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‘Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear – not absence of fear.’


Mark Twain




PART ONE


A SENSE OF HISTORY




1


Out of the Shadows


There is something in the shadows. Rabia Khan is worried. She has found herself in the wrong place at the wrong time. She sees the long fingers of the night clawing into the alley and gives a little shudder. She ought to know better than to be this end of the Ravensmoor Road after dark. Things have a habit of happening here. This stretch of road has a history. Rabia’s father has warned her often enough – warned her until all she could to do was defy him and go there anyway, just to remind him of her growing independence, her right to think for herself and take risks. Now she is regretting the way she has ignored his advice not to go on her own. It seems Dad knew best after all.


Despite everything, this isn’t a town that is used to living in fear. Mostly it potters along like a moderately successful TV sitcom. It doesn’t get itself in the headlines very often. It isn’t stylish or trendy. It doesn’t merit many mentions in articles entitled The Best Of … But you don’t get many scare-mongering journalists making the trek from London, so neither does it turn up in The Worst Of … It’s an ordinary sort of place, what you might call a backwater. But one simple fact haunts this town like many others: hatred can be ordinary and evil can be commonplace. They have a way of strolling in by the back door. It seems to take an awful lot of good people to make a place happy, but just a handful of mischief-makers to turn it bad. This time it started to go bad the day two airliners changed the skyline of New York forever. Rabia knows how some people’s eyes have flashed at her in the street since that day. She feels instinctively that the rules of her life have changed.


‘Why did the meeting have to go on so long?’ she groans, pulling up the collar of her coat against the shower of needle-sharp raindrops that has just whipped against her face, stinging her eyes shut.


There is something in the shadows. She’s sure of it. But she doesn’t turn her head. She has trained herself to look straight ahead at moments like this. Looking back is the last thing she should do. It is better to hurry on down the hill towards the safety of the Triangle and home.


‘Stupid meeting,’ she mutters.


The rain is coming down more heavily now, and it is turning to sleet.


‘Stupid weather too …’


The words die in her throat. There is another sound in the wintry twilight, the thud of footsteps behind her. There are two pairs of footsteps – yes, definitely two – and they are falling in behind her. Two figures have detached themselves from the darkness. She can hear the swish of their nylon jackets, they are that close. Her breath catches. It could be innocent, of course, but she’s sure it isn’t.


             


About the same time John Creed is cresting the motorway’s highest point. He is listening to Wagner’s Lohengrin. Already a handful of dim yellow lights are blinking in the valley below, announcing a string of small towns. They were cotton producers once. Creed sighs. The names of these places bring to mind clattering machinery and cobbled streets, clogs and shawls, wake-up calls and corner shops. That’s all in the past now, of course. First they made cotton, then, like the fragile cotton threads themselves, they broke. If that sepia, cloth cap Britain really existed, it is gone forever. A new age has dawned.


‘Brave new world!’ Creed says out loud.


It is at this moment that he sees the sign for Oakfield. He checks it with the junction number on his handwritten directions. He notes the local representative’s spelling mistakes and snorts with indignation. The peasants he is forced to deal with! Still, the journey of a thousand miles starts with just one step.


‘This is it,’ he announces to nobody in particular.


             


Michael Kelly is on the bus about half a mile away from where Creed is coasting slowly down the hill road. He is looking out of the window, but he is not thinking about the lights of the town or the ghosts of Oakfield’s industrial past. His mind is full of the dark-eyed girl he saw across the table at the meeting. Her skin was somewhere between light toffee and brown. In that little conference room something made her stand out from everyone else. And to think he almost gave it a miss! That long, glossy black hair, those oval brown eyes … If only he’d been able to get her name!


Michael slips into a daydream where they are walking hand in hand through rainswept streets – these rainswept streets. But a dream is exactly what this is. Imagine if he were to bring a girl like her home – an Asian girl! His old man would blow his top. There was that time when he was at primary school. The teachers had them making decorations for the Muslim festival of Eid and giving each other the greeting Eid Mubarak. When Dad saw Michael’s on the kitchen table he ripped it to shreds. Whose country is it anyway? he demanded of his son. Michael didn’t know. It isn’t the sort of question you can answer when you’re eight years old.


Next morning Sean Kelly had stormed down to the school, demanding to know why Christian boys and girls had to have all this Islam stuff rammed down their throats. Christian? Mike thinks – that’s a laugh! When was the last time Dad was in a church? One thing’s for sure, they’ve never seen eye to eye since. Still, Mike thinks, the old man can’t stop me dreaming.


             


Rabia quickens her pace. Boys are far from her mind – the sort of boys who might ask you out, anyway. She is preoccupied with the footsteps behind her. They are coming closer. She isn’t imagining it. The gap between her and the two strangers is narrowing. Night is tracing patterns of fright down her spine. The Triangle has never looked more inviting. It is the down-at-heel district of cramped terraced houses at the bottom of Ravensmoor Road, bordered on three sides by a dual carriageway, a railway line and a canal, hence the name ‘Triangle’. It’s nothing much to look at but it’s home. That’s where Rabia wants to be now – in her terraced house in the middle of the Triangle.


Home.


Something hits her on the neck. It is only a sweet or a peanut, but it makes her start. She has been concentrating on keeping an even pace, not so slow that the strangers will catch her up but not so fast that they will know she is scared either. She has been so intent on maintaining the right kind of speed that the sting goes through her like an electric shock. It has obviously had the desired effect because her followers burst out laughing.


‘Aw, what’s the matter, Fatima? Did it hurt?’


‘Watch you don’t eat it. You’re meant to be fasting, aren’t you?’


             


A few hundred metres away Creed presses a button and lowers the electric windows. The Wagner fanfare blares into the falling night. Creed feels the rain on his face and sniffs it like a wolf. This wind is heavy with rain. It could even snow tonight. Creed checks his watch. It is 16:30. They should be waiting for him by now. They should know what a stickler for punctuality he is. Surely they want to make a good impression? It is his first evening in Oakfield. He cruises down Ravensmoor Road, past the branch library where Rabia and Michael attended their meeting. ‘Foulshurst Avenue,’ he says, consulting the letter on the driver’s seat. ‘This is it.’


As he corners slowly he sees the dark outlines of two youths. They are following an Asian girl, taking a rise out of her. Creed smiles. Well, what would you expect from a couple of eager young patriots? He carries on along Foulshurst Avenue until he reaches a Netto supermarket. There are two men in their thirties accompanied by another in his late teens or early twenties. Creed frowns. He expected more of a reception than this. Nothing too showy, of course – no drums beating or flags flying, but a bit more than three men skulking in a supermarket doorway. After all, he is the man who is about to change the face of this town. He consults his watch. It is 16:35. The start of Ramadan.


             


Suhail Khan glances at the kitchen clock.


‘She should be back by now,’ he says.


‘You worry too much,’ says his wife Diane.


Suhail doesn’t say anything, but he isn’t reassured. Even after all these years, he and Diane feel differently about this town. She is a white woman married to a British Muslim. She doesn’t feel automatic hostility when she visits her family up the Ravensmoor Road, but her husband does. Her children do. They’ve all heard the shouts of Paki. Of course Diane doesn’t ignore what they tell her. What mother would? She suffered her own share of hostility in the early days. Even in the eyes of her parents she has committed the cardinal sin of marrying one of those people.


‘I think I’m going to take a run up to the library,’ he says.


Diane doesn’t try to stop him.


             


‘What’s the matter, Fatima?’ says one of the youths, flicking another peanut at Rabia. ‘Not talking?’


No, she isn’t talking. Not to the likes of him. Fatima indeed! For a moment she feels defiant but it doesn’t last long. She is too scared for that. Some of the other girls at school have been pushed around this way. Shahnaz from Rabia’s maths set was walking round Oakfield Park wearing the Muslim headscarf, the hijab. Somebody tore it clean off. That was just after the World Trade Center was hit. Rabia feels uncomfortable. More than uncomfortable, she is scared. If only she had taken Dad’s offer of a lift. If only her best friend Sofia wasn’t in bed with the ’flu. If only her mobile phone wasn’t sitting on the kitchen work surface, on charge.


‘Hey!’


One of them grabs hold of her around the upper arm. Feeling his fingers digging into her flesh, she shrinks back.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asks, feeling her reaction. ‘Do you think you’re too good for us or something?’


She wants to spit back some smart reply: A cockroach would be too good for you! But the words choke in her throat. She feels so alone, alone and vulnerable. He is trying to swing her round, to make her look at him. He wants to see the fear in her eyes.


‘Come on, love. Don’t you want to do us the dance of the seven veils?’


‘Maybe she’d rather give us a kiss.’


Finally her reply breaks loose.


‘Let go of me!’


She tries to pull free. It only makes him tighten his grip on her arm. She hears the words brown bitch and braces herself. But just when it feels as if the whole thing is about to turn nasty the second youth calls out to his friend.


‘Daz, knock it off, will you?’


‘Are you kidding? I’m only just getting started.’


‘I’m serious,’ says the second boy. ‘Didn’t you see who was in that car?’


Rabia feels Daz’s grip loosen. ‘You mean it’s him?’ Daz says.


‘Yes, and you know what he thinks of people who turn up late.’


Suddenly the pair of them are racing down the street towards Foulshurst Avenue. Rabia hears a familiar, gruff voice. ‘There you are, I’ve been up and down this road twice. I don’t know how I missed you. The council should do something about the lighting along here.’


‘Dad!’


Suhail Khan hears the relief in his daughter’s voice. ‘Is something wrong?’


Instinctively he looks round in the direction of the two white boys he has just seen running up the hill.


‘Don’t go after them,’ she says.


‘Why? What’s happened?’


‘I’ll tell you about it on the way home,’ she says.


             


It is a quarter to five when John Creed recognises the local organiser.


‘Good to see you, Colin.’


Colin Stone sees his glance in the direction of the small reception party.


‘I know it isn’t much of a turn-out, John,’ he says, ‘but you said you didn’t want to attract too much attention.’


Creed smiles. ‘I don’t think you needed to take me quite this literally,’ he says. ‘Would I be right in thinking the troops are a bit thin on the ground then?’


Colin Stone returns the smile sheepishly. ‘You could say that.’


‘How many branches?’


Stone pulls a face. ‘Just the one.’


And, he thinks to himself, it’s more a sickly twig than a branch.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ says Creed. ‘From small beginnings …’


He is interrupted by the sound of running feet. It is the two youths who have been whiling away their time following Rabia Khan. Stone introduces them.


‘Here are a couple of our young foot soldiers now,’ he says. ‘This is Jason Hughes and that’s Darren Wright.’


‘Daz to my friends,’ says Darren Wright brightly. He is still flushed from their little game with Rabia. ‘We saw you turn off the main road. We recognised you from your picture in The Patriot.’


Stone looks at Creed. He is anxious to make a good impression. Creed puts his mind at rest.


‘See,’ he says, provoking appreciative laughter, ‘we’ve started growing already!’


             


A hundred metres down the road Suhail Khan is pulling up outside the house. He’s been listening to Rabia’s story.


‘I’ve a good mind to go looking for them,’ he says.


‘Don’t, Dad,’ says Rabia. ‘They’re not worth it.’


‘You’re right, of course,’ says Suhail. ‘They’re not worth it. It just makes me angry that they can go round picking on teenage girls. Master race, eh? Why don’t they try it on with a grown man like me?’


He remembers a night twenty years ago. He was a young man, little more than a boy, and he lay frightened and alone on a rainswept pavement while half a dozen men drove their boots into him. He hasn’t forgotten the fear and humiliation that thudded through him with every kick. The memory makes him determined that his children will never feel that terror. This town is their home. They were born here. Surely that’s enough to make them British! They should be able to go where they like without being threatened or abused.


‘Forget them, Dad.’


‘I’ll do my best,’ says Suhail. ‘But why should I? We work hard. We keep ourselves to ourselves. Why should my daughter be threatened by such people?’


Rabia shrugs. He knows the answer as well as she does. You can hide your views or take off a badge, but you can’t disguise the colour of your skin.


She has her key in the front door when she hears someone calling her name. It is her twin brother Tahir. He has just turned the corner and is striding towards them smiling broadly. He walks with a swagger though Rabia is close enough to him to know what’s behind the tough exterior.


‘Dad,’ Rabia whispers hurriedly, ‘don’t say anything about this to Tahir.’ Suhail is locking and alarming the car and Rabia can’t see his face. ‘You know what he’s like. You won’t, will you?’


Suhail turns round. He knows that boy of his, all right.


‘No, I won’t say a word.’


             


At the stroke of five Creed is also locking and alarming his car.


‘So where’s this watering hole you’ve told me so much about?’ he asks.


‘The Lion?’ says Stone, suddenly desperate to knock back a pint of best bitter. ‘Just down here on the right.’


They walk back to Ravensmoor Road and go into the pub. They are greeted by half a dozen young men in the bar.


‘So where were you lot when John arrived?’ asks Stone, his face betraying his impatience. ‘At least Jason and Daz made it along to the car park.’


There are guilty looks all round. Unexpectedly, it is Creed who breaks the ice.


‘Cut the lads some slack, Colin,’ he says, speaking with the authority his position in the movement gives him. ‘After all, I did say no fuss. Tonight we relax.’


Stone buys a round of drinks and brings them over on a tin tray.


‘To John Creed,’ says Stone. ‘Tonight we have some fun.’


‘Yes,’ says Creed, the smile fading from his face. ‘But tomorrow we change the world.’


             


Rabia is talking to Tahir in the living room, trying to make him understand what she was doing halfway up Ravensmoor Road on her own. She doesn’t mention the two youths.


‘It’s the Oakfield Book Award,’ she says. ‘I’m on the panel. We’re meant to choose the best children’s book of the year.’


‘Books!’ says Tahir, glancing at the slim volume in Rabia’s hand. ‘You never do anything but read.’


‘It wouldn’t do you any harm to read more yourself, Tahir,’ Rabia says, opening her book again, ‘then you might understand how other people live.’


‘I don’t care about all that,’ says Tahir, ‘so long as they let us live the way we want.’


Rabia grimaces. He’s been talking this way a lot lately, sneering at this they of his and what they do to us. He won’t listen to the teachers at school. All white and middle class, he sneers. As if he’s forgotten his own mother is white.


             


Diane Khan isn’t listening to her children. She is in the kitchen with Suhail, and she is more interested in what he is telling her.


‘It’s a good job I went for her when I did,’ he says, keeping his voice low.


Rabia isn’t the only one worried about the way he might react. Tahir is becoming quite the hothead, a real worry to his parents.


‘Two boys followed Rabia from the library.’


Diane’s hand flies up to her mouth.


‘They didn’t do anything,’ says Suhail hurriedly. ‘One of them grabbed her arm but it didn’t go any further than that. They ran off for some reason.’


Diane glances in the direction of the living room. ‘Is she OK?’


‘She’s fine, but she was really glad to see me.’


Diane shakes her head. Like Suhail, she has lived all her life in Oakfield and she knows what it’s like up that end of Ravensmoor Road. After all, she was brought up there on the Moorside estate, which is where her parents still live. It’s the kind of place where even the rats go round in packs for protection.


             


In a bleak corner of the Moorside estate Michael Kelly is rummaging for his key. Finding only loose change in his pocket, he walks round to the back of the house.


‘Is that you, Mike?’ his mother calls, hearing the poorly hung door scrape open.


‘Yes.’


‘You haven’t seen Liam, have you?’


‘No, why?’


‘He isn’t in from school yet.’


Mike consults the clock. It’s gone five o’clock.


‘I wouldn’t worry. He’ll be knocking round with Jason or Daz.’


Mike knows she won’t find that very reassuring, of course. Jason and Daz see themselves as cocks of the estate and have hardly been out of trouble since they could walk.


‘I just wish he’d at least call in before he goes about his bother,’ says Mum. ‘You’d think he could check in once in a while.’


Mary Kelly walks into the kitchen. She is a greyish woman, forty going on sixty. She looks as if all the life has been sucked out of her. Her blonde hair is dragged back in a pony tail, making her face look even more pinched. The strain shows in her eyes, on her drawn, parchment skin. Of the three men in her life, husband Sean and sons Liam and Michael, only Mike has ever given her any peace of mind. In many ways he is just like her. Slim and blonde, he is a quiet boy, a good student too. He is as calm and considerate as the other two are brash and thoughtless. He spends more time around the house than his father and brother put together. To Liam he is just a nerd. Mary thinks differently. But for Mike, she would have gone mad years ago.


‘Do you want me to go looking for him?’ Mike asks.


‘Better not,’ says Mary. ‘You know what he’s like if he thinks I’m checking up on him.’


Mike nods.


‘So how was your meeting?’ says Mary, happy to change the subject.


‘Fine. They’re going to tell us how many books we have to read at the next one.’


That won’t be until the New Year. It can’t come quickly enough. Mike is definitely interested in the dark-eyed girl.


‘They can’t give you too many books to read, can they, son?’ Mary says proudly, cutting across his thoughts.


Mike grins. ‘You’ve got that right.’


He watches as she walks out. The moment she’s gone his smile vanishes. There are fresh bruises on her arm. The old man’s been at it again.


             


At six o’clock Liam is leaning against the wall of a bus – shelter on Ravensmoor Road, trying to keep out of the freezing rain. His hands are deep in his pockets. He has been looking for Jason and Daz for hours. He’s tried all the usual places. There is one more possible haunt – the Lion. Though only sixteen, his two friends can pass for eighteen. Not Liam. He’s the baby-faced one of the group, and the youngest by twelve months. In fact, he’s lucky if he can pass for his fifteen years. He kicks a polystyrene tray half full of curry and chips and turns for home. No sense hanging round here if Jason and Daz are in the Lion. He is crossing Foulshurst Avenue when he hears somebody shouting his name.


‘Liam. Hey, Liam!’


He turns to see Daz and Jason jogging towards him.


‘Where’ve you two been?’ Liam growls. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’


‘John Creed’s in town,’ says Daz.


‘Who?’


‘John Creed. We’ve told you about him.’


Liam looks none the wiser.


‘John Creed. Leader of the Patriotic League.’


‘And who are they when they’re at home?’


Jason exchanges a knowing look with Darren. ‘The Patriotic League. We’ve told you. Britain for the British. Send all the immigrants and asylum-seekers back where they belong. It’s the party of the future and its leader John Creed is the man who’s going to set this town on fire.’


             


Rabia isn’t thinking about setting the town on fire. She sits at her bedroom window on this first night of Ramadan, letting the afternoon’s events come creeping out of the back rooms of her memory. She remembers the two figures emerging from the shadows. She hears their footsteps echoing through her thoughts. She feels the boy’s fingers digging into the flesh of her arm. And for what? Because they saw a dark-eyed, dark-skinned girl walking home from the library. She is what this country is supposed to be looking for: an integrated Asian girl, modern, westernised, complete with regional English accent. To cap it all she has a white English mother. She probably visits Next nearly as often as the mosque. Rabia is a British Asian or British Muslim, or whatever other silly label they want to put on her. But it will be some time before she walks up Ravensmoor Road on her own again. Next time Dad offers a lift she will say: ‘Yes please.’


And she will mean it.


             


John Creed fastens his seat belt and turns the key in the ignition. He glances at Stone. The younger men have gone. It is just the two of them now. After a five-hour drive up the motorway, including long tailbacks on the M25 and Junctions 7 to 10 on the M6, Creed is looking forward to his bed.


‘Which way?’


‘Up Ravensmoor to the top of the hill.’


Stone is worse the wear for drink. He gives a bleary grin and stretches out his heavily-muscled right arm. There is a British bulldog tattoo peeking out where the shirt sleeve is rolled up to the bicep.


‘Sieg Heil!’ he says, chuckling drunkenly.


Creed stamps on the brake and stops the car. His head snaps round.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’


Stone shrinks back. For all his size he knows his master’s voice when he hears it.


‘I thought–’


Creed is furious. The veins stand out on his temples. His eyes bulge threateningly.


‘It isn’t up to you to think, Colin. Do you understand? You don’t think.’


Stone looks shaken.


‘Leave that to me,’ says Creed. ‘This isn’t a game. There’ll be no dressing up in brown uniforms. There’ll be no German marching songs, no Hitler birthday parties, not even a mention of the Führer. We’re mainstream now. That’s the way power lies, not with your childish antics. We want to be the third party in this country within a decade. We want MPs, councillors – and with every mosque that’s built and every Islamic school that’s opened the Muslims are paving the way for us. We’re going to play it straight, all the way to Westminster. Do you understand?’


Stone is staring back, wishing he could crawl inside his own skin. Creed’s voice hardens. This is the side he is careful not to show in his TV appearances. There is more than a touch of steel in it.


‘I asked you if you understood me, man?’


Creed knows that, if he is to build any sort of organisation in this town, this two-bit bully is the miserable excuse of a man he has to knock into shape.


‘Yes, John,’ Stone stammers. ‘I understand.’


‘Now,’ says Creed, his features relaxing, ‘clear your head and direct me to your house. There’s work to do and tomorrow I want to be rested and fresh.’


             


As the car’s rear lights disappear over the hill at the top of Ravensmoor Road a group of youths are gathering round the mosque at the bottom.


‘What are we stopping here for?’ asks Liam, glancing up at the building.


‘What do you think?’ says Daz.


He pulls out a spray can and starts to spray a slogan in foot-high letters: R … E … M …


‘What are you writing?’ asks Liam, looking nervously up and down the road.


‘Remember September 11th. You know some of these characters agree with what happened? They think old Osama Bin Liner’s a hero. I bet half of them actually cheered when the planes hit.’


Liam doesn’t answer. He isn’t political, never has been. All he wants is a laugh, a good time with his mates. But this is Daz and Jason’s kick now. They seem to get a buzz out of it. Liam wishes he did. The old man rants on the same way they do from time to time, but Liam doesn’t pay much attention to him either. He supposes his dad makes some kind of sense, but he can’t see why he has to get so excited about it. It’s just boring, like everything else.


The slogan is taking shape:


R … E … M … E … M …


But Liam has spotted a police car.


‘Coppers,’ he says, shoving his elbow into Daz’s ribs.


Daz looks sadly at his handiwork. He doesn’t want to leave it unfinished.


‘Get a move on, will you?’ says Liam. Mum cracked up the time he got caught shoplifting. Imagine what she’d do if he was picked up again!


‘Better go,’ says Jason, adding his weight to Liam’s plea. ‘I think they’re watching us.’


A moment later the three of them and two others from the Lion are walking briskly down the road. The police car slows, cruising alongside the youths for a moment before driving on.


‘That was close,’ says Daz.


‘Fancy going back to finish the job?’ says Jason.


‘Let’s give Liam the casting vote,’ says Daz. ‘Are you up for it?’


Liam winks. He has just experienced the danger rush. It was fun.


             


Mike Kelly is reading in the living room, enjoying the peace. If Dad and Liam were in the TV would be blaring by now. But it’s only him and Mum so the set is switched off. Mum’s ironing the old man’s Oakfield Town shirt. Mike remembers when Dad used to take him to every Oakie home game. Even after the time with the Eid decorations, he gave the old man a second chance. That’s what love is all about – second chances.


But his love for the old man died the night Mike walked in on him slapping Mum all round the house, reducing her to a mewling, sobbing animal. That night, as ten-year-old Mike cried himself to sleep, he swore that he would never go anywhere with Dad again. He even prayed for him to die in his sleep – that’s how desolate he was. But his prayer wasn’t answered. They never are. That was six years ago. Single-minded and self-disciplined as ever, Mike has kept his word about his father. These days it takes him all his time to even talk to him. The old get makes it easier by going out on the ale most nights, pickling his rotting, soured brain in alcohol.


‘Worried about our Liam?’ Mike asks.


Mum nods. ‘I can’t help it. I never know where he is these days or what he’s getting up to. He doesn’t tell me anything.’


‘I know what you mean.’


Mike and Liam are as different as chalk and cheese. Mike’s the mummy’s boy. He is in the top set in every subject, one of the bright stars at Moorside High, on target for straight A grades. Younger brother Liam takes after Dad. He thinks with his fists. Baby-faced as he is, nobody crosses him. He has taken on and beaten lads two years older. At school he has completely switched off – a teachers’ nightmare. Mum dreads parents’ evenings. There hasn’t been a single item of good news since Liam was twelve.


‘He won’t be long,’ says Mike. ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to have a scoot round the usual haunts?’


Mum hesitates for a moment then shakes her head. ‘Better not.’


The words are no sooner out of her mouth than the door goes.


‘Liam?’


‘That’s me.’


‘Why didn’t you come home after school? What did you do for your tea?’


‘Chippy.’


‘Who’ve you been with?’


‘Mates.’


Mum looks wearily at Mike then tries one last question.


‘What have you been doing all this while, Liam?’


‘Hanging round. The usual.’ He tosses his jacket over the arm of the settee and walks to the door.


‘I’m going to bed.’


‘Goodnight, son,’ says Mum.


‘Goodnight, Liam,’ says Mike.


Liam doesn’t answer.


             


A mile up Ravensmoor Road John Creed is standing in the spare room of Colin Stone’s three-bedroomed semi. He wrinkles his nose with distaste. Another folding bed. Still, it’s better than the child’s cabin bed they gave him in Coventry last week. The mattress was covered with a plastic sheet and smelled of pee. He slips off his coat and punches his home number into his mobile.


‘Hi, Angela,’ he says. ‘It’s me.’


His wife’s voice crackles into the mobile.


‘The local branch? Complete amateurs. Stone? Built like a brick wall, but he’s a sad case, complete loner. Yes, he belongs to the old school, living in the past. Streetfighting’s about all he’s good for. It’s a wonder he isn’t sporting a little black moustache. No, there are no major problems. I’ll soon lick them into shape.’


She asks how long he will be in Oakfield.


‘This time? A week, maybe two. I’ve been through back issues of the local rag. The place is a powder keg. I just need to find a few people who know what they’re doing. You never know, Colin might be able to learn. Funnier things have happened.’


At the end of the call there is time for a personal note.


‘Yes, I love you too. Give the kids a hug for me. I’ll call you tomorrow night.’


             


Mike is brushing his teeth when the old man comes staggering in. Listening to his father banging around downstairs, Mike brushes so hard his gums bleed. He curses and washes his mouth out with water from the tap.


‘Drunken old beggar,’ he says.


He steps out on to the landing and listens, half-expecting to hear the sound of a slap. But Sean Kelly is in a good mood tonight. Mike hears him singing. It’s an Irish ballad. Odd, that, thinks Mike – the nearest the old fool has ever got to Ireland is a day trip to Liverpool. Mum is giggling. They’re dancing! Hasn’t she got any pride? All the grief she has taken from Dad and she lets him take her in his arms. How the hell can you love somebody who is just as likely to knock you into next week? Mike stamps up to his room in disgust and throws himself on his bed. But as he looks up at the cracked ceiling and the dingy, cobwebbed lightshade, he remembers the dark-eyed girl from the library. Life is so ugly but there has been one moment of beauty in this dismal evening. That’s enough to live another day.


             


A mile down the hill Rabia says goodnight to her parents. At the top of the stairs there is a small window that looks out on to the north side of the Triangle. Between the terraced houses she can see the end of Ravensmoor Road. In her mind’s eye she is back there willing her father to come and get her. She relives the boys running away and the wonderful sight of Dad pulling up in his car. But behind Suhail Khan’s broad shoulders the rivulets of darkness are still spreading, moving through the streets, spilling into the main roads of the town. Hatred and mistrust stalk the darkness. At the beginning of this holy month of Ramadan, when Rabia should be focusing on how lucky she is to have her health and be living in a warm, loving home, thinking of the millions who starve every day of their lives, something mean and wrong is being born out there, threatening to break into her life. Fear did not leave when those boys ran. It’s still there, crouching in the shadows of the town, and it is growing.
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Grievances


It is just after nightfall five days later and Diane Khan is starving or, as she has just told Tillymint the cat, ‘I could eat two tabbies on toast.’ Tillymint seemed to get the gist, scampering off in the direction of the railway line.


Diane has never converted to Islam, but she agreed early in her marriage to have her children raised as Muslims. Though her parents only ever manage to get to church for weddings and funerals they still went ballistic when they heard the news. In spite of their protests Diane has stuck to her guns. Seventeen years on, however grudgingly, the family has had to learn to live with it. Diane has made her choice. When Suhail, Tahir and Rabia fast, she fasts with them.


Still turning memories of past quarrels with her parents over in her mind, Diane drinks a glass of fresh orange, picks at the bowl of figs and looks forward to breaking her fast. They will eat as soon as Tahir gets home from the gym.


Diane smiles as she remembers what he was like when he first started fasting. He was still at primary school at the time and he didn’t find it easy, especially when he knew his mother had occasional lapses while he was out at school. He was always outraged if he found biscuit crumbs where she had been sitting.


‘How come you can cheat?’ he would wail, roti, chappatis, dhals, samosas and tikkas marching temptingly over his taste buds.


Then he would drone on about how hungry he felt. In the end Diane was forced to keep her fast as strictly as Suhail and the kids.


Rabia walks into the kitchen and finds her mother staring out at the little back yard smiling to herself.


‘What are you smiling at?’ she asks, already smiling herself. They are about as close as mother and daughter can be. One smiles and the other smiles with her. One cries and they end up weeping together.


‘I was just thinking about Tahir,’ Diane explains. ‘Do you remember what he was like when he first started fasting?’


Rabia laughs. ‘Do I? He was so miserable.’


‘I know,’ says Diane. ‘He wasn’t a very good Muslim at that time, was he?’


She allows the smile to fade slowly. Her son is a good Muslim now, and getting better every day. In fact, it is Tahir who pushes Suhail to go along to the mosque. For some reason, though she hates herself for thinking it, that scares Diane. Her son is growing into a proud, single-minded individual. Carry your head as high as Tahir does and somebody is bound to want to knock it off.


‘He’s so different these days,’ she says, remembering the loving, impulsive boy he was. ‘Such a serious young man.’


It’s true. Over the last couple of years he has taken his obligations seriously. He never complains. When he fasts for Ramadan he does so with astonishing self-control for somebody who loves his food so much. As he has grown into a young man he has shown greater and greater pride in his Pakistani ancestry. Painfully aware that Oakfield’s communities are pulling apart, he seems to be drawing his Muslim identity around him as a protective cloak. That other part of him, the part she gave him, seems to be shrinking by the day. Diane sometimes wonders if she hasn’t become something of an embarrassment to him.


‘Tahir’s all right,’ says Rabia. ‘Just a bit earnest, that’s all.’


‘That’s a nice way of putting it,’ says Diane, winking. ‘Now say what you really mean.’


Rabia grins. ‘OK then, pompous. You know that new top I bought?’


‘For Sofia’s birthday party?’


Rabia nods. ‘Do you know what he said to me?’


Diane shakes her head.


‘Only that I was showing too much.’


‘Never!’


Rabia nods. ‘He did. He meant it too. He thinks I’m immodest.’


Diane shakes her head.


‘He’s just getting that from his friends. Honestly, you’d think he never looked at a girl. Remember last summer.’


‘The girl on the beach?’


‘Yes, the one in the bikini. It was lust at first sight. His eyes were out on stalks. He didn’t think she was showing too much.’


Tahir walks in at that very moment. He is wearing that studied, serious expression he has been perfecting. Rabia and Diane immediately burst out laughing.
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