted down the stairs held aloft by the rabble.


After they dropped him Musa realised they were in the foyer and at the far end of this sun-lit space was the main entrance. The rabble had momentarily calmed down but like a crazed swarm of bees they re-grouped and hustled Musa all the way to the exit. Dimly he was aware of Ali and Basto’s furious protests as they fought, pushed and cussed their way out.


Relieved to be outside Musa prepared to take off his hijab, but reconsidered the action. It wouldn’t look good at this particular moment: they might start thinking he was a transvestite and that would do irreparable damage to his reputation as a Holy man. That demented impulse he’d had to foray into the psyche of a Sister! It all seemed to be such reckless folly now.


Detective Inspector Edwards opened the door of a flattened, white Audi with a flashing revolving beacon and announced proudly,” Welcome to the bat mobile!”


Looking directly at Musa he asked,” You wanna go first, Madam?”


 


The anti-terrorist unit’s detention room reflected none of the fabled goodwill of which its proprietors liked to boast. No more than a squalid cell it was lit with ferociously bright bulbs, their wattage so intense the mould in the corners of the room was obscured. Musa, Ali and Basto sat on creaky wooden chairs alongside a metal table. The door remained open although that in no way offered a possibility of escape for, wedged in the doorway, was a large, dour-faced policewoman.


“Do you think she’s a lesbian?” Musa whispered to Ali.


“Dunno. I read somewhere that all senior people in the police are freemasons, and most freemasons are racists. And I remember hearing Imam Faisal say that a lot of racist people are gay,” replied Ali, also in a whisper.


“So what does that make her? A racist, a lesbian and a freemason?”


“Does she have to be all three?”


“Maybe not, but even if you picked your best two we’re still fucked.”


Just then the policewoman moved aside for Edwards and Dearden who closed the door behind them. Edwards pulled up a chair and with a slow deliberate casualness leaned back and placed his right ankle on his left knee. He then placed his hands at the back of his neck and beamed at them. Dearden sighed heavily and did likewise, grimacing slightly as he smiled due to the large swelling on his cheek.


Musa, Ali and Basto stared at the pair with their brilliant smiles. They then looked at each other and, as if some telepathic conference had taken place, they put their hands on the table.


The detectives maintained their fixed smiles, a second became a minute and a minute became much longer until it finally dawned on Musa that the dazzling duo were expecting a reciprocal gesture. What would a Sister have done at a moment like this? He couldn’t guess and briefly had the urge to remove the veil and bare all. There was the small chance that such a gesture would tickle the British funny bone to such an extent that they might forget why they were here in the first place. But to presume upon their sense of humour would be as wise as walking across the M1. He watched as a bead of sweat from DI Edwards’ temple coursed down his face only to be diverted by a dimple on his cheek to the bottom of his lower lip.


Edwards undid the holster on the side of his belt and took out his pistol. He undid the magazine catch and slowly separated it from the rest. With great care he placed the two parts side by side on the table, the beatific smile still fixed on his face. DC Dearden followed suit, accepting that the finer mysteries of life would forever elude him. The two then leant back with their legs in exactly the same position as before, radiating goodwill through the glint of their incisors.


The dawn of comprehension at last broke in the minds of Ali and Basto and they leant back, folded their arms and smiled. Musa gave them a hesitant thumbs-up sign. DI Edwards’ smile grew even broader and he chuckled in appreciation of this newly formed coalition of friendliness.


 


“You see, folks, we’re not here to hurt you or to make you feel afraid! We’re keeping the peace so we can increase the peace, if you get what I mean. We know you guys watch the news and think policemen are all bell-ends, they wanna lock you up and throw away the key! But it’s not like that at all! Isn’t that right?”


He turned to Dearden who gazed at the three and shrugged in a non-committal way. Edwards laughed. “Don’t mind him. He’s a joker and a half is this one!” He paused.


“There is something I want you to know. I was born and brought up in Yorkshire and some of my best mates there are Pakistani. Every time I go back they say to me, ‘Harvey, you must have a pint with us.’ Or, ‘You must come down in your policeman’s uniform and do a little talk in our mosque.’


“One time, honest to God, it’s no lie, I found a girl crying on a park bench and I asked her what’s up. She tells me that her mum and dad are putting pressure on her to marry her cousin who she hates. I ask if he lives in Pakistan but she says he lives next door! So I say to her, ‘You just gotta give it time, love. Every relationship is like that. You hate someone and then you love them and then you hate them again. It’s like that for all of us, black, blue or white.’


“I take her home and her parents are so pleased they invite me to have my supper with them. While we’re eating I say to her dad, ‘Don’t force her! You gotta respect whatever she says. And if it’s no, it’s no’. And I says to the girl, ‘Your mum and dad want what’s best for you. They’ve seen more of life than what you have and moving next door is no big deal. You’ll settle down in no time.’


“That was five years ago and every time I see her she’s gotta little’un.” His eyes softened. “So you see. We’re all friends. I am not Johnny Westerner and you aren’t Ali Pakistani. We’re all the children of Adam and Eve. You get what I’m saying?”


Musa, Ali and Basto nodded their heads.


“Good. Let’s get to it. DC Dearden, take it away!”


Dearden cleared his throat.


“Let me begin by reiterating the sentiments of my colleague. We all want a swift and amicable resolution of this matter. Now, a little while ago, we intercepted an electronic communiqué which contained what appeared to be a code. After some careful analysis I found the source of the communiqué was the Madrasah and on further analysis it was discovered that the mode of electronic transmission to Pakistan was a webcam which upon even further analysis led to the discovery that this communiqué emanated from your room.”


“All we did was ask at the reception if anyone had a webcam!” interrupted DI Edwards.


Dearden gave his superior officer a disdainful look and carried on.


“Now, if I may, I would like to read aloud the first line of this apparent poem.” He paused.


“‘In the cave that is our soul…’ I was immediately struck by the menacing tone of this first line, its deeply negative interpretation of a man’s soul, equating it to a dark, forbidding cave. It struck me, as I am sure it must strike you, that these are the thoughts of someone who is essentially a loner, someone who is deeply entrenched in pessimism.


“Then the second line.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “‘The darkness is our desire for power’.


Musa, Ali and Basto fidgeted nervously.


“Darkness, power. Darkness, power. Darkness and power. The dark and then the power. The power that comes from the dark. Do you see how that follows on as an attacking blow? Now we see the psyche of a person who is empowered by the dark murmurings of his soul which he thinks is a cave. Then the third line.


“‘Blind bats flee from our call’. At this point we see the desperate plight of someone who is trying to call out, trying to connect, but instead of finding sympathy and compassion, he discovers that everyone is running away and in his hatred he labels them as being blind because they cannot understand his distorted view of the world and himself.


“The next line. ‘To nest in a sane man’s tower’. Do you see now how suddenly the whole tone of the poem changes? Can’t you feel the dark intensity of the metaphors? The person is now clearly distinguishing between himself and the sane man. He sees the sane man as someone far away in a tower, while he is languishing in his quagmire of pessimism and negativity. Then the fifth line…


“‘Laden is the heart that seeks respite…’”


Dearden folded his arms and looked coldly at the three men facing him.


“Eh? There’s summat a bit dicky mint about that line,” mused DI Edwards.


“Dicky mint, precisely sir,” replied Dearden. “Now if viewed in conjunction with the final line, ‘From this world’s deadly fight’, an ominous pattern emerges.”


“What’s that?” asked Edwards excitedly.


“Cave – power – tower – Laden and then…fight,” answered Dearden.


Edwards frowned. “Um…I don’t mean to sound thick, but just what are you blathering on about?” he asked.


“Cave power tower Laden fight. Who do we know that lives in a cave and is known for an event concerning a tower and has the name Laden and calls for people to fight?”


“Osama bin Laden!”


“Precisely, sir.” Dearden smiled. “Now which one of you is the author?”


The three young men were aghast.


Musa spoke first. “DC Dearden, you’ve got it wrong. It’s a different kind of Laden. You see Laden in Osama bin Laden’s name is pronounced Lah-den; whereas Laden in the poem is pronounced lay-den, meaning full up. You’ve got the wrong end of the stick!”


Dearden was curious.


“Did you write this, madam?”


Musa nodded warily. Ali and Basto cut a glance to each other, aware of the potential for further disaster.


“Why’s that then?” inquired Edwards.


“Well, you see sir, the thing is I’ve always had a way with words. I like to read and I have a diary and I write things in that diary whenever I get the urge. It’s just the way I am.”


Edwards pursed his lips and looked appraisingly at Musa. His fingers drummed on the table.


“Are you a poet?” asked the detective inspector.


“I do my best,” replied Musa modestly.


“And you can turn it on any time any place. Is that so?”


Musa nodded, not wanting pride to unmask his gender.


“OK doll. This here is what we are gonna do!” said DI Edwards.


He placed a sheet of paper on the table with a pen atop. Slowly he slid the paper across to Musa.


“Write some poetry,” he ordered.


The two policemen, Ali and Basto leaned forward expectantly. Musa picked up the pen, stopped, looked up, and then put the pen down again.


“I can’t do it with everyone watching,” he said plaintively.


Edwards nodded: “OK. You’ve got a point. We’ll be back in two.”


After the pair had left Ali turned on Musa. “I can’t believe this is happening. We are in a detention room in Scotland Yard. Blue lights all the way down the M1. You are dressed as a woman and two fucking jerks think you’re Shakespeare!”


“Cool it! Getting flustered will not help. We need to reason our way out of this.”


“How’re you going to reason your way out of your clothes when we get back? If we ever get back, I mean. What were you thinking? They can lock you up for that, Musa! I bought that thing for my mother’s birthday. How can she wear it knowing a man has been inside it?” exclaimed Ali.


“She won’t know,” said Musa dismissively.


“Get your head out of your arse. We have been sweating like pigs. A sniffer dog would die from an overdose if he were to come near you right now.”


“I hate to break up the party, but shouldn’t you start writing something? They’ll be back any second,” said Basto.


“That’s right, Musa. You’d better get going! Make it nice and fancy, not like the crap that landed us in here!” said Ali.


Musa thought hard and started to write rapidly. He was still writing when Dearden and Edwards returned.


“OK. Time’s up. Let’s hear it,” said DI Edwards.


Musa handed the sheet to Ali who first read the poem to himself. He groaned and cleared his throat.


“‘I went to the woods because I wanted to live deliberately. I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life. To put to rout all that was not life and not when I had come to die discover that I had not lived.’”


Through his veil Musa saw only stupefaction on Edwards’ face. At length the detective inspector turned to Dearden and asked, “Whaddya think?” but before the junior officer could reply Edwards suddenly grabbed the sheet of paper from Ali.


“See here, I’m no expert on poetry but I do know one thing: if it don’t rhyme it’s a crime.” He smiled, tickled by his own wordplay. Do you see what I’m saying? OK, strike two. C’mon Dearden.”


As soon as the door closed, Ali said to Musa, an anguished look on his face,” What the fuck are you trying to do to us! I said to make it good and you start stringing together some crap about living in the woods. What do you think this is? A camping holiday?” said Ali.


“But it was written by an American scholar. It’s a famous poem!” exclaimed Musa.


“Who gives a shit who it was written by? Every poem you write ends the same way. Someone’s foot gets planted up our arse.”


“Why don’t I have a go?” suggested Basto.


Musa and Ali looked at Basto, their minds whirring with the same thoughts. He was not renowned for his literary ability nor indeed ability of any kind. Entrusting this task to him would be a monumentally hazardous thing to do. What choice did they have? Musa passed him the pen and paper.


Basto began tapping the pen on the table, thinking hard. A couple of seconds later, he smiled and began to write. He finished just as the detectives came back into the room.


“Shoot!” said Edwards.


Ali took the paper from Basto and began to read in a monotone:


 


This is a crock of shit. 
We didn’t do it. 
We have nothing to say. 
Please don’t send us to Guantanamo Bay.


 


All neural activity in the room came to a grinding halt. Synaptic pulses flickered with poetical portent and came to a shuddering stop. In that primal hypnagogic state everyone’s consciousness hung like a guillotine frozen in mid-air.


Then an extraordinary thing happened. DI Edwards started to rap. He moved his neck backwards and forwards, his cheeks swelled as he expelled a tu-tu-too noise and with his head still rocking, he moved his hands up and down on the table and began to intone: “We have nothing to say. Please don’t send us to Guan-TANAMO Bay. B-b-b-bay. B-b-b-bay, B-b-b-bay, B-b-b-bay.” Dearden couldn’t believe his eyes and wondered what the hell Edwards got up to when he was off duty. Musa, Ali and Basto felt nothing but relief.


“This is real good. Real g-g-g-good. G-g-g-good. This is street poetry Dearden. You know Ice-T and Ice Cube and Eminem and all that! She ain’t no more a terrorist than I am. This here has been a huge misunderstanding.”


He smiled benevolently at three exhausted Holy men.


“OK then. I’ll drop you off at the Madrasah. Fixing on Musa he said,” Don’t you fret, I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to you. I’ll have a word with your boss.”


“No!” cried out Musa, Ali and Basto in unison.
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Mufti Bashir, the chief elder of the Madrasah, readied himself for the dreadful explosion of noise that signalled the time for prayer. These days it seemed everything was said with too much exuberance, too much excitement, and too much disrespect. This he was told was the way it was now: the tide of change was a part of revolution, and revolution was needed to rekindle the ashes of the faith that made Islam so great.


Sure enough it came, the young muezzin mindful only of the need to impress upon everyone with the sonorous timbre of his voice, desecrating the rhythm of the call to prayer by compressing its syllables into a throaty screech. Mufti Bashir sighed and became aware of how slowly that reflex act of irritation occurred now. And how alien the breath his chest expelled seemed to him, like a stranger’s cargo. He stared sadly at a large frame on the wall, which contained the oft-repeated phrase from Surah Rahman: Which of your Lord’s favours do you deny? Now that phrase seemed to have a heavy inverse meaning to him.


Mufti Bashir spent much of his time in the Madrasah in a large attic room dominated by an oval window that stretched from wall to wall. The glass panels of the spotlessly clean window shone from above the thick alabaster wedges. As he looked around the room he noticed nothing. The distinctions between old and new, dust and dirt were gone. He was aware of objects and possessions as perhaps they truly were – inanimate and impersonal. The lacklustre light from a bulb that hung from the high ceiling illuminated the shiny gold and red stripes on the spines of shelves full of well-thumbed leather-bound books. He spent a great deal of his time poring over these tomes, not for the sake of acquiring knowledge but for that sense of connecting with something familiar. This vestige of reality had for him become very faint now. Even the air he breathed seemed like spoonfuls of a once familiar fluid.


He knew his time was approaching. This did not trouble him for he was by now a soul encased in a feeble infirm frame. The reverberations of his soul were the only pulses of life he felt. He heard a person’s voice and knew what sort of a person they were and how deeply their shadow would cut. But voices very quickly faded away, he heard emotions more keenly, and this further increased his distance from others. That did not bother him. He no longer had any real interest in people and their companionship. Even when his five sons came to visit him with their terrified children, he was always glad when they left. Had his wife been alive, this might have been different but then he would have been different. She had died twenty-three years ago and it was her death and the subsequent renunciation of physical pleasure that had led to him being concerned only with the soul.


He had come to England grudgingly and at the insistent wish of his wife who like so many women was only preoccupied with the vanities and baubles of this world. He remembered with a faint smile what she had said when she first arrived,” Is it always this dark and cold?”


He too had felt the cold and darkness, not in the weather but in the slim young fellow Pakistanis who had come with him and who were lazy about calling their wives over. They were all like that then. Rakish in their cheap suits and slick with their shiny hair and boots, they were all fascinated by the white flesh and confident smiles of English women. He used to see some of them at weekends standing like guilty, excited children in a single line outside an empty house occupied by a busy woman who needed only one room.


In those early days, British Islam was still in its infancy. Mosques were few and far between and the attention span of those attending was minimal. They were more interested in worldly matters; working hard, making money, and sending money back home. On occasion, he would be invited to their houses where there would be as many as fifteen men, huddled together and stoking their companionship with debate and banal banter. He liked to sit with them in those days although he seldom spoke but they never seemed to mind that. A brown face was all the entry needed into their hearts. They were all so warm and friendly back then; their talk was alive with dreams and longing and their eyes were lit with greed as their wiry frames twitched at every window of opportunity. Some talked big and dreamed much but made little. Some were just content to live under the sway of events and let be what was meant to be. Destiny was a dark ocean which they all tried hard to conquer.


When their wives joined them the season of their lives changed. No longer was their laughter carefree. When their children were born they harried them with their ambition and rivalry. When their children grew older the season of their lives changed again and with that change came the unmasking of a harsh reality. Some tried to summon the ways of their forefathers and ripped apart the very fabric of their lives. Some were just content not to push against the prevailing norms. Then his mosque became full and his gathering listened as they never did before and they started to pray as they should have prayed. Long, long before. And they came to him with hearts like beggars’ bowls and children like sacrificial lambs to be admitted into his flock, to atone for the sins he watched them commit when they were young, brash and so very bold.


Mufti Bashir gradually became aware of an insistent knocking at the door. He blinked and was annoyed to discover that they were moist.


“Yes,” he replied querulously.


Hafiz Aleem entered the room and moved his hand to his temple by way of respect. Mufti Bashir watched him, feeling his arrogance, aware that the students had given Hafiz Aleem the nickname Adolf – the result of his relishing his primary role of reporting their misdemeanours.


“What is it?”


“There was a disturbance today at the Madrasah. Two policemen came and took two of our students and a girl with them, sir.”


“Were they arrested?” inquired Mufti Bashir.


“No sir. Just escorted away. They told us they just wanted to question them.”


“Who was the girl?” asked Mufti Bashir.


“We don’t know,” answered Hafiz Aleem nervously.


“Well, who were the boys?”


“Ali Akbar and Bastayazid Bihari.”


Mufti Bashir considered this. Ali and Bastayazid were never noticeable but for their association with a third, Musa. A familiar topic for conversation among the other elders. At times, when he finished leading the prayer and turned to face the gathering, he would see him in the front row. Always searching with his eyes and wandering away with his mind but he searched too deeply and thought too little.


“There is no great riddle to solve. The girl was Musa,” snorted Mufti Bashir.


“Musa? Are you sure sir?” asked Hafiz Aleem, momentarily stunned.


“Of course I’m sure! Have him brought to me when he gets back,” said Mufti Bashir, already turning away.


He slipped into another reverie. Of a time before time, when he was young and supple and had shiny shoes to go with a suit chosen by a woman who was earthy and loud. Still suspended in his musing, he slowly moved over to his books and picked out an album. On the last page was a photograph which he told himself he must not see too often and he had kept this promise to himself. His eyes became moist but this he did not notice, not even when a teardrop fell into the fold of a day a dreamy aeon ago.


 


Musa, Ali and Basto got out of the car, spent and weary beyond belief after another three-hour race north along the motorway. Inside the Madrasah once more they were told by one of the two boys on the reception desk that they were to go to the waiting area overlooking the foyer.


“What do you think they’ll say?” asked Ali.


“What can they say? They might even think of us as heroes. How many people get taken to Scotland Yard and then escorted back! We could be on the cover of Eastern Eye!” said Basto enthusiastically.


“What about you Musa? What are you gonna say when they ask you why you are dressed as a woman?” asked Ali in the tone of someone making small talk.


Musa looked thoughtful. It was all so very embarrassing.


“Stand up straight, guys. It’s Adolf!” said Ali urgently.


An intense, emaciated-looking Holy man with a perpetual scowl snarled,” You three have some explaining to do!”


“Easy Adolf, we’ve had a rough day,” said Ali condescendingly.


Aleem’s face reddened. He drew himself up as if his outrage was somehow able to elongate his scrawny body.


“You two,” he pointed at Ali and Basto, “go to your rooms and you, Musa, are to come with me to Mufti Bashir.”


Before they parted company Ali, unusually solemn, said to Musa,” Be careful in front of Mufti Bashir. Speak from your heart but don’t shoot from the lip. And don’t be thinking he’s senile because he doesn’t forget what he’s seen and he’s seen a lot.”


Ali walked away with Basto in tow. Hafiz Aleem watched Musa with an uncertain expression in his eyes.


“Ready?”


“Yes, let’s go,” said Musa.


They walked towards a winding wooden staircase. The stairs creaked and the banister moved as he placed his hand on it. As they began to climb Musa gathered his thoughts on Mufti Bashir. For a start he did not seem to like people. He kept his distance from every other living being in the Madrasah and his reluctant conversation was gnomic and terse. His main contribution to communal life in the Madrasah was the leading of the prayer, a duty which he had fulfilled every day, five times a day, for the past forty years. Sometimes Musa would catch Mufti Bashir studying him during the Friday sermon. The look in his eyes always troubled Musa for it was as though he was watching his life unfold and there was something in that trajectory that filled him with sadness.


They were now on the top floor and Musa’s legs were beginning to ache. The pipes running above the skirting board were rusty and to Musa’s surprise there was a proliferation of cobwebs.


“He’s in there. Watch yourself when you speak to him,” said Hafiz Aleem, pushing past Musa and making his way back down the stairs.


Musa knocked on the door. There was no response so he tentatively stepped inside. An odour emanating from the leather-bound tomes greeted him as he squinted in the gloom. Facing the window stood Mufti Bashir, a photograph in his hand, seemingly in a world of his own.


“Who are you?” he asked without turning around.


“Musa…sir.”


“Take off the veil,” commanded Mufti Bashir, still with his face to the window.


Musa did as he was told. He rubbed a gloved hand over his sweat-streaked face, glad that it was all over.


“Who are you?” asked Mufti Bashir again.


“Musa,” replied Musa nervously.


Mufti Bashir beckoned him to his side and Musa, his head bowed down, walked with small, hesitant steps until they were face to face. Slowly Musa looked up and met Mufti Bashir’s eyes. One was light blue and the other dark grey. He had noticed this on the first day he arrived at the Madrasah when Mufti Bashir had placed his hands on his shoulders and gazed at him. Musa had stared back in wonder and he remembered seeing a ghost of a smile flicker across Mufti Bashir’s face. Mufti Bashir had chuckled then, a wheezy, crackling sound. “Heterochromia, an abnormality inherited from my forefathers. It has stunned many people into silence.”


He motioned to a chair. Musa sat down and Mufti Bashir also seated himself. Musa looked carefully at the chief elder of the Madrasah. What surprised him were his fresh even features, untouched by age or concern. Only his hands and feet were wrinkled and gnarled. And the eyes, they did indeed have a mesmeric effect. When looking at the blue eye it seemed that the thoughts of Mufti Bashir were hopeful and merry. When looking at the darker eye it was as if sorrow and regret were all that reigned in his heart.


“I have watched you for a long time now. You are eager to confront and question and less eager to listen and obey. I have seen you when you daydream and I have felt the flight of your dreams. You are drawn to the glitter of the outside world, are you not?”


“I don’t know,” said Musa, warily.


“You do know, but your heart is telling you to be careful. That is another trait you have, always following your heart, even if it leads you to ruin.”


Musa sat silent, fighting the inclination to relax and talk.


“Tell me, why you are dressed in the clothes of a woman?” asked Mufti Bashir, without irony.


“Well sir, it all started like this. Ali had bought this outfit for his mum, and it was just lying there on the bed. And I suddenly started thinking about the Sisters. Not that I’ve got anything against them, because I don’t know them and they don’t know me. But it’s like whenever they look at you it’s like they know you and I’ve always wondered why that is. So when I saw the outfit, I thought the best way to find the answer to that question was to try it on. And you know when you get an idea in your head and it just doesn’t go away, you’ve just got to do it! No matter what! So I put it on to see if I felt any different, if you know what I mean. It was like a sociology experiment, but then those blasted policemen came barging through the door, and everything went a bit crazy.”


Musa held his arms open, dismayed by the fickleness of events.


Mufti Bashir considered Musa’s answer. “How did you feel when you put it on?”


“Well at first I couldn’t feel a thing. It was sticky and uncomfortable and when I looked in the mirror I couldn’t sense anything. But later – Musa leaned forward excitedly – when I was in the interrogation room, I could feel the policemen treating me differently. But the strangest thing was when I was in there I felt protected by the veil, like I could look at them and react to them but they couldn’t react to anything I said or felt because they couldn’t see me!”


“Did you gain knowledge that you wanted?” asked Mufti Bashir, smiling.


“Yes sir.”


“At what cost?”


“I don’t know what you mean sir,” replied Musa truthfully.


“You gained knowledge at the expense of your own dignity.”


“I suppose so,” agreed Musa reluctantly.


“Could you not have asked someone?”


“Well you see, the thing is sir, the alims and the elders don’t seem to be all that approachable and I couldn’t exactly go up to them and ask them about this sort of thing could I?”


“Why not? Are you not talking to me about it?”


“Because sir, no offence, but I’ve always got the feeling that you and the other elders and alims don’t really like young people. You just want us to act like we’re old,” said Musa earnestly.


Mufti Bashir stood up and slowly tottered over to Musa. He handed him the photograph.


“Do you recognise me?” he asked gently.


Musa held up the photograph and stared at a black and white image of three young men wearing suits with very thin ties sitting on a sofa. The two at opposite ends of the sofa were English. Their expressions were assured, smiling, and they sat with their legs wide apart. The one in the middle looked proud and sat up straight with his arms folded and his knees close together. An English woman holding a baby stood behind the three and her eyes were tense and unhappy.


“The man in the middle,” said Musa quietly.


“Yes. That photograph was taken forty-five years ago. When I was…like you.”


“But how did you end…”


Mufti Bashir raised his hand to cut off any questions. He walked to the window and gestured to Musa to join him. It was now night and the street was empty. A pub, the Red Lion, had its sign illuminated by a flashing red light. Suddenly a figure emerged from the pub, an elderly white man. He walked unsteadily to the pedestrian crossing and looked up. Slowly, he touched the peak of his cap and Mufti Bashir placed his hand on the window in response. The old man smiled and started to walk carefully across the road.


“I have seen that person three times a week for the past twenty-five years. Always he greets me and always I return his greeting in the exact same manner, three times a week for the past twenty-five years. Yet I have no desire to know him or to communicate with him. Do you think it is because I do not like people Musa?”


Musa was silent, unable to merge what he had seen into his reasoning.


Mufti Bashir continued, his voice carefully even. “The lines of our worlds are very clear to me. I have no wish to push against that line. I have no wish to see beyond what I can see. But with you Musa, it is different. You hunger for the colours of experience and such hunger is like fire in your belly. All that you are is fuel for this fire. Do you understand what I am saying, Musa?”


“Yes sir, but I am not a bad Muslim.”


“Islam is a religion of peace. If you are not at peace with yourself, how can you find peace in your faith?”


“Islam can give me all the answers that I need, sir. I believe that with all my heart,” said Musa passionately.


“Yes, Islam can do that. But will it give you the answers that you want, Musa?”


“That depends on the question, sir,” said Musa defensively.


“Yes, it does depend on the question.” Mufti Bashir raised his finger and wagged it at Musa. “That my son is why you must leave the Madrasah. You cannot be a leader of men in prayer if you do not know what you are leading against.”


Musa gazed at the elder: one eye knowing and sad, the other grey with meaning and purpose. He felt himself cast to a strange netherworld by the reflection in his eyes, a world torn apart by the tug of opposites; the sensation of leaving and the sensation of arriving; the unknown freedom and the secure familiar; the excitement and the ignorance.


“It is written in the Quran, ‘God is the ally of those who believe: He brings them out of the depths of darkness and into the light.’ Follow the light Musa. Follow the light so that you may become a child of the light and let your steps be as happy and carefree as those of a child,” he said sadly.


Musa handed Mufti Bashir the photograph and took off his gloves, his eyes never leaving the elder’s face. As he turned to walk away, Mufti Bashir laid a gentle hand on his arm.


“Know this also, Musa. With each step you take to the light, my prayers are with you. And should you step the other way, know that my tears shall lie in your footprints. For it is also written, ‘For the disbelievers, their allies are false gods who take them from the light into the depths of darkness, they are the inhabitants of the Fire, and there they will remain.’”
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