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Idiot Boy


			Mister, I have lost my tongue. A quick cut with a cinch, little jerk of the wrists. Easy, clean, deed done. I suppose you’d say it was madness, psychosis, insanity – but no, not likely. An act of liberation, that’s what. Permanence is what I was after. A final, effective riddance at the root – so, snitch! – since tongues do not grow back.

			I’ve little pieces of cotton packed into my cheeks now, Mister. And a cup of salty water to soothe my blackened mouth. Magic beans to heal the rest of it. And them nurses take regular swabs of my sutured pits. The discomfort is nothing. Not compared to the satisfaction I feel from knowing that I’ve won back – no less, with an act of bloody violence – what has always been mine. By which I mean, of course: the right to tell my own story.

			I can put down what I really mean to say now, God willing.

			And this time, Mister, you may even have my consent. You may listen. Though, I know, you’ll be wary. Not least, because you’ll have no control over what’s to be said. But then, what’s left to a person after speech is lost to them? Recollections and memories alone. And what harm can these silent things do, really, without a tongue to lift them to other people’s ears?

			1. LETTERS I intend now to write down the rest of it. Get scribbling on these here pages you’ve sent me. I do this in the spirit of reconciling what has happened. Naturally, there are questions. But you should know there will be no half-truths to my telling. Nothing invented, nothing untrue – you should mark that in your official report. And I’ve agreed, honestly, to tell you all this, not because your bully courts frighten me, or because you have Her Majesty’s crest on your pin, or because you, yourself, intimidate me, Mister, sat there fiddling with your pen. It’s because I am guilty of everything you say that I did. Guilty of treason. Guilty of inspiring bad men. Guilty of all of it. And more. So, do me in after I’ve finished. Have me drawn, quartered, stoned into a pulp for all I care – have at it!

			But for now, I just want you to listen.

			I have plenty to say.

			2. GREAT BRITAIN To return to your question, well – likely is, you’ve already made up your mind, Mister. I can tell from the sorts of questions you’ve already asked me, like why I hate your country. I don’t doubt it seems a little strange coming from me, but believe me when I say that I do not, not really.

			Truly, I have missed your Great Britain. I’ve missed your old British mores, Mister. Your pasties and that. Your cuppa-teas. Your John Cleese. And your poets.

			This country has always been a home for me. Only place that’s ever really claimed me, or that I could ever claim. I think about my childhood, my rambling half-cocked education, and then, my rise into fame and fortune.

			It all happened here – right here for me, in this city, in this United Kingdom of the Great British Isles.

			Nostalgia, call it. Remembrance maybe. I’m pining for the parts I was raised in. East Ham, that is, East London. Among local muftis, many mothers, wide boys, punters and clerics. Wouldn’t call the feeling patriotic – nothing as waxy as a word like that – but it does beg a better question. One that I’d quite like to put to you now, Mister, and that is this:

			If the greatness of your Britain remains so assured, then why is it so difficult to hear someone hate it?

			Everything I’ve ever written, from the poetry to the long stories I’ve told – a litany of my many offending verses – every word was written under this same English sky, Mister, under which I was born, same as you!

			My uncle Sisi Gamal – him, the old soapbox muezzin, who was always so clear about these things – said to me once: Boy, there is nothing great about Britain – it’s a madhouse! A place only fit for slumlords, field hands and rabble. I didn’t know what he meant by it then. I was young. Too busy making faces in the mirrors, shadows on the walls, to notice your taste for bully justice. But now, here I am. Sat in this cell. Enduring a barrage of questions as to why this, why that, why whatever hatred, and why now . . . when to me, it’s obvious. As it should be to you.

			It brings to my mind a saying, one from where my father is from, which translates from the Arabic like this: As you sow, you shall so reap. It’s a saying that graces all scripture.

			So, let that be my answer, Mister. For any more, you must ask my Allah. Since mine is a life He chose for me, and at a time He chose for me to live. Otherwise, you’re better off asking the times for answers. Since it was the times that also made me. Made my tongue. And by times I mean the world out there, the big bright-wide: the West. Into which I was born, raised upright, lived an antic life, and did my best to scribble a little poetry and pray.

			3. NAMES You asked my name. I’ve had so many over the years. I collect them like stamps or old stones. Some names were given to me with love and seriousness. Granted by those who wished I’d grow old and become rich and famous in the world. Other names were given to me in spite. Along the way I’ve discarded old names like old hats and borrowed new ones to replace the ones that grew tired.

			It was your newspapers, all them red tops and magazines, who gave me my many aliases. The Jihadi Boy-Poet, they called me. The Hateful Fanatic, they said. I was the Internet’s Ayatollah for a time, and the Pound Shop Prophet of Stepney Green and Newham . . .

			Now, I know these titles were only ever meant to mock me, ridicule me, sway public opinion against me. But knowing what I know now, Mister, I’d say your papers didn’t go far enough! At the height of my fame, I was the most widely read poet in your England. And it’s my verses today, my own particular poems, written under any number of monikers, that have me sat before you now, scribbling away.

			My first – that is to say, the name my mother gave me – was Yahya Bas. Bas comes from my father. I was Yahya throughout my youth. I’ve had others, but most know me by my nom de plume, my nom de guerre, my Arabic kunya – my poetic name: Al-Bayn.

			But where do I begin?

			If I’m to unravel my life, I’ll begin where I like.

			So, here’s the order we’ll follow:

			A birth, then a death, then rebirth, then death and birth again.

			First, birth . . .

			4. BIRTH (MYTH) Bismillah ir rahman ir rahim. As a child, I was told I had no origin. I was moulded out of existence itself. A rush of swampy nothingness – and then pop! Birthed under moonlight along an estuary in paradise . . . Or at least, this was the myth told me. The first myth of many others. One had me born blue. No breath in the chest. Cold to the touch and silent. An almighty smack was administered to me then, upsetting the boy into a gasp of new breath. And yet another: I was told that I came into the world feet first, Mister, and all bloody, bent a little too, at the hip, with my legs limp like watery jelly.

			Which of these stories comes closest to the truth, I don’t know. Most likely there’s a little bit of truth to them all. Most likely, Mister, I was born breech as it’s called – pulled by the ankles out my mother’s womb. A stubborn, slippery creature, delivered gnarled up. Goes some way to explaining my hip. A disjointedness at the sides, Mister, which has burdened me with a wide and irregular gait. To this day I imagine myself meeting the world this way: half in this world and half in another. And then some panicky smack forcing a cry out of me, forcing me to swallow great gulps of air, Mister, my first proper breaths in fright and pain.

			In all probability, I was actually born on a white-tiled floor in a bathroom stall in our communal home in East London. My two acting doulas, my Mother Sadaf and Mother Miriam, would have been there alongside my uncle Sisi Gamal. It was my own mother – my white, English mother, Mister, her name was Estella Stevens – she was the one who kept up my more fantastical myths. Her, with her powdery pallor, fingers like clawed-at white candles, who’d sometimes whisper to me, when she was lucid enough to speak, saying softly: . . . and then pop! Along an estuary in paradise . . . in that thin, thrown voice. After which she’d stop, cover her mouth, as if she’d let slip some shameful thing.

			Nobody else confirmed my mother’s telling of it. Nobody denied the story either. But then again, Mister, my mother was an unwell woman. She was a liar. Though, even in her lies, she made my beginning, all beginnings, sound beautiful and bright.

			5. BIRTH When I picture the first days of my new life, I see others gathered around me like moon-faces, squatting in them stalls, clearing blood from my mouth, hands coddling me, ringed fingers patting me down worriedly. And me there, squirming, smarting from that cold hard slap to the arse.

			Were they charmed or repulsed when they first set eyes on me?

			Well, I remember my Mother Sadaf telling me once – no, telling me a few times – that I was never a pretty child. I had paler skin than my mother. As white as a bone, she said. I was cursed with a sour white nose, fleshy nostrils, a fat lower lip which sagged as I suckled on my bloodless little fingers, and large, black, empty eyes, Mister, which must have struck my other Mothers as monstrous.

			I heard their voices before anything else. My Mother Sadaf first – my dark Mother with arms like big black boughs, and her terrifying mouth always open – tossing me over, cleaning my folds, cutting my cord and then saying: Boh! – see this baby – whiter than milk – just look! And then my Mother Miriam there too, gentler, sweeter, quietly muttering prayers to herself, while peering over them shoulders to look: Oh . . . oh, see his father’s nose – yes, your nose, Gamal! – See how he stares and stares and stares . . .

			And then probably my uncle, my Sisi Gamal, would have spat on the floor and declared he recognised more of my mother in me. I imagine the old man stroking my mother’s tired and silent head, his round-rimmed glasses reflecting back her blank gaze. It was at this moment, as I now recall the story, that my mother stirred and whispered the name into my uncle’s ear: Yah . . . Yah . . . Yah . . . To which he nodded, added Bas, before saying a short prayer.

			6. JINNA In Arabic, the word for foetus is janin, which shares a root with demon, ill-spirit or invisible creature – a jinn. I think because both are jinna, meaning hidden. So, I imagine my uncle’s prayers were meant for all things concealed. And probably, Mister, my uncle was also thinking of my father – his foolish younger brother, whose name was Marwan Bas, born, as he was, poor in Northern Iraq – long gone by then, lost to the desert and presumed, on all accounts, to be dead.

			7. GOD’S OWN My mother survived my freakish birth. I was laid out on top of her, onto her low sunken stomach, after making my first little stifled mumbles. It was one of the few moments she ever held me close, Mister, or even seemed to notice me there.

			In her eyes I saw myself reflected – or should I say refracted? A better word, more tricksy and suggestive of my untidy beginnings – the sight of me seemed to offend her. She picked me up, looked at me, and quickly moved as if to push me aside and turned to the wall.

			I don’t blame her, Mister. Apart from the purpling bruise at my sides, my face was also riddled with conflicts. My eyes were too far apart. My poking-out ears were somehow ungainly and weird. And my skin, glue-like and thin, must have revealed enough to suggest something unseemly.

			Mine then was a face unwelcomed by the world. The old seers in them mountains had a term for boys like me – God’s Own, they called them. Offering the phrase for babies born disfigured, Mister, misshapen, or else left orphaned by the war. My Sisi Gamal adopted it for me, saying: You are God’s Own, Yahya. It was easier to claim me for Allah, I think, than to offer me some tidier origin.

			8. EARLY MEMORIES These early memories appear in the mind, Mister, tucked away in my head alongside scenes I’d rather misremember. But don’t believe anyone who tells you the thoughts of newborns are too flimsy to retain. I can recall them early days in rude little glimpses . . .

			. . . like the cloth my uncle wrapped me in, how I’d cry into that cloth, and how, after a while, the colour in my uncle’s eyes began to darken. It was difficult for him. One hand on my mother’s ailing shoulder, the other under my wailing head. Lucky for me, Mister, that my other Mothers were near so that he could lob me off when he wanted. Ach! Away from me! This bloody child’s bloody bawling . . . I will send a letter! This bloody arrangement will be done! – it might have been obvious to anyone watching that my Sisi Gamal could not cope.

			I’d started crawling and scuttling about after that. I started exploring, Mister, and then everything began to arrive at me with lightness, loudness, flashes and bangs and floods. Tempers flared and turned solid and stuck. Figures fashioned themselves into shapes and colours and form. I got the measure of how days would follow darkness. How smells swapped from body to body, from room to room. I remember the taste of sourness on my tongue, the sweetness and texture of tepid milk. I recall even my uncle struggling with the bottle. He’d hold me in the crook of his arm while at the same time leafing through a novel.

			He’d hold me there for far too long, Mister. I’d sometimes turn and start suffocating in his armpits. It’d often take my Mother Miriam to snatch me away from him – The boy cannot breathe your underarm stink! she’d hiss, to which my uncle would throw a finger – Ach! – and return to whatever page he’d been interrupted from reading. I believe all this left me with the impression, Mister, that the world was a precarious place. Crowded with put-upon faces and desperate fits of impatience.

			9. LOVE You asked if my uncle really loved me. Well, who’s to say, really? My Sisi Gamal never wanted children. And I don’t blame him for finding it difficult. I was told it was a difficult time to have been born into. This was circa ’91, Mister. This was your Thatcher in decline, poll tax and riots, and robber-barons scheming to starve the needy and the weak.

			So, have pity on my poor uncle. Sentenced to a lifetime of picking up the pieces after his brother. But then again, lucky him too – lucky the both of us, Mister – for having been surrounded by these women. The ones I’d end up calling my Other Mothers. And, in particular, my Mother Sadaf and Mother Miriam.

			So, now, a little on them . . .

			10. OTHER MOTHERS There was some anxious clucking about the boy. The neglected bruise at my hips had developed into a sort of protrusion. And my skin had turned a worrying yellowish hue. Even the whites of my eyes had turned yellow. Too much blood in the blood, was how my uncle described it, before stepping aside for my Mothers to take a look.

			I can imagine my Mother Miriam poking her head into the kitchen – only a child herself at the time, about nineteen – she’d have been there, Mister, pulling at her scarf, fingers pressed against her plump wetted cheeks, chewing on stray strands of dark hair. My Mother Sadaf would have looked closer, that coal-coloured crone. She’d lay me out sprawled on a tabletop next to her blackened wooden spoon, Mister, her crusted measures and her dried rotting roots which she’d picked and forgotten about from the garden. There I lay – a baby born deathly blue and now a sickly yellow – staring up at them, unblinking and blotchy, my breath uneven. They’d prod at my belly and shake limbs, examining me for strange little marks or further discolouration.

			– Maybe he will not die, muttered my Mother Sadaf, clicking her tongue, maybe not death, but not a good life, anyway . . .

			She announced the diagnosis with a sweep of her burly arms, scratching her hair pinned back in a bun, and then, in some fit of irritation, scowling at my Mother Miriam, whose face was looking down in dismay. She flicked a hard finger at the younger Mother’s forehead – flap! – cussed at her, and then attempted another – flap! – which was dodged, and then she cussed at the air, thumping the floor with her foot.

			– Boh! – I’ve had enough of your face always dripping! Go now and take your tears elsewhere! I will deal with the child in my own time. Go now and get out!

			These aggravated gusts were ignored, Mister. Once my Mother Sadaf had made her exit and was considered to be out of earshot, my Mother Miriam shuffled up to my Sisi Gamal to talk about what was to be done.

			– The boy doesn’t take his mother’s milk . . .

			– You must persuade Estella, Miriam. She is still – ach! – she does not want him. Does not let me close enough to bring him. Maybe . . . yes, maybe you try with her tonight?

			With his usual pleading growl, my Sisi Gamal made my Mother Miriam promise. She bundled me up from the kitchen table and went to try again with Estella.

			My empty-mouthed, doe-mother Estella, Mister. She was being kept alone on the uppermost floor at the time. Her habit of staring into walls and into ceilings and fiddling along with her fingers were only the first signs of descent. Her long periods of silences predated me by many years. And it’s important now to mention, Mister, that my mother was on medication. A bucketload prescribed off the NHS. Dizzy pills you needed a proper doctor for, Mister. And somehow my mother – owing to a mystery I hadn’t quite grasped at the time – had managed it. My Mother Miriam did the sorting of cups and ensured the cocktails were spilled into her every morning. My Mother Miriam was also the one who regularly checked on my mother. Noticed if she needed washing, nails needed doing, or if her hair was out of place and needed braiding. She’d sit up there for hours just brushing and braiding. And it’s why, I think, the vision of Estella Stevens appears to me now so immaculate.

			Sat there dressed in them warm white jumpers, Mister, her long plain skirts, and her hair so tidily combed as if posing for a photograph, a still-life painting, a mountain of clutter all around her in that room.

			I remember my Mother Miriam made a face as we entered. Tet-tet . . . she went, looking over them moth-eaten blankets, clothes and old shawls, nappies too, sour-smelling wipes, left after my uncle’s attempts at keeping me changed and fed.

			– Estella . . . ? whispered my Mother Miriam as we stepped inside. My Sisi Gamal came in behind us. My mother was sitting facing the corner, Mister. My Mother Miriam bent down as we came nearer, and I was placed into my mother’s arms in a folded cloth. My mother turned her head to look down at me. But she moved slow, like some battered and matted-haired doll come alive, with her eyes like two big pools showing no hint of recognition.

			– You see? went my Sisi Gamal, leaving a foot out the door, it is like she doesn’t – ach! – doesn’t want to know him, Miriam . . .

			– Tet-tet . . . went my Mother Miriam. And lowered her eyes.

			I’d imagine her eyes did truly lower, Mister. Probably with disappointment and pain and a kind of heartache. I can picture her muttering prayers, pleading with my mother to accept me into her arms. For the woman did have the warmest of hearts, Mister. She wanted the best for me. Even when all them other Mothers asked her – and there were many other Mothers at the house, Mister, who I’ll get on to in a bit – when they asked why she let my Mother Sadaf treat her so badly, since she was so kind and sweet to everyone, and why she let her bully her and cuss her out and so on, my Mother Miriam would only reply with a quiet little smile: Owf . . . sticks and stones, my sisters . . . Less about language with her, Mister. It was acts of unkindness, and cruelty, that upset her most.

			My Mother Miriam reached for my bottle when my mother refused. Her quiet prayers became like lullabies for me. She waddled me about outside my mother’s room for the rest of them first few years. She kept the bottle at my lip, her grey eyes staring down at me, pinching my gummy cheeks, making sure I was never alone.

			My uncle, meanwhile, was released.

			I see . . . he’d say, stepping away from the room, I will leave it to you, Miriam . . . I will go downstairs, to be –

			And he’d scurry downstairs as if my mother’s arms were reaching for him. I’ll write to you now, Mister, about how my mother Estella and uncle Sisi Gamal were subsumed for a while, under the whirling clamour of the place – this madhouse – which was more circus than home.

			11. MOTHERS’ HOUSE The old Mothers’ house stood like a beached trawler, a proper barnacled palace, on the end of Forty Road. It stood close to the cemetery there, opposite the Cash & Carry and the skips. And like most communal homes, Mister, its story was maintained with far better care than its crumbling walls and the foundations on which it stood.

			And so the story went they’d used the old house as a women’s centre decades back, for them ayahs and amahs, so called, brought over by English families who’d returned from your colonies. This was circa early 1900s-odd. Them ethnic cleaners, childminders and cooks. Dark-skinned women from South India, Chinese nannies, sisters of Lascar domestics with gold rings in their lips. Most had been mistreated by their masters – masters, Mister, so called – soon as they arrived.

			Many were dismissed shortly after. These poor women had no safe passage back to wherever, so they stayed. Ending up in ayah houses, which were dotted all over the place at the time. Ours was the only ayah house in East Ham. Most would move on a few weeks after arrival. There were many rooms. Eleven rooms in all, and allotments, where they could grow tomatoes and turnips and that. But then, over time, many of the houses were converted into employment exchanges. Ours was one of the few houses that didn’t. It was taken over by the local Islamic association instead. This was the seventies, still. Them imams were the ones to turn it into a refuge centre for women of low to no means – women like my mother, Mister, and my other Mothers – to help get them back on their feet, say, or at least offer them a place with a bit of company.

			The only exception to the tenant women was my uncle Sisi Gamal, Mister – him, whose sole task at the house, it seemed to me, aside from being my mother’s minder, was to keep me out of sight of the rest of them. Once I became old enough to doze on my own, I slept next to him in the basement. He put me in a second-hand cot, Mister, and he’d lie next to me. He slept with no pillow, preferring his arms to the floor. And I’d watch him snore through the bars, I remember. His lips jabbering with every drawn breath. I used to imagine his teeth like little blackened pearls too, glinting behind his moustache, and his giant nostrils like caverns in his head. I’d stare at spots on the khat-stained floors if I couldn’t sleep, and at them hundreds of shelves crowding around, bursting under the weight of a thousand stacks of paper, and my uncle’s hundreds of precious books.

			I imagine my ears must have been stirring. Listening to them surly voices upstairs. And the telly going. The music playing somewhere, and the laughing. Whenever I pretended to sleep, I’d listen along till my Sisi Gamal rapped his knuckles on them wooden bars, waking himself up to scold me: Hrmph . . . close eyes, boy . . . close . . . eyes . . .

			12. PERFUMES The figures of my other Mothers come vague to me now. I remember the sound of them more, the shapes they made against them corridor walls. Colours thrown against windows. The rush of bodies up and down stairs. Jingles coming off the radio, sung along like opera tunes, eruptions of sudden laughter, crazy, clamorous harmonics, Mister, of squabbling and crying together, crowded into their rooms.

			The ones that stuck around became familiar. These were escapees mostly, Mister. Some thrown-together sisterhood of rough sleepers, younger runaways and moody aunties. They’d all fled their families and found shelter here. I knew them from perfumes. Cheap bottles of scents were like a mania for my Mothers. Perfumes in giant bottles kept inside drawers, and caskets. They were bound in elaborate gold and green ribbon. The bottles held a kind of mystery for me. I’d watch how my Mothers would dab their necks with them, these accords that always hit you hard in the head.

			Sometimes I’d sneak into their rooms and spy on them. Fumes came swirling as I crawled. And then one of my Mothers would spot my arse up in the air and would pick me up: Here he is, the little mutt! And then I’d be passed around, and so I caught good whiffs of their myriad infusions, making mental notes as to which ones I liked, and which I didn’t.

			There was Mother Aneesa, for one, with her fat nose, thick eyebrows, and a vinegary funk, which she’d always try and hide with a scent of lemon. I’d take a sniff whenever she held me above her, extending her arms away from herself, or when she’d giggle into my belly: Joo-hoo – you little mutt! She was the opposite of her name, Mister – Aneesa, meaning consoling companion or one who is gentle with others. She was never gentle. And rarely consoling. And as her story went, she’d arrived at the house having left some crotchety old Yemeni husband, some older man, three times her age, who was still somewhere back in Slough. I heard he’d thrown her out, onto the street, Mister, with nothing but a pair of sandals and a pocket mirror. My Mother Aneesa’s high, joggling voice sounded always caught in surprise, or as if tipping into heckling laughter, Come here – ha-ha! – you stupid mutt! Joo-hoo! – look at your little tail, you little animal!

			And then there was my Mother Shahnaz, who together with my Mother Sofiyya shared a room on the second floor. This was the room that had a near-collapsed balcony, Mister, winched up at the sides from the outer wall. These two had arrived at the house together, and were determined to leave together too. Keeping themselves primed, prettied and ready-made for some second husband to appear, and provide an escape.

			My Mother Shahnaz spent most of her time pining after photographs in faded beauty magazines. Pining after her younger self, I think, some lost image of her youth. She’d been plucked from a life in Pakistan in her teens, by a man who, having plucked her, then left her. She still wore a fragrance of strong peaches and orange, Mister, and she never once lost that look of frustrated expectation.

			I’d often catch a glimpse of my dolled-up Mother Shahnaz, attended to by my Mother Sofiyya at all times, out on the balcony. That little perch was like a pedestal for them, a slightly tilted stage from which they’d present themselves as if on a pageant. Mother Shahnaz, her chin lifted as if to survey the Forty Road, and my Mother Sofiyya, much the younger, thinner, but with a set of jagged teeth, trailing a lighter scent of honeyed rose. They sat there most mornings gazing down half longingly, half resentful, at the parade of steady prospects below: delivery men, homeless men and other aged, shiftless, stumbling drunks, going in and out of the Cash & Carry. My Mothers would pose like a pair of sham idols, but never deigned to look any man in the face.

			My own presence brought nothing but offence, however. Both were petrified, I think, that my meek little hands might make a grab for them. As if my existence alone, Mister, spoiled the illusion they’d created for themselves. My Mother Shahnaz pointing a painted nail: Kiss-kiss! – Away from here, you little mutt! Sofiyya! Sofiyya! Take the boy back to Miriam – where is Miriam? And then Mother Soffiya, snarling at me, hissing out from behind her kicked teeth: Come, little goat-boy – esh-esh! – find somebody else to carry you!

			I’d get dropped then – most likely booted or pushed, Mister – from her hennaed hands, into the lap of my Mother Fareeda, who stayed a few doors down the hall.

			Much the gentler, although a little mad herself, my Mother Fareeda seemed always distracted. It was this Mother’s habits that fascinated me early on. She always went about muttering to herself, as if never alone in her head. She had a very thin, gaunt-looking face, and wore her greying hair tied up in a kind of poking bun. She was always costumed in the brightest of light-coloured shawls, patterned in the colours of her beloved Lebanon. She was very kind to me, Mister. And always sent a crooked smile at me whenever I came near. She told me once – her voice high and thin, as if coming out the top of her mouth and whistling out the sides of her nostrils, and calling me dauling with her da’s sounding like the Arabic daud – We pity you, dauling, boy – how is it to be so alone, so lost and wretched as you are? And then she’d close her eyes and petition the Almighty for me: God give you protection . . . God give you light . . . Together we pray that our prayers are heard for you . . .

			That there was one of her odd little habits, Mister. My Mother Fareeda spoke in doubles. Her we and us and me and she were used even when speaking alone. 

			The story went, my Mother Fareeda had had a sister, some other Mother named Fatima, who’d vanished from the house many years ago. It was her sister’s presence she felt when my Mother Fareeda spoke. Lucky I had my blameless Fatima, she’d say to me, my love was my sister, it was she who kept me fed, and healthy – while this boy here can barely speak . . . and then I’d watch her tilt her head. She’d give a sad little smile, pinch her withered fingers at my gummy cheeks, and then wander away to sit alone in her room.

			Strange thing was, Mister, nobody could remember any Fatima. Nobody could even swear they’d ever seen her. Not in person, nor in any picture. I’d once heard my Mother Shahnaz and Mother Sofiyya whispering about it – both like inseparable sisters themselves – speculating whether this Mother Fatima couldn’t have been made up. She is cracked in the head . . . yes, she is crazy – yes, of course, Fareeda sees things . . . always has . . .

			My Mother Fareeda wore a patchouli scent which smelled like Vimto to me. And aside from my Mother Sadaf, no other Mother had lived at the house for longer.

			It was only Mother Sadaf and Mother Miriam who went about smelling like themselves – one a warm scent of powdered milk, the other a ground sweat of earth and vegetation. One picked me up and threw me only kisses while the other was more likely to brush me aside with a mud-covered boot or flick a finger at the back of my head.

			Of course, none of their rooms were left open for me. I’d only catch glimpses through cracks in the doors. All that colour, bright sequins and mirrored lights, Mister. I sometimes managed to get inside and climb over their cushioned pillows and clothes. I’d even make grabs at their perfume bottles, Mister – some devilish fit inside me wanting to hurl and smash them to pieces on the floor. Just to see my own reflections in the shards, I suppose. And let the scents overwhelm me with gorgeous air. I’d only get to knock a few over before I’d be chased away. And then I’d cry, Mister. My Sisi Gamal would then come after me, like some irritable ogre. He’d collect me under his arms, pinching his nose as we came down the stairs – Bloody stink with these women . . .

			13. STAMMER My uncle’s basement offered far less for the senses. You watch where you are knuckling! he’d shout at me, seeing me crawling over piles of unsorted books. These books are priceless, boy – precious works – be careful where you crawl!

			My uncle seemed to prefer it when I wandered away, Mister, and I learned to look for attention elsewhere. I’d soon find myself huddled up on the first floor with my Mother Miriam playing draughts with Mother Aneesa. They played on a paper board, Mister, with squares drawn out in biro, and coins as playing pieces. Copper pennies, brass counters with milled edges. I liked biting their thumbs as they played, savouring the taste of metal money.

			Sometimes I’d steal a coin off the board, and my Mother Aneesa would cover her mouth and laugh at me. These coins are from home, goat-boy – ha-ha! – not for swallowing, you little shitter! And she’d swipe them back and tupp the back of my head with her elbow.

			My Mother Aneesa would get a lot of joy out of making fun. She’d point and laugh at my shambling hip. I was a lot plumper by this time, and still unsteady whenever she held me upright to do a dance for her. Goat-boy! Goat-boy! she’d goad – and here, I’m translating, Mister, she’d call me mutt as in hajin, and kharoof as in dirty goat, or sheep more precisely – she’d pull at my untamed hair and call me these things. Dance for me, goat-boy! Go over there and dance – ha-ha! – spin around, you little mutt!

			I tried to dance, Mister, but managed only half a spin before dropping hard on my arse again. My Mother Aneesa would fall on the floor with laughter, rattling all the cupboards around me as she fell: Goat-boy! You are a very bad dancer! These Mothers regarded me as a kind of grotesque, I think. A little monster they could mock and throw about. This was, at least, until I got a little stronger and started running.

			A year or so later, at the age children are expected to chatter, I sensed my Mothers growing concerned with me. I was slow to speak. Only repeating a few syllables by then. The beginnings of words mostly, or the endings. I’d catch the words before they fell out of me, Mister, and the habit produced a kind of stammer.

			– What is this boy saying? went my Mother Shahnaz once, as I sat balanced on Mother Miriam’s fat knees.

			– Like a stone in his mouth, said my Mother Aneesa shouting from the kitchen, this boy will never speak!

			My Mother Fareeda appeared and swept me up to hold her ears to my mouth. What do we hear? What do we hear, dauling? She shook me firmly and stared at my lips as I stuttered.

			– We hear . . . the child is saying something – it is coming out – no, what is it?

			My Mothers Shahnaz and Sofiyya looked from the hall.

			– Doh, or Dah or Poh Bah?

			– See how he struggles? But – esh-esh – don’t let him cry! Give him back to Miriam!

			My Mother Fareeda tossed me back to my Mother Miriam and I gave a cough at their patchouli and peaches and rose.

			14. TEARS I grew bolder, began slipping their grasp, scaling the several floors of the house on my own, despite my uncle’s wishes. I realise now, Mister, that they must have seen me as a bad omen at the time. From the moment I emerged, feet first into the world, with every milestone missed. I must have reminded them of the world’s ugliness, its brokenness, with all its monstrous afflictions, that didn’t spare anybody, not even the likes of me, some lonely mutt, whose presence nobody could explain.

			Then again, they were the only family I ever had. My Sisi Gamal and me, my mother and my other Mothers were bound together with tears rather than blood. And theirs was a deeper sisterhood borrowed from something far more elemental than anything I could describe here, Mister. Their rooms, which were like little universes to me, with their secrets and magic and enchantment, were the only places these women could exercise a vulnerable, cat-like kind of freedom.

			15. ESTELLA’ S ROOM It occurs to me now, writing all this out for you, Mister, that I almost certainly spent more time with these other women than I did my own mother. Hidden away under lock and key, she drifted further and further into the background. I’d hear my mother, sense her instead. I’d listen out for her feet on them boards, or the sound of her tossing about in bed.

			She lived in the only occupied room on the uppermost floor, separated from the rest of the house. That entire floor was strictly forbidden for me. And if I sneaked up two out of four flights, one of my other Mothers would haul me down by the ankles. Don’t you try it, you little mutt! You’ll never make it up all those stairs by yourself!

			My Mother Miriam would have me stand at the door of my mother’s room sometimes, while she tucked clean bedding into my mother’s mattress, and tenderly persuaded her to swallow her pills.

			I watched it all, lopsided and silent as I was, and stared into her odd, shrine-like little chamber. The room itself, Mister, looked so different to any other. There were hundreds of little portraits hung on the blue walls. Floor to ceiling, Mister, portraits of women in long dresses and shawls, mostly ink-like dark tones, a handful of them in faded colour. Each face seemed to look out in a different direction. The frames were lined with dust, as if they’d hung there for years, untouched. Nobody remembered who’d put them up there, or the little mirrors, nailed to the walls in their ornate gilt frames. And my mother – sitting in bed as I watched her, gazing at them frames, or from time to time sitting by the smeared glass window to watch the sky – seemed at home here, and perfectly calm. There’d always be a heap of black fabric beside her. And whenever she was alone, Mister, or thought she was alone, no matter what hour of the day or night, she’d be sitting there in that chair and begin sewing.

			I’d sneak up sometimes – in the evenings, this was, and then regular visits whenever my other Mothers were away – and if I was lucky I’d find her door left ajar, and I’d watch my mother Estella going at it with her needle.

			I’d see how the lines of her mouth quivered as she stitched, and realised how she talked to herself, or else quietly sang. She seemed so different when she was alone. I remember sitting there for hours just watching her. I wanted very much to go to her and ask her: What’s wrong? Why would she never speak to anybody? I wanted to ask her about them portraits on the walls. All them faces that were staring at her, and her own reflection staring back. I was desperate to mark some resemblance between my mother and me.

			Bolder still, I began inching further into the room until I could see over my mother’s face properly, and she, in turn, realised I was within touching distance of her.

			16. ESTELLA’ S SEAMS My mother didn’t really bat an eyelid when I came near. She only looked up to notice me there, before going back to her sewing, Mister. But it didn’t matter. All I wanted was to watch her. See them lines at her mouth begin to tighten. See them eyes dart about as if chasing a vision in the light. I watched long and hard to find a likeness. Her nose wasn’t as fleshy as mine. Hers was thin and narrow and chalk-white. My mother looked like one of them stitched figures in them old English tapestries, Mister. The ones in your village museums, pinned to stately parapets and church walls. Them courtly Roundhead women, I mean, with square hems and gloves at the waist standing alongside knights and kings and foreign princes.

			Obviously, I realised why my mother looked like that. I knew why both our cheeks showed red in the cold air while my other Mothers’ didn’t. Me and my mother shared a whiteness at birth. And I suppose we were haunted by the same things. My white gummy skin had always seemed to repulse my other Mothers. It was confusing to see Estella’s own whiteness shine so brightly in that dark little room. She looked beautiful. I began to compare her long braided hair with my own. I’d sidle close and smell her unwashed skin to see if I could recognise anything of my own odour on her. I’d search every inch of her face as she sat sewing, and from these little measurements – the curvature of her ears, slender hands fiddling away, them long porcelain feet – I found an intimacy with my mother despite the distraction in her eyes, and her refusal to let me touch her.

			Only later did she confide in me, Mister. And by this I mean she eventually did start talking to me – or, at least, sometimes, when I felt she acknowledged my presence in the room, she spoke as if she knew somebody was there listening.

			I drew even closer to make her out. It sounded as if she were offering stories into the air, little riddles, in weird metre. Strange, scattered speech. I could trace no meaning in it: Dear one . . . hear the one, the one about Tamerlane . . . gave his men robes. Nice and clean robes. Not cheap! Stitched gold threads and gemstones . . . Marwan, Marwan opened it and found a blanket . . . blanket for an ass . . . serves him right, the idiot, the fool . . . give him an inch . . . coat off his back . . . and then she’d shake a needle in the air before getting on with her sewing.

			Mister, it was as if the whole world hadn’t waited on her tongue.

			It might be hard for you to hear it, but this random speech of hers, and her voice – low, and hot, and thrown about – was at once troubling to me, and exciting.

			Who was she speaking about – her Marwan, Marwan – my father?

			Even now, I can’t be sure.

			At other times I can recall how she held one hand up at the light, flashing a quick smile at the window as if somebody had appeared and had caught her eye in the glass – No, I’m waiting, I’ll wait . . . she’d mutter, giving a little shake of her head and returning to her sewing.

			I’d try and get her to repeat what she said. I’d try whenever my Mother Miriam was there. I’d tug at her skirt and tap at her arms to get her to tell it. But she wouldn’t, Mister, not a word. My Mother Miriam, seeing all this, could only sigh and give a sympathetic look, ushering me away from my mother with a soft little tet-tet . . .

			My mother Estella saved them riddles for me. And it’s for this reason that I call my mother a liar. For as young as I was, Mister, I could see the dumb silence was a wilful ruse on my mother’s part. Some performance played out for reasons I couldn’t understand. I didn’t think bad about it then, and in fact I was grateful to have a secret to share with her.

			I spent all the time I could just watching and waiting for her to speak again. I was still small enough to crawl under her blankets. And whenever I’d find her asleep, I’d creep into a ball and tuck myself under her thighs. I lay hidden, Mister. Careful not to wake her. And I’d look over, studying her body for little marks. Like serrated lightning across her stomach. I’d follow them with my fingers, and I’d tell myself – here, this is where her skin snapped from mine, here, her hands like mine, nails like mine. Her skin seemed to shine even under covers. Even with her stubborn silences, I felt I could really see into my mother. I could touch her veins, almost. See the blood flow inside. I could press my ears against her, hear the beat of her heart, the heave of her breath. I felt I could even hear her thoughts. And there were parts of my mother, Mister, that bore a sink-water whiteness that tasted of tears to me, and just as bitter.

			17. SHELTER My mother Estella might as well have been mad. Might have been Scheherazade, for all I knew – the woman with no breath, having run away from her past. So far back, at least to before my father had left her. Nevertheless, she became like a shelter for me at that early age, against the crazy carousel of my other Mothers – them, with their endless rushing air, battles over hard soap and splashing water. My own mother never tried to coddle me, let alone wash me. Never tried to temper my tantrums. And whenever Sisi Gamal would find me there, and try to take me off her, I’d cling to my mother for all my worth Mister. She was the only thing I could bear to love at first.

			18. FIRST WORD Maybe I was after something more definite, I don’t know. If not a word, then a gesture. Something that said to me: Yahya, this is your mother, and she feels for you as you feel for her. But my mother lived beyond measurable things, Mister. And it was into her silence that I poured my own imagination.

			Beginning, of course, with my first word – which, as my Sisi Gamal revealed to me later, shaking his head in that ox-like slow bow – spoke of what I’d been grasping after, trying to tease back what I’d lost.

			My first word came in Arabic – ab meaning father.

			19. ABSENCES Father, imagine . . . The long-lost abba. My other Mothers were appalled at the utterance. They hadn’t spoken to me about Marwan, Mister, and were never aware of my secret visits. I realise now – and it’s obvious in hindsight – that they’d decided never to mention my father in the house. And this, despite the fact, Mister, that missing people, lost histories and past troubled lives were thick in the air at the time. This was a house cluttered with the past. Stretch out a leg, reach out a hand, and you were sure to find some bit of something left behind by an earlier occupant.

			By this I mean it was a hoarders’ house, Mister. The middle floors, where the rooms mostly stood vacant, were filled with piles of discarded junk. Not up there! came my uncle’s cry, there are nails in the wood, broken beams – ach! – things will fall on your head and end you!

			It was true, there was plenty to bang my head on or scratch my knee. There were clothes and umbrellas, worn-out old coats, stuff heaped into every corner. Entire rooms were left colonised by mountains of broken furniture, sofa cushions, collapsible chairs. There were black bin liners filled with moth-eaten rags, tinker toys with knobs and levers on. There were books and brassieres, Mister, and much besides, all left to rise like the sediment of the house’s history.

			At first, when my Mothers caught me sifting through this trash, they’d have to trudge upstairs to fetch me. They gave up, soon enough. I discovered too many hidey-holes, Mister, and became too good at covering my tracks. Fine go then – go! they’d shout back up, you go and stay – pfft! – and roll in your mess all the day, you goat-boy!

			My favourite thing to do, once I was old enough to climb, was to tumble into these heaps of trash head over heels. Mostly there were women’s clothes up there. I got a lot of joy out of them dresses, sequinned costumes and boxes of cheap jewellery. I found ruby-red brooches and chain bracelets. I liked to put on these silky things and watch the cheap gems gleam in the dusty light. I’d wrap my arms around discarded kameez, make puppets out of long socks and black fabric. I’d make masks out of wicker baskets, Mister, build forts out of wooden chests, and climb great ziggurats of suitcases and jump and I’d soar. I’d spend long afternoons like this, Mister, climbing over mounds of wire cable, and then, whenever I heard a scurrying under clothes, I’d follow the sound of chasing rats under floorboards.

			The days felt very big to me. In my memories they feel limitless. Sometimes I’d sit for hours, crossed leg-over-leg, under a pile of mattresses, Mister, or inside some bunker I’d fashioned out of old chests and broken drawers. I imagined my escape into that darkness. Getting lost someplace where my Mothers or Sisi Gamal would never find me. And I’ve often wondered, Mister, why such leftover wares made me so happy. Stuff was worthless after all. Any real value had disappeared, along with the lives of the women who’d left it all behind – but then again, maybe that was it, Mister – maybe their absences left me all the space in the world to roam and to play.

			So, there I was – a child whose beginnings were mysterious enough, whose reflections were never clear – making hidey-holes among other people’s cast-offs: clothes, ruby necklaces, leather belts. I imagined myself into their shoes, affording myself new names, new voices, play-acted the parts of them women on the walls. I was the possessor of everything left unclaimed. And I believe, also, that these flights of imagination first kindled a sense of poetry in me. I’d everything any young poet would need – my boredom, my imagination – and these absences surrounding me, Mister, which felt like a gift.

			20. BRIGHT-WIDE You can read from my recollections that I spent a lot of time indoors. Until the age of five or six, the world outside – the big bright-wide, as I thought of it – was at once forbidden and frightening. Whenever my Mothers threatened to take me out to the mosque say, or the Cash & Carry, or the park to expend some energy, I’d kick and snap and bite back at their wrists. The world beyond the house seemed a place people only went to quietly suffer and disappear into, Mister. And as a child, I wanted nothing to do with any of it.

			My other Mothers plodded into the outside world every day. Cleaners or cooks, mostly. They took buses into the far ends for pay. It was left to my Mother Sadaf to mind me. And even she’d spend most of her time in the allotments outside, returning in sweat and mud and her same earthy stink. My Sisi Gamal, meanwhile, had a habit of disappearing every morning. He never told anyone where he was going. I remember seeing him hauling out a wheelbarrow often, heading out there with his books. Gamal has gone to sing into bad weather . . . was all my Mother Miriam would tell me. The old man returned in the evenings, head lowered, dog-tired. And my Mothers too, collapsed over the sofa, in similar states, Mister, somehow lesser in body, as if they’d left parts of themselves behind.

			Who would blame me for drawing my own conclusions – and then drawing closed the curtains in every room? I tucked them in at the bottom too, Mister, insisting that daylight only threatened. I preferred the darkness inside the house. And my Mother Sadaf cussed me out for it. She’d stomp after me, dashing from one room to the next. Get out, you little mutt, leave these curtains – boh! – I will give you big beating . . . I ignored her threats, Mister. I’d watched my uncle spend an entire afternoon nailing little prayer plates to the walls. By the end of that summer, he’d fixed an al-fatiha above every door except for the ones that led outside. I considered the matter sensibly, and presumed that any door fixed without a prayer was a threshold I was never going to cross.

			That’s not to say I wasn’t curious. And in fact, I scoured the entire house for a proper vantage. I used a kitchen stool and set it on the counter. I could sit and look out from safety. I could see the allotments. I watched my Mother Sadaf shambling about with her basket and shears. It was here that I realised what a proper bounty grew outside. My Mother Sadaf would have her neck bent in a full hedge of parsley, Mister, and thyme, and great big rows of green peas and self-sown poppies. There were mint plants and fennel. Wallflowers mauled over by slugs. And masses of ivy, spread over an entire outer wall, Mister, as if holding the house upright.

			My Mother Sadaf very much prided herself on that allotment, Mister, which she’d been nourishing for decades by then. Most of what we ate was grown there. She even tried planting a salt bush, and a ghaf tree once. Even bedded a date plant, though she blamed its fibrous roots for wilting everything else around it. Even now, there was a patch at the back of the grove where nothing else grew.

			– God perish this child if he does not bring his head out the window . . .

			My Mother Fareeda sat with a white shawl covering her feet. She turned her gaze from me over to my other Mothers, Mister, standing around the muddy allotment. My Mother Aneesa, sat squat on the hardened concrete, looked up and stifled a laugh and spat.

			My other Mothers, Shahnaz and Sofiyya, were heard playing their radio out the second-floor window.

			– Miriam! Miriam! came my Mother Shahnaz’s quick voice. Bring the boy out with some milk and some bread. He will come surely if there is food!

			– And Sadaf! Sadaf! called my Mother Sofiyya, shrill over the music. Have you checked the boy’s teeth? You go! Go and check the boy’s teeth in his mouth, the little scammer he is, you will surely match the bites in your weeds with the ones on my wrists, the bitey bugger!

			My Mother Miriam appeared then, rubbing the blotchy window I’d been staring out of with her sleeve.

			– Why don’t you come out? she whispered softly. Get some air . . .

			It was summer, Mister. Everything was in bloom in the yard and the cluttered kitchen had started to reek of rotten veg and stale bread. I banged against the glass with my fist, crying defiantly No! No! No! before barricading myself into the hole under the sink.

			I could hear my Mother Aneesa’s laughter. I could hear my Mother Fareeda whistle and mutter. And later, Mister, when we were all together at the kitchen counter, passing each other bowls and dipping ladles for soup, it was my refusal to step outside that they blamed for my developing limp.

			– Ach! – there is no limp on the boy, went my Sisi Gamal as soon as the problem was pointed out, with a jutting of my Mother Sadaf’s chin, at the table.

			– Are you blind, Gamal? spat my Mother Sadaf. Look how he goes crooked!

			– We think the boy may be bow-legged, said my Mother Fareeda wide-eyed at me.

			– He is not lame! Not bow-legged! went my Sisi Gamal angrily, throwing a hand.

			– He is walking to one side, pointed out my Mother Sofiyya.

			– To the left side, added my Mother Shahnaz.

			– Yes to the left, like the ground on this side is heavier.

			They all put their bowls down to look over. I was standing with my fingers in the door jamb rubbing at the sides. My Mother Miriam then stepped forward and called me closer. When I approached she turned me around and peered at my knees. Gave a little twist at the hip, which felt tight to me, and sore when she twisted the wrong way.

			The others crowded in.

			– See the one leg – pfft! – it is bowed, sputtered my Mother Aneesa agreeing. He swings like this – ha-ha! – like a rubber band, he swings. Like a – ha! – like a little goat . . .

			My Mother Miriam whispered for me to walk in a circle so they could get a proper look. I made one round in the room. They all watched, Mister. And there was an exchange of looks. In the end, even my Sisi Gamal had to admit it. I was walking in a kind of violent, jerking shuffle, which made them all recoil and mutter darkly.

			– Ach! went my Sisi Gamal once I stopped. So what if he walks this way? Let other boys walk in straight lines! This boy will walk in circles!

			They all turned away, pulling faces, but went on filling their bowls. Despite their looks, Mister, I was determined never to set foot in the open. All this time, I’d been watching them. Seen them rush out into it, only to come back all sullen and dull in the eyes. Even my burly Mother Sadaf, Mister, who worked the yard so busily, clipping branches, spreading black soil under an ancient rake. The way she groused and complained at the earth gave me the morbid impression that I might sink into it, that someday the ground itself might swallow me whole.

			My thoughts went to the locked-away Estella. And the way my mother, Mister, with her stillness, looked out the window sometimes at them blackbirds. She’d follow the lines of their flight in the sky, suggesting to me that there were elements to that bright-wide that were far worse than bad weather.

			21. MOTHERS’ SOUPS It never occurred to my Mothers to take me to see any doctor about my hip. They had their own special remedies. I remember how they’d creep past in the yard, and come back with some cup of muck-water say, sprig of elderflower, or even a bit of chipped bark. Put these things – pfft! – put them in with yeast, and – ha! – celery in with his bathwater . . . or else . . . good rub with khafaf . . . No! The bones will grow as they will . . .

			All these mad panaceas, Mister, and sheer invention. It’s a real mystery as to why the same creativity couldn’t once have been brought to the kitchen. The only thing we ever ate were variations of terrible soups.

			My Mother Sadaf might have been a gardener, Mister, but a cook she was not. My old burly Mother cooked soup in huge batches in a big black pot she called her cubby. She made leek and lentil soup for our lunches. Carrot soup with a mountain of butter at bedtime. Breakfast was always bread and butter alone, with great fistfuls of salt. Salt went into everything. I remember sitting on the kitchen counter imitating the way the long slow sound of red Saxa with its shhhhhh . . . came pouring into the pot. That amount of salt, Mister, consumed as it was, every day for so many years, rendered all our tongues a little numb.

			One of my Mothers would call us and bash a ladle come dinner time. I’d hear the others rattle down banisters, their bangles and bare feet going, their perfumes mingling with the steam coming off the pot on the stove, and then they’d all arrive with a bowl in hand to dip and to serve. They’d fly in and out of that grubby kitchen. Scooping mouthfuls between cusses, insults and bursts of sudden laughter. No table to sit around. And never any room besides. Not with all the filthy laundry, bits of machinery and gardening tools left leaning on doors, old chairs, and picture frames stacked against sad-looking cupboards. Instead, we slumped into spaces left on the floor in the telly room. Legs stretched out in front of the set – and oh, what about your British telly, Mister? Your bunk-spilling, myth-making machine . . .

			Yes – so many memories of them early days appear to me now, with the lot of us, sat in front of the telly. It was more an education into what lay beyond my Mothers’ house. Beyond the allotment even, and into the proper bright-wide. All them British plots. Them bawdy British comedies and soaps. Them repeats of your Open All Hours, say, or your ’Allo, ’Allo, and Steptoe and Son on BBC2. My Mothers used to wrestle for the remote, throw spoons even, and spill tea over the cushions, just to decide what to watch.

			My Mothers Shahnaz and Sofiyya, for instance, preferred American melodramas to them soaps. The ones with waxy faces and flashy clothes, Mister – your Dynasty, say, or your Dallas. My Mother Aneesa preferred the savagery of animals or people – gameshows like The Crystal Maze or Ready Steady Cook. My Mother Miriam enjoyed Dr Quinn and The Darling Buds of May, while my Mother Sadaf, whenever she appeared from work in the yard, never really took any notice. Most evenings, my Sisi Gamal would emerge from his basement, all squinting and irritated by the light, to try, usually in vain, to convince my other Mothers to switch the telly to the Nine O’Clock News.

			No matter what was on, Mister, I enjoyed how everyone spoke over one another. All that muddled English over the telly, mixed with Arabic and bits of Dari. They all tore at each other’s plates, dousing hard bread into watery soup. I’d slurp whatever they’d poured for me. And then my Mother Sadaf might come around with her ladle looking to spill the last of her dregs, and I’d offer mine. I’d always laugh at the way she’d accidentally dip a tit into her bowl as she served out. She never noticed it herself. She’d just carry on boot-faced, orange blotches darkening the ends of her enormous breasts. Nobody else spoke up either. It was enough just to watch it happen, night after night, giggling and nudging at each other, but saying nothing.

			After dinner, we’d wash our own bowls in the sink. My Sisi Gamal often stayed on with me on the sofa. If he still hadn’t won over my Mothers, he’d storm off and head back into the basement: Ach! – I’ve had enough of your idiot-box! You women watch what you want . . . You can forget me! My Mothers would barely register, Mister, sitting glued to the set. The little aerial sticking out the back of it. That cold blue glow against their faces. My Mother Miriam looking down at me going Owf . . . your uncle is so dramatic.

			22. IDIOT-BOX Your British telly taught me a lot, Mister. Not just because I couldn’t read or write at that age – and it was, honestly, my only way of finding out what was going on in the world – but also because it was in front of that telly that my Mothers began to reveal themselves to me.

			My Mothers’ house was not a quiet place. It was laughter one night, weeping the next. Although, my Mothers tended never to dredge up the pasts of their own sob stories. What they complained about was lives here in Britain. How miserable they all were. How they loathed their jobs, Mister, the nothingness each day offered, in the kitchens, minding other people’s children, and cleaning rich people’s homes.

			It was through the telly, Mister, that I learned how my Mothers saw themselves – or at least how they’d like to see themselves and each other. Programmes which never reflected their own likenesses, not really, but in the fortunes of your Penelope Keith, say, or Lynda Baron, my Mothers still found their own refractions.

			For instance, I was very confused when once, Mister, in an episode of Open All Hours, your Granville and Arkwright pretended to be Chinese. They put bin lids on their heads and started speaking nonsense. My Mother Aneesa and Mother Shahnaz started doing the same, balancing parathas on their heads and falling about in laughter. At other times there were scenes that brought a strange kind of nostalgia. I remember this one, went my Mother Miriam once, when the old man falls in the stairs and hurts himself . . . my abba was a drunk like him. Sad like him too. And my Mother Aneesa, Mister, would laugh and reminisce about her uncle Faris anytime Mr Bean was on. Faris was good in the heart, she’d say, but he could not talk because – ha! – the policeman shot him in the neck!

			These stories were a way for my Mothers to tell of their lives, Mister. To speak of things they couldn’t or wouldn’t otherwise mention. They’d even assign British types to one another. Mother Shahnaz was Mrs Bucket as she was forever on show. And Mother Sofiyya was her lustful sister Rose. But they all had their stories, Mister. Some sibling cousins in Ramallah say, some Mohammad and his brother Hamed in Nablus, some Farouk and brother Jabir from Jenin, who reminded them of Del Boy and Rodney flogging cheap wares off a lorry in their youth.

			23. WIDOWS I also noticed how the telly started patterning my Mothers’ speech. Little expressions, say, that were once so beautifully mangled now began to flatten out into imitation. My Mother Sofiyya, for instance, after coming home from scrubbing floors, make-up smeared and eyes all baggy, made mention of some so-and-so, some high-waisted woman she’d worked for all day.

			– Esh – such a pain, she’d say, bloody woman thinks she is a queen-bee!

			– What’s the pain, this queen-bee? my Mother Shahnaz would ask.

			– Bloody fussy, fussy when there is nothing to fuss! She wears the white slippers, ah? I don’t hear when she comes. And when she comes I am resting. For two minutes I am resting! But then she comes and says if I want to rest, I should go-home . . . Bloody-cheek!

			– Esh-esh! You tell her buzz-off, bloody bucket-woman! Bloody feather-duster!

			And they’d laugh, Mister, with their noses upturned in the air. At times it was this simple. Just the odd bit of idiom: bloody-cheek, queen-bee, not-on-my-eiderdown. But then there were other storylines in them endless soaps and period dramas and so on which seemed to stir old memories. Stories involving adulteresses and scheming wives sent cushions flying. Soups were left to go cold and spill over. I remember my Mother Sofiyya screaming at the telly once Chi-chi! – this little bitch! before barricading herself in the toilet, where we could all hear her crying.

			You might put this down to sentimentality, Mister. I’m not so sure.

			I say this because whenever a heroine ended up with what she wished, some love story ending in marriage, say, their moods would blacken. They’d sit with hands tucked in their laps, just shaking their heads at the impossibility of happiness. I’d even go further to say it was tragedy alone that satisfied them. When Samir was killed just before marrying Deirdre Barlow in Corrie, my Mother Fareeda tutted at the telly, as if to say he had it coming. I remember my Mother Aneesa too, her thick eyebrows trembling: Good, the Samir boy is dead – ha! – with this bloody white cow? – Yes, yes, better off dead than married . . .

			My Mothers wanted to cast themselves as widows, I think. Tragic widows, Mister, with cobwebs, and dead flowers in their hair, surrounded by ruin and rubble. But I never knew who or what they were mourning. I learned to listen, anyway. To how it all came out in borrowed metaphor and phrases. In stories that were not their own, but in which they made room for themselves regardless.

			24. WILE E. COYOTE As for me, I was all about them cartoons. Your Bugs Bunny, Porky Pig and Wile E. Coyote. I do remember acquiring a proper dislike for your Coyote, though. Something about that Coyote, Mister, that felt rotten-hearted and mean. He never spoke. Never said a word. Only snarled and pulled out them placards. The others had little catchphrases and tics.

			I’d have liked to have heard Coyote speak, just once – so I could hear if there was any good in his voice, or just badness.

			My own tongue was supple then, receptive to rhyming whatever. I’d hoot a few beep-beeps like the Road Runner as I made my circles. I’d developed a habit of running around the house, Mister, trailing my hands in every room, repeating the odd expression. I’d speak into ornaments, stained chairs and groaning cupboards.

			My other Mothers couldn’t stand my constant mutterings. Even my Mother Fareeda, with her hair sticking out the back of her head, would hobble out from her room just to scold me: Dauling, dauling – we pray your mother sews your mouth shut! – God willing! Even at such a young age, I understood that, in their minds, Mister, my distortions were already bound up with Estella’s, as well as the eccentricities of my Sisi Gamal – and in fact, I must tell you a little more about my uncle before we move on . . .

			25. SISI GAMAL He was an odd bird, my uncle. It was my Mothers who used the word eccentric for him – eccentric airs, they said of him. Which I always misunderstood, Mister, as meaning something to do with his speckled beard. I know now they meant that he could never hold down a job. Of course, he’d never try. The old scholar was happy enough pounding the streets with his wheelbarrow and books, or else reading alone in his basement. But my uncle didn’t seem to mind my whispering, Mister, and his shelves offered shelter for me to hide and mutter away under. There were no slaps or cusses to dodge in that basement, and so I began to spend more time in his company.

			The library was my uncle’s hideaway. The shelves smelled strongly of cigarettes. My uncle used to hold them cigarettes in the European style, between his third and fourth finger. It was the only Western affectation he had on him, Mister. Otherwise, he’d style himself to be an ancient man of Erbil – even though he couldn’t have been over fifty years old: I am like the venerable reciters of the Muqaddimah, he said as he lit himself another, lifting his dried lips from a book, who would breath in leaves of tobacco, and breathe out eternal works . . .

			Then, of course, there were his daily disappearances. I used to watch my uncle bolt out the door with his wheelbarrow of books, on top of which he balanced a foldable table and chair, all of it covered with a green cloth. I couldn’t imagine any job where these things would be useful. Nor could I imagine him cleaning and minding the way my Mothers spent their own busy hours. He was too proud a person for that. And otherwise, useless.

			I’d watch as he’d fuss over his basement library of books. Cataloguing mostly, placing titles in an order decipherable only to him. My uncle – together with my father Marwan, as I learned later on – had shipped these old books from Erbil. Saved these books, he liked to tell me, from getting lost under bombs and bastard evils. They’d all been packed away in the basement of my Mothers’ house, and now stood in haphazard towers, Mister, some towers reaching the ceiling, and around the floor, ready for my Sisi Gamal to consider carefully and shelve away. I remember the smell of them, the dust, Mister, and how he’d always play music while he worked. Wild pealing strings, which sounded to me like a constant whinnying, playing off an old cassette recorder he’d balance on a pile near his desk.

			My uncle was an impatient man. And he sometimes spoke very brusquely. But I think he enjoyed having me around. I was a pair of empty ears for him to throw a verse into if he wanted. And there was a need in him, I think, to perform for me. He’d call me over sometimes, and I’d skip to the shelf he was nosing. Listen to this . . . he’d say. And I’d watch him lift his heels, hear him clear his gruff dry voice, and lift his bedraggled chin. He’d hold two fingers in the weak light, I remember, and only then would he begin: I am whose books are seen by the blind and whose words are heard by the deaf . . . but then, as quickly as he’d taken another breath, he’d snap the book shut, sending a swirl of dust into my eyes, and begin shaking a finger at my nose, sending me staggering.

			– And this is who – ah? – whose words are these that I have just recited?

			I’d stutter, knowing nothing, rubbing my eyes – as if I could have possibly known! 

			– Fool, boy! Indolent! These words – ach! – this verse is by al-Mutanabbi, boy!

			He’d always say these names as if part prayer, Mister – names I’d yet to discover on my own. But I can recall even now how whenever he quoted from one of these ancient poets, my uncle was able to conjure a forcefulness from inside him, Mister, something bigger than himself, and with far more vigour than his voice could normally allow. He could seem terrifying to me, but also impressive.

			Back in Iraq, my Sisi Gamal had been an orator – some famous reciter of poems. He’d known poets in his time, as well as musicians and actors and so on. He told me he’d once been part of some travelling show, carousing through Lebanon and Libya, performing for rich barons and sheikhs, on desert stages and stately palaces in Syria. It was some grander side of my uncle I’d only ever catch fleeting glimpses of, Mister. He never liked to say all that much about it. He tended, like my Mothers, to be very careful when calling back the past.

			And, oh – about the things I should and shouldn’t have known . . .

			Over the next few years, Mister, my Sisi Gamal took my education upon himself. He seemed genuinely alarmed by my ignorance at times, as if he’d simply assumed that his passions would become my own eventually – how exactly he thought this might occur, I don’t know. By virtue of the musty air we shared together, maybe. And now, after years of baulking at what my Mothers would consume off the telly – the idiot-box, as he called it – it was clear he wanted to save me from similar contamination.

			Fair to say, I think, that my Sisi Gamal believed he knew more about the world, Mister, because he’d studied it, just like he’d studied them books.

			26. NOTABLE EVENTS This brings me to my uncle’s more eccentric methods. That is to say, Mister, that my Sisi Gamal had made a routine out of recording events off the telly.

			These recordings, Mister, made on VHS tapes – tapes which he seemed to have an endless supply – were clipped from daily reports and dispatches off the nightly news. If there was a crisis, say, another war, some piece of terrifying military footage, a media swarm over a famine or natural disaster, my uncle would point the remote and stiffly press the red button.

			These tapes were collated together in rows of chronological order. He would stuff them, I remember, on a small shelf in the basement where the label read: Notable Events.

			Such was the mass of stored footage, it must have gone back to the early 1980s-odd. And yet, again, nobody really questioned it. Even my Mothers, who surely must have seen how diligently my uncle worked, crouching near that VCR every night, searching for something worth retaining, said not a word about it.

			It was another mode of his obsessive study, I think. My Sisi Gamal was always fixed for it, and his eyes grew squinty and dark, thanks to the dimly lit basement and having to sit watchful in front of the news. The only time I ever saw him at ease was just after the Ten O’Clock News. After he was satisfied he’d done all his watching and waiting for the day, and when your BBC2 sometimes aired old repeats of Hancock’s Half Hour.

			My uncle loved your Tony Hancock, Mister. That was the only exception to the regular British fare he used to chide my Mothers for. I think it was because that Tony Hancock used to utter lines of poetry, Mister, during them little asides he used to do. Hancock would look wistfully up at the camera while the lens zoomed in, and then he’d recite a bit of Auden say, or a bit of Omar Khayyam. My uncle liked when he did Khayyam. Do you hear that, boy? – This Hancock! – Did you hear? I don’t think my Sisi Gamal saw himself in Hancock, though. Not like my Mothers did with their own heroines.

			27. LADY DI There’s one moment that sticks in the mind when it comes to this, Mister. It was in August that year. My Sisi Gamal called everyone down to the telly. The commotion of my Mothers rushing the stairs stays with me. All in their nighties, hair still in nets, legs smeared with night cream – that smelly bitu which I used to dip a finger into. And how they all came around and stood near to watch slowed footage of a crushed Mercedes under a tunnel.

			– Princess Diana is dead, my Sisi Gamal said, matter-of-factly, drawing a line in the air with his cigarette, and then coughing.

			Cannot be! came the chorus of my Mothers’ cries.

			– Dead. She is dead.

			They watched the newsreader – might have been your Peter Sissons, Mister, or that Alastair Stewart on the ITN News – and my Mothers started saying prayers for the princess, all kneeled and bent down, crawling to the telly with panting incredulous breaths.

			Mother Sofiyya started mouthing How could it be . . . ? and my Mother Miriam brought me close to her chest. I noticed her hijab had come loose and her hair had fallen over her shoulders. I sleepily pawed taking some of it to chew on. She held my hand away distracted, saying She had two sons . . .

			Everyone fixed their attention on that rolling circus on the news for them following weeks. Between prayers, and over meals, my Mothers were completely gripped. The usual chatter was replaced by doleful murmurs, sniffles and tears. I barely understood the significance at that age. But then, slowly the bright-wide began to feel a bit more real to me. It became peopled with princesses, prime ministers, speeches and sorrowful celebrities playing piano. Diana’s death coloured the air inside our house, the same way family tragedies do.

			I started fetching my Sisi Gamal whenever any new footage appeared. Sometimes he even let me press the red button. It’s how I learned to take notice, I think. As I realised my uncle never recorded repeated reels – the crushed black car, for instance, the Union Jack at half-mast, the flowers piled high over the gates, and the hearse heading up the M1. My uncle taught me to develop a more discerning eye, Mister. See them regular faces, people laying wreaths along that Paris bridge, for instance, resting a million bouquets outside the palace gates, ten-hour queues to sign the book of condolence, lit candles along the kerbside, hanging pictures in the trees.

			All of this we captured and logged, Mister, using blue biro and labels, marking each completed recording: 1997: Death of Lady Di.

			My Mothers even took an interest in what we chose to record. Whenever the image of Dodi flashed up, say, my Mothers would always insist the red button be pressed.

			– Royals are never allowed to marry Muslims, said my Mother Fareeda.

			– She was killed for her Dodi, went my Mother Aneesa.

			– Yes, yes – last month, I saw Lady Di in Hello!, said my Mother Shahnaz. She was in a boat with her Dodi. Another time holding hands with her Dodi . . .

			– Britishers – ach! – bloody plotters schemers, villains! blurted my Sisi Gamal.

			There was a murmur of grim disapproval around him.

			– One day they wave their merry-merry hands at us. Next day knives will be drawn at your heart – ah? – at the throat, at the back – Ach! – this country . . .

			– Of course, and see . . . said my Mother Sofiyya, see how they cry for their princess? But who cries for her Dodi? Tell me who sheds tears for Dodi al-Fayed?

			28. MARTYRS What was I to make of your rituals for honouring the dead?

			I’ve watched similar spectacles since – the death of a royal, a bad end to some tabloid celebrity. I’ve also seen how quickly everybody forgets. It happened with your Princess Diana too, Mister. And it’s why I can never take it so seriously. These rituals are never private affairs, but public. You mourn your martyrs in masses, Mister, as if it were easier to revel in a spectacle than to acknowledge any pain of your own.

			29. 1991 Which brings me back, one way or another, to my Sisi Gamal. The day I turned six years old, my uncle stood over me and went:

			– Come, boy – I want to show you the world when you were born.

			He handed it over then, another cassette labelled 1991: Gulf War I.

			– You play it, he said. And be careful.

			I went to the telly, Mister, and slotted the tape into the machine. There were murmurs all around as my other Mothers watched on. My Sisi Gamal waved a hand at them, switched off the lights, and went to sit near my Mother Miriam.

			I watched the tape draw itself in with a mechanical whirr, and the screen flickered. First, a quick series of images. Fast and continuous, which only lasted a few seconds. Then bursts of colour and low, measured voices speaking over one another. It was a sequence of clippings from the news of the world, Mister, crudely curated by my uncle.

			– Blip! – Cyclone in Bangladesh – Helicopters in Iraq – Crosshairs over desert bases – Scud missiles in Dhahran – A vehicle explodes – A house disappears into smoke – A hospital ward is splattered with blood and white powdered dust – A woman mouthing the letters A-N-O – Lockerbie, Lockerbie, Lockerbie – Yeltsin is elected – Freddie Mercury is dead – Smart bombs kill hundreds in Baghdad – Black smoke rising from a flat desert – Blip! –

			Faces interrupted the stream. Peter Sissons, Moira Stewart, Jill Dando, all with their different outfits, hair and the same stern expressions under studio lights.

			For a few seconds there was only white noise, before again:

			– Blip! – Apartheid is dismantled – Yugoslavia dissolves – last bit of the M40 is opened – Iranian Prime Minister is killed with a kitchen knife – Serbs murdering prisoners of war – Blip! –

			And then over. The year 1991 faded to black.

			When my Sisi Gamal switched the lights on, I found my cheeks wet with tears. I wasn’t really sure why. I looked over at my Sisi Gamal and saw his face entirely unmoved by what we’d just seen. My Mother Miriam was the first to tet-tet at him. And then the others piled in, saying I was too young for such things. He shrugged then and went to retrieve the recording. He disappeared into the basement saying This boy . . . he should know the world he was born into . . .

			30. CIRCLES It was the images of that hospital that lingered, Mister. There were circles of red on the white walls and the windows. I couldn’t understand it – why anybody would bomb the sick and the dying and the already dead. I couldn’t understand what my Sisi Gamal wanted from them tapes. But I knew, Mister, that there was truth in what I saw cut together that day. Somehow I’d felt it in the gut. And I was grateful for it.

			31. STORIES Slowly, as if stirred for the first time, I came to realise there were parts of my own story being kept from me. Silences, Mister. Missing pieces.

			There was my mother and father, Marwan. As well as what my uncle went off to do with his barrow. These were stories I couldn’t imagine myself into just yet.

			And then, of course – there was God.

			There was Allah, Mister. And the Prophet.

			But all this appeared at the fringes of my experience back then. In my Sisi Gamal’s prayers. Prayers pinned above doors. And my Mothers’ cusses. The Prophet was a notion. Like my father’s absence. Hanging on, like some mysterious bird until I was ready for both to come and claim me.

			32. EID I first came to suspect these silences hinted at something more when my Mothers took me to Eid. I remember how my Mother Miriam put a date in my mouth that morning. She told me it was in preparation for breaking my fast. She told me that today was a special day for another reason. They were also taking my mother to see the Imam Ghulam.

			Imam Ghulam was one of the venerated imams that looked after the local centre. He was the man my Mothers would go to whenever money was tight. They’d decided to ask the Imam to loosen the purse strings for us. They hoped, I think, that my mother’s presence at Eid would help.

			I remember trying everything I could to avoid going. I hid inside a suitcase in one of the upper floors. I knew my Mothers would have to clamber up three flights to come after me. My Mother Miriam had already gone ahead to help in the kitchen. And so, to my surprise, it was my wheezing Mother Aneesa who came and found me. She pulled me out from my dangling sock, shouting I got you! I got . . . you! between breaths.

			I cried and bit her on the cheek. She dropped me and scolded me. She said I was a little goat-boy worth nothing to anyone. And I told her I didn’t care. I didn’t want to go outside. Not in a million years, not in a millennium, I screamed and flicked a limb at her. She threw me down and laughed. Joo-hoo! – very big words for a stupid mutt . . . and she hauled me away to get dressed.

			She hung a white smock over me which reached my ankles, and a pair of boy’s leggings which tucked into my socks. Then she palmed spit into my hair and combed it down both sides and pushed me in front of the mirror.

			I looked like a tent.

			– You must wear something new, she said. This will do it.

			She replaced my dirty socks with a pair of white ones, and wagged a bitten nail saying I shouldn’t run around with the other children at mosque.

			I pulled a sour face and promised nothing.

			The others were waiting outside, and I remember squinting stupidly into the daylight. They were all dressed in black shawls, Mister, and scarves, carrying food parcels on plates in clingfilm. Only after I stepped into the light did I see, Mister, standing there at the shoulder of my Mother Sadaf was my mother Estella. She’d been dressed in a long chador with her hair tucked under a cloth. I stared and stared at her. She seemed taller somehow. The cloth, black and plain, made her thin face look fuller. I didn’t like that, Mister. She seemed so different from the distant busy-in-the-head figurine I was used to seeing sat by the unwashed window. She seemed changed, and a sickness welled inside me for having seen it. I watched her turn and follow my other Mothers past the hedges out front. It was as if she’d somehow betrayed our secret visits. She’d stepped outside into the bright-wide without me.

			Go now, go! barked my Mother Sadaf and we started off toward mosque. My Sisi Gamal trailed a little way behind us. I kept looking back and saw the old man shuffling along in his traditional thawb, muttering to himself, and kicking at the ground. He had a carrier bag by his side, and it looked heavy. He kept squinting at the sky, waiting for some heavy shower to drop from above him.

			Ramadan fell in February that year. It was grey and the streets stale and spoiled with puddles and rotten leaves. The closer we came to mosque the more coloured bulbs I noticed strung along lamp posts and trees. I clung on to my Mother Aneesa that evening. She kept pushing me aside, but I was scared. Everything along the short route seemed to frighten me. I felt my heart beating with every step. It was only when we came to them streaky-coloured doors, and seeing hundreds of other people shuffling in, some with other children, and as we stood in a line among the smell of old socks and bad breath, the noise of chattering families, and solemn greetings, did I settle down.

			My Mothers went to take shoes off. Give me your foot! My Mother Aneesa wrestled my shoes off and tucked them into her own before pushing me forward. I noticed once inside that nobody came to greet us. A few older men said salaam to my Sisi Gamal and Mother Sadaf, but nobody approached my other Mothers. All them other uncles and aunties, Mister, some with other children, went about greeting each other like they were family. We seemed to be the only unfamiliar ones there.

			My Sisi Gamal took me by the hand and began to lead me away. I tried to pull back to my Mothers, but I saw them filing in through a separate door. We were parted, Mister. I didn’t know why. I realised I’d been deliberately left behind – ditched, really – and now I was stuck with my Sisi Gamal. I glared at him, angrily. I wanted to, but didn’t dare, bite him.

			For the rest of the evening, we sat listening to sermons and speeches about the local lot. There was an excitement about some announcement. But I was very bored and felt hungry during most of it. I could smell the steaming pots from the kitchen. My belly rumbled. And once prayers were done, my uncle led me back to the tables and went to greet some of the men he knew.
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