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This is a fictional biography and an alternative version of historic events.


It is a portrait of a chaotic, intoxicated and unruly cast, many of whom remember the same event in a completely different way. The characters known as Fat White Family have been fabricated, reimagined and embellished. Fact has been used to create fiction.


This is their ecstatic truth and exists purely within the realm of speculation.





PROLOGUE



After a few uneventful days of sweating and coughing alone in his bedroom on the top floor of his father’s semi-detached in suburban Cambridge, events took a serious turn for the worse. The previous days had been stress-free, and as the outside world started to crumble, being back in his room, asleep in a single bed, seemed like as safe a place as any. Trays of homecooked meals were delivered outside his door by his stepmother, who spent hours of each day preparing Algerian cuisine for the household. Tagines, couscous and fresh vegetables, mint tea and honey-soaked pastries. Within hours of arriving the burden had started to lift.


It was three o’clock in the afternoon, and he could hear his father talking loudly on the telephone as he worked in the room directly below, his voice booming through the ceiling, recounting the situation of his resident sons to the eldest, who lived in Manchester and had recently moved back to England after being thrown out of China penniless, his beloved French bulldogs left behind. His brother’s apartment had been raided by the CCP, and they had parted ways on a sour note due to his vociferous criticism of their somewhat heavy-handed approach to human rights. Still, at least he was alive, and could now ring his father for a regular summit on the state of his younger brothers, who had been similarly banished from Algeria on the last flight home as the emerging plague took hold.


As he sat in his room, listening to his father, he heard him say, ‘If after two weeks they haven’t sorted themselves out, they’re out on their arse. I’m not responsible for them anymore.’ There was a long pause, and then his father shouted again, ‘The youngest doesn’t know any better, but the other one … he has to do something. Yes, he should get the £92-a-week dole because this is bloody ridiculous!’


At that moment his heart began to sink as he recalled all of the far and distant lands he was supposed to have reached that year, the sold-out audiences, the euphoric road trips through Asia, festivals in Australia, then a month in Ireland, a garret in Paris and, of course, a season in the mountains of Kabylia, visiting his one-hundred-year-old grandmother and the extended family, who would celebrate the return of their prodigal grandson. He had not predicted that the entire year of touring would be cancelled, with the complete loss of his income. Nor had he envisaged that it would perhaps be he alone who would bring the contagion into Algeria, carrying it on Air France’s flight from London, where he had spent a night smoking jazz cigarettes passed from the nicotine-stained fingertips of his louche saxophone player. After all of this, to end up back at his father’s house was a bitter pill.


For the most part he tolerated his father, and they were able to communicate on a certain level across the cultural divide, but the conversation he heard downstairs that afternoon triggered an unpredictable response.


Surrounded by red mist, he ran downstairs, shouting at the top of his voice, ‘I have spent years trying to drag this band out of the mire! At least your industry is unscathed! What about me? The band paid fifteen thousand in tax last year and the government won’t give me a fucking thing! It’s alright for you, raking in the shekels, sat in your office, complaining …’


Then his father blew up.


‘Well, you should bloody do something instead of sitting on your arse upstairs,’ he yelled. ‘What is it that you do exactly?’


A feverish rage erupted, and the blood raced up through his neck as he screamed at his father for his lack of respect or empathy, then a torrent of expletives cascaded from his lips for several minutes as he transformed into his teenage self and bellowed at him for his shitty behaviour towards women, especially each of his wives, and his limp-minded obsession with cash.


‘You will die alone if you continue this way!’ he yelled at his father. ‘As we know, old dogs do not learn new tricks!’


In the heat of the moment the telephone rang again. His father put his elder brother on loudspeaker, and the argument between him, the eternally compromised middle son, and his irate begetter escalated to fever pitch. There was a scream, then a thrash at the wall, and then a diabolical two-way outpouring of the particular brand of spiteful verbal abuse that could only emanate from within the cradle of their family.


Hearing the cacophony, his younger brother ran down the stairs, trying his best to calm the eruption by pushing his arms between the two of them, before chasing his brother down the road as he stormed out of the house, his face burning bright with the anger of an adolescent bombast he could not control.


After the storm had passed, the two brothers walked through the sleepy suburbs towards the tranquil acres of Grantchester.


‘What was that all about?’ the younger muttered to himself. ‘Nothing. This whole situation is sending everyone nuts. The world is sick. It’s fucked, man. At least I don’t feel like the odd one out anymore …’


The middle brother paced along the road in painful silence, stretching his long grasshopper legs at a pace the youngest could barely keep up with.


As the sun started to dip behind the rooftops, they stopped for an hour, drank lukewarm bottles of Desperados by the Cam and listened to the gentle hiss of a poplar tree. When he returned home with a Chinese takeaway later that evening, he put £80 in cash on the kitchen table and slowly walked up to his room to check Facebook, where, on the family thread, his father had written a missive detailing his son’s failures as a man as he saw them.


‘How can he not have a roof over his head at his age?’ he wrote. ‘He has wasted his life and is nothing but a failure. Why can’t he be more like his older brother, who has at least rented a flat!’


Upon reading this, he could no longer contain his fury, and decided to leave the very next morning. But not before responding on the thread that his father was nothing more than an emotional abortion of a man. He then misspelled the word ‘Adios!’ and left the group. With gritted teeth he began to pack, throwing crusty boxers into a carrier bag.


At dawn, he awoke from a dream in which his mother was suffocating from fluid on the lungs. As he opened his eyes he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, knowing that he would have to leave under the cover of darkness and head back to the city, to become homeless again at the tender age of thirty-four.


On the train he received a text from his father saying, ‘If you leave today then this family is finished, so why don’t you come back and paint the fence?’


Staring at the screen in the palm of his hand, he wished he’d said goodbye to him in person, and immediately regretted the previous night’s drama. Just like his progenitor, he was too proud to concede defeat. It was simply the latest in a long line of family arguments; no surprise, then, that this one had escalated beyond the point of no return. If anything happened to either of them in the next few months it would be a source of irredeemable, lifelong pain. A sadness welled inside him as he read the news headline on his phone predicting forty thousand deaths before summer was out. According to reports, London was the heart of the contagion.


He stepped off the train at King’s Cross, looked to his left and right and saw that he was one of only three passengers to have boarded that day. The station was almost deserted and the plaza at 9 a.m. was empty, aside from pigeons with deformed feet pecking at a discreet mound of vomit and two homeless men sitting by the foyer with their hands held out for baksheesh.


The apocalypse has been and gone and only this toothless gang of junkies have survived, he thought to himself. Maybe these were our civilisation’s most upstanding citizens, the ones best prepared for the onslaught of doom, the only ones to have made it through alive …


He made his way down to the empty Victoria line. The posters for films, festivals and cultural events now seemed ridiculous in their technicolour self-confidence. He sat in a desolate carriage heading towards Brixton, put his head in his hands and coughed up an anxious wad of dark phlegm into his mouth that tasted of a month-old fat pan. Despite everything, it felt good to be back in the dirt.





Front Garden Like a Prayer of Grass



Leaving the clogged A roads, Bashir stared at the shadowy streets as he made his way up Wakefield Road in his beat-up Datsun towards the centre of town. He was taken aback by the lack of colour. In Huddersfield, everything was black. The houses, the mills, the shops, the pavements. Coal dust clung to the brickwork, and in a region almost entirely powered by coal, its sediment was a defining feature of this Pennine landscape; if it was on the outside of buildings, or layering dust on windowsills, it was most certainly lining the lungs of its inhabitants.


He switched on the radio, tuning in to hear the first division football commentary, and then stopped the dial at a local station playing hits by the Commodores, Gary Glitter and Demis Roussos. Outside, girls with long hair and short skirts walked along the road beside him as lorries splashed rain puddles against their legs; they were whiter than any he had ever seen, almost pale blue in parts. He wondered if there was any sunlight in this part of Yorkshire at all.


Bashir wound down the window to clear the windscreen of condensation and started to sing along in the newly acquired language he’d mostly picked up from watching soap operas on a television set with a coat-hanger aerial at his digs in Norwich. His host family, in their own quiet way, represented a new life to him; it was a place of liberation, and even the strange English food, which mostly consisted of bland sausages, powdered mash, tinned peas, gravy and white bread with margarine on a side plate, was an exotic offering in all of its 1970s dowdiness.


He had arrived that winter from a lycée on the north coast of Greater Kabylia. A smart boy, and precocious, he was selected as one of three hundred in eastern Algeria to join the elite college. Bashir had been sent from his Berber village in the Djurdjura mountain range with a scholarship, determined to leave the post-civil war chaos of his country, but quickly found his own native tongue was outlawed by the authorities. Any students caught speaking Kabyle were reprimanded, and the FLN’s government had decided to replace French with Arabic, which was a confusing situation for Bashir, who now had to speak three languages fluently to survive. When one of his schoolfriends was ‘disappeared’ by secret police for hiding a book in his locker written in the forbidden vernacular, Bashir quickly took it as a sign to leave the country at the first opportunity.


He spent a month in Algiers learning English, before transferring to the sleepy Anglian city of Norwich. When a letter arrived informing him that he’d be spending the next three years studying in a town called Huddersfield, he was puzzled but accepted the offer as one of five students from North Africa that year. He knew nothing of the place aside from Bill Shankly, who once managed Huddersfield Town, and that, according to his sponsor at the Algerian Oil Company, ICI had a factory there, a fact that he recalled as he drove into the town, making a mental note of jobs he might apply for when the moment arrived.


Only two months previously he had walked through passport control at Heathrow with a brown briefcase given to him by his father, Kaci, beaming with happiness and relief at the opportunity laid out in front of him. When he caught sight of his first English toilets upon landing in the terminal that day, he stared with amazement. They were the cleanest he had ever seen. As he pissed into the ceramic urinals he smiled at his friend beside him, both of them incredulous at the facilities; it was as if they were entering a portal into another dimension.


The townscape Bashir faced from his bedroom window each morning was a dismal one. Chimneys pumped out smoke from the rooftops, which mixed with dense diesel fumes to form an ashen fog that hung over the town; a Northern peasouper that never cleared. Peering out from his student hall, the buildings and rain provided a dingy contrast to the dry, sunlit environment of Maillot, the small town where he came from. Olive groves, cherry orchards, cork trees and date palms were a distant memory, and each day he yearned for the warmth and light, believing his blood was slowly turning to ice the longer he spent in the bleak industrial landscape of West Riding.


Although visually the mills, factories and terrace houses were unfamiliar, the people of Yorkshire reminded him of those he grew up with. Even with its dour appearance and chuntering attitude there was an element of its character that connected with those from Kabylia. Stoic, stubborn and separatist. Both regions militant in their political convictions. On weekends he drove around villages and drank warm beer in places with peculiar names that he struggled to pronounce: Netherthong, Slaithwaite, Mytholmroyd. In snugs and smoky pool rooms he conversed with the miserable old tykes who inhabited them. It was almost as if he was back in his own Kabylian heartland. In those upland watering holes, people were warm and cordial, and he never felt threatened. They taught him how to speak Yorkshire-Algerian, often laughing at his attempts to communicate in their rich local dialect. He had finally found a place that felt like home.


By the time Christmas arrived, he started to frequent Huddersfield’s bars and nightclubs, in particular a debauched tavern called Johnny’s. Surrounded by hard-drinking Yorkshiremen, who were sometimes dressed as Droogs, Turkish belly-dancers, Native Americans or Playboy Bunnies, it quickly became a place where he could dance all night, talk to girls, drink until dawn and lose himself.


It was on a night out at Johnny’s that Bashir first bumped into a girl called Michelle, who often spent her weekends dancing in the town’s nightclubs before clocking on for her early shift at a textile mill. They met under a mirrorball one night, as women danced around their handbags to ‘Dreadlock Holiday’. He bought her a glass of Babycham, and she kissed the dashing Algerian, running her fingers through his thick, curly hair, laughing at his dancing and silly jokes. Being with him was the perfect escape from the clatter of the looms.
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You don’t consider how much of an anomaly you’re dealing with. It’s your mum and dad, after all. It’s not until much later on in life that you realise your family is clumsily straddling two, largely irreconcilable worlds.


My mum’s fondness for otherdom, for the exotic, for the dark-skinned, handsome young stranger at the bar with the Afro and the crappy English doesn’t need much explaining: northern boredom. That being said, since she moved back to Yorkshire from Northern Ireland a year ago, back to Scarborough and the country of her childhood after thirty years in exile, she’s been brimming with anecdotes about how this miracle actually came to pass.


I seldom get my mother on her own. I’ve always had to scrap for her attention with three other, more belligerent males. But on one occasion shortly after Christmas last year I did, and she started spilling the beans over a couple of tumblers of gin and Diet Coke. During the summer holidays, as a child, she used to stand on Scarborough’s North Bay, which was now five minutes from her house, and gaze out across the North Sea, believing that on the other side of it lay Africa. She told me that on a clear day, if she squinted her eyes just right, she could make out palm trees and little black fellows marching around beneath them with pale soles on the bottoms of their dark-skinned feet. From that point on in her life, Mum told me, she wanted to have black babies. That was her dream. ‘I suppose Algeria is halfway there,’ I told her …


Michelle was the girl-next-door: luminous eyes, long dark hair and bangs, plump cheeks like ripened apples. Like many of the town’s female residents, she had a stubborn spirit born from tough lives endured over centuries. These were women who often birthed nine children and lost a handful more. Many worked in the textile industry and were half-deaf from mill machinery. Generations of women fed and nursed their own geriatric parents, kept house, scrubbed the front step each day, boil-washed sheets and nets to an acceptable public standard and, when the request arrived, were expected to lay out the dead.


Michelle’s family were from the village of Skelmanthorpe and her father worked at Woolley Colliery. Like many working-class lads in South Yorkshire at the time, he was offered a job in the mining industry at fifteen and immediately joined its ranks. His parents were active members of the Communist Party in Barnsley, as was he. After meeting his wife in Hoyland, they moved into a council house but were evicted due to rent arrears. Michelle, as the eldest, assumed responsibility over her siblings as they grew up, but recalls sitting in a café as a child with her belongings in bags around her, the whole family made homeless. Rather than sleep on the streets, they moved into a small terrace in the village at Station Terrace, where their grandparents lived. There were seven family members squashed into a two-up, two-down. Her parents had a volatile relationship but continued to have more children. Their house was so typically Yorkshire that it was used as a location to film Oh No It’s Selwyn Froggitt, the ITV comedy about the donkey-jacket-wearing council labourer, Working Men’s Club secretary and all-round public nuisance.


When Michelle was thirteen years old, talk of a strike started to bubble at home. Her father usually received a weekly pay packet, but for six weeks he had to support five children and his wife as he stood on the picket line. There was barely any government assistance, and in the village people shared cups of sugar, leftover flour and washing powder to survive.


Across the country, factories were run by coal; food production ceased, as did the textile industry, even candles were in short supply. For families like Michelle’s, there was an extra sting. Open fires started at dawn and burned until midnight. Without coal they started to freeze. Window frames rotted from lashings of wind and rainfall, and ice formed inside on nithering winter mornings. The fight to stay warm was relentless.


During the Strike, the ton of coal that was delivered each month from the National Coal Board to its workers ceased without warning. For her father, it was catastrophic. Not only were his family going hungry; there was scant heat to warm them. Each day, he took his catapult into the fields and fired it at rabbits who shot out from beneath hedges on Strike Lane. For eight weeks they lived on rabbit stew, a nutritious hot meal riddled with tiny bones that had to be picked out of their teeth.


Just beyond their sandstone house was a coal screen from Emley Moor Colliery, where waste coal was dumped in slagheaps. It was the last pit in Yorkshire where miners lay on their sides to extract coal. From the mineshaft it was sent to Skelmanthorpe by conveyer belt, where it was washed, sorted and discarded before bagging. What was left became the only source of heat the family could find.
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Lit by floodlights, and overseen by NCB security, the screen of waste coal became a nightly visit for the family. The neighbourhood children scrambled across it, throwing coal into bags and pockets before running off into the night. What was collected would often explode in the fireplace, spitting and detonating before fizzling out. Michelle’s father was caught with a shovel one night and reprimanded, and for the next week they went cold. His persistence eventually paid off when he discovered an open seam of bituminous coal with a friend on the outskirts of the village. Together, they dug it out with a pickaxe, using the same methods monks had used in the fourteenth century. It was a lifesaver, a gift from God in their darkest hour.


The Strike of 1974 was punishing for the community. Michelle and her siblings circled each scrap of food like hyenas; one tin of beans fed five, with milk used to loosen the sauce. They shovelled thin pancakes into their ravenous mouths, and on Sundays their grandmother used a tin of stewing steak with pastry to make one small pie that was split between them on a saucer. A weekly packet of biscuits was the only sugar they ate. The children were so poor that cardboard lined their shoes. This Dickensian scene was being experienced by families across the region; poverty and hunger were commonplace, although the men still found enough money to go to the pub on Friday nights, a hard fact that had not escaped their wives. Drinking beer was non-negotiable, after all.


Throughout this time, Michelle’s father was insistent that she received an education. Playing truant was never acceptable to him. He encouraged her to read the dictionary each day, as if her life depended on her ability to master words. Despite her teenage protestations, Michelle would drag herself to school where she took classes in Home Economics and Needlework, the usual lessons delivered to Northern working-class girls in training to be housewives or textile mill workers. Not much more was expected of them, although her father always had faith that his daughters would achieve more.


On weekends Michelle worked in a dairy, filling milk bottles and washing glass, fixing tops and scrubbing fridges to bring money in for the house. Lunchtime breaks were spent sitting on a stone wall in the dense moorland mist, eating warm Mucky Fat sandwiches. The farmer also gave her fifteen-year-old brother a winter job chopping firewood to sell from the front gate of his farm. Thrilled to be earning cash, he started chopping logs gathered from distant woodland on the back of a tractor. One day, tragically, his welly slipped and he fell straight into the circular saw. Its vicious mechanical jaws took the bottom of his arm off. Hearing his cries, the farmer’s wife ran out to the bloody scene, made a makeshift tourniquet, picked his arm off the ground and put it in the pantry’s deep freezer. By the time he arrived at Huddersfield Royal Infirmary, gangrene had set in; surgeons had to cut the arm back to the shoulder socket to save his life. Only a stump remained.


The community rallied round the family and held hog roasts to raise money to send her brother to Switzerland and get a bionic arm. Even though it was a kind gesture, the last thing her brother wanted was a robotic arm. His real object of desire was an automatic Capri. The NHS sent hooks and false limbs through the post, and he stuck the grotesque pink rubber appendages in the garden; poking out of the grass, they resembled zombies that were coming back from the dead. It was the only front lawn for miles around with such a peculiar decoration.


After leaving school, like many other local girls Michelle started work at Samuel Tweed & Co at Whitley Willows Mill. The company made fabrics for floor rugs, scarves and stoles, and had introduced mohair onto the shop floor by the time Michelle started work. Outside the building was a mill pond where black swans floated across the water. Each day Michelle walked through town to work in the mending shed. She repaired glitches in patterns, and re-stitched loose threads.


Her first rented room was in a basic cottage of soot-blackened stone on the outskirts of town, with stippled walls and low ceilings. At the top of the landing was an open shower with no door. It was a huge improvement on the cramped conditions she had experienced at home; finally having her own room was a luxury. Within a few months of moving in, Michelle started dating a young man, Ali, who she met in a bar by the Packhorse Centre, and for six months they had a romance until one day he travelled to Newcastle and never came back. Ali was a student at Huddersfield Polytechnic, but it was one of his friends, Bashir, who began to show her some attention in the weeks following Ali’s departure. She was quite smitten with Bashir, who was the life and soul of the party. In contrast, he viewed their relationship as a welcome distraction from his studies, but one that held little long-term significance.


By winter 1979 she had fallen pregnant, which was an unexpected and unwelcome piece of news for Bashir, who was suddenly torn between two places. Back home in Kabylia, there were expectations and arrangements between families that started at a young age. In Berber culture, life is to be preserved and protected. Children are a responsibility that cannot be shunned. For months he was a broken man, unable to comprehend the way forward, paralysed by the hopes of his parents and the impending birth of his first child. He locked himself away in the library for the following months, hoping that study would offer a solution, or at the very least a temporary escape.


In Huddersfield at that time, being pregnant and unmarried at eighteen was a social taboo; young women were sent to homes or schools for unmarried mothers where their baby would be born in secret, away from the community and the shame it had brought. Newborns were removed from their mothers after birth and adopted; some were put into children’s homes. Throughout her first trimester, Michelle worked each day in the mill but suffered from such severe morning sickness that she could barely spend time on the shop floor without throwing up from the constant nausea. She delayed the necessary conversation with her family, and when she finally told her mother, she was adamant that Michelle terminate the pregnancy. Her father was far more sympathetic and told his daughter, ‘If you want to keep it, I will help and support you in any way I can. I’ll even adopt it if that’s what you need me to do. I am here for you.’


Michelle was touched by her father’s concern and knew that he would always protect her. After she lost her job from disabling morning sickness, he collected her from the cottage and drove her back home to live with him. By this point, her mother had left him for a Mauritian lover, so by default Michelle became mother to the whole family.


The council eventually housed her on the Sheepridge Estate so she would have a place to bring up her child. It was a damaging period and on one occasion, while pregnant, she was violently attacked on the street for no reason at all.


When she finally went into labour, her empty howls filled the corridors as severe nurses admonished her for being unmarried in the birth suite. A friend who was also a single mother bought a cheap ring before she went into the hospital and was treated much more sympathetically, a small detail that could have made a huge difference at the time. She had not anticipated the judgemental attitudes of the hospital staff, or their lack of interest in the pain she was suffering.


A few hours after Michelle had delivered her son, a social worker visited her holding a folder of adoption papers. It was suggested that she should sign him away, ‘for the best’, as he was mixed race and more importantly, she didn’t have a husband. Michelle was furious at the audacity, that the authorities would try and tear her son from her arms only hours after the birth, when she was in her most vulnerable state. Although she was still sore and bruised, Michelle took no time in telling them where to shove it. She yelled, ‘Fuck off – he’s my baby and I’m keeping him’, and threatened to throw the social worker out of the window before the Sister pulled her from the ward.


For the first few days the baby was called Benjamin, before Michelle misheard another Scottish name on a Fairy Liquid television advert on the ward and renamed him Tamlan, after Tamlin, meaning ‘Little Tom’. One of Bashir’s friends, Freddo, rang him when he heard that Michelle was still in the Princess Royal Maternity Home, to tell him she had delivered a son. Bashir suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility as a father. He finally came to visit carrying a small bunch of yellow carnations as a peace offering under one arm.


In contrast to the attitudes of the local authority, having a mixed race and ‘illegitimate’ child was accepted by Michelle’s family, who saw no problem with baby Tam’s Algerian heritage. Back in the village of Skelmanthorpe, however, views were different. A few months after his birth, a drinker was talking to Michelle’s uncle in the pub, and shouted, ‘I’ve seen her baby in town, and he’s not that black!’ as he slurped on his pint of Timothy Taylor. Her uncle was furious and stoved the drinker’s face in until it was beaten to a pulp, a violent act that Michelle was secretly proud of when the news finally reached her.





Moonlight on the Prison Roof



The first indication the Saoudis had of the new addition to their family was via a phone call from Bashir at the airport. Down a crackling line, they were instructed to collect his wife and son from Algiers and take them to the village. His brothers, Sheriff and Abder, drove through Bouïra and out of Kabylia towards the capital where Michelle and Tam would be waiting for them, fresh from the flight. It was the first time Michelle had travelled on a plane; dragging the pushchair and luggage through departures at Manchester Airport, she was overcome by a profuse sense of fear. During take-off, it felt as though her stomach would fall through the floor. Her hands shook so hard it was impossible to hold a drink, and she closed the window blind as waves of panic washed over her.


Tam was nine months old and sat quietly throughout the journey to Algiers. Arabic music played on the flight tannoy as they disembarked the aircraft. Michelle was met with a wall of heat the like of which she’d never known before, and an arid breeze brushed across her pale skin. The damp, cloying, sooty air of Northern England suddenly seemed a lifetime away.


Driving through the rowdy, palm-lined avenues of Dar El Beïda, Khemis El-Khechna and down to Larbatache, the flat roofs and chimneys were silhouetted by television aerials and giant storks’ nests. The birds flew over the car and up into the burnt amber sky, where the light was beginning to dip on the horizon. It took four hours, with Michelle worrying throughout the whole journey about her now non-existent suitcase that had failed to show up at customs.
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It was Bashir’s finals, and for the first eight weeks he stayed in a simple back-to-back on the Avenue at Mold Green, a house he had bought with his savings. He had worked all year driving a forklift at ICI, in a bookmaker’s shop, and pulling pints to buy the terrace for £2,800. So that he could concentrate on his finals, Bashir sent his new family to Algeria, but had not told his father about the situation in advance. His father, Kaci, was shocked when a young white woman from Yorkshire turned up at his door at dusk, but immediately welcomed them into the house. He could not help but be overwhelmed with love for his grandson, who rolled about on the floormats gurgling and laughing in front of him that day. To celebrate their arrival the family killed a sheep and prepared a feast in Michelle’s honour.


Outside their traditional Algerian house (where all windows faced into the central courtyard area, rather than out) children ran barefoot and made whooping noises to greet her. She was exhausted and lost without any knowledge of the language. On her bed, a folded cotton kaftan was left for her to wear, and as she stepped out into the courtyard wearing her new clothes, with Tam in her arms, a field of unfamiliar faces smiled back at her. They ate tagines of mutton stew flavoured with ras el hanout, shakshouka, merguez and baqlawa pastries washed down with glasses of tea, and later that night Michelle collapsed on the mattress, overcome by the new situation she found herself in. Outside, the party continued throughout the night, into the next day, and on for another week. Extended members of the family stayed at the house, and each morning their children would wake Michelle at 6 a.m., knocking on her door, wanting to play and say hello.


One morning, she was woken by the sound of shrieks and excitable children in the outhouse, where dates and figs were stored in large ceramic pots. Bashir’s mother, Milkher, was shouting, ‘Ezerem! Ezerem!’, and Abder ran out to push Michelle back into the house. A large, venomous Lataste’s viper had been found coiled up in one of the pots. Moments later, a shotgun rang out, and then there was a knock at Michelle’s bedroom door. The children greeted her with the dead snake draped across their arms; its head was blown off, and its distinctive zig-zag pattern glistened in the light.


The noise of the house was a culture shock, and unlike anything Michelle had ever experienced, even with her five brothers and sisters in her own family home. The women rose at 4 a.m. and began to babble at the tops of their voices. Eventually it became a sound she was accustomed to, an essential sensory element of Algerian mountain life. It was only when Michelle announced that she was going shopping that it became apparent how restricted her life was about to become. It was forbidden for women to shop alone; she would not be allowed to walk through the streets of Maillot without a chaperone. Whatever she needed would be brought to her, and the only physical freedom she would experience was granted by Kaci, who felt empathy for her situation. At dusk, he allowed her to walk outside the compound with Abder, who carried Tam as she stretched her legs in the lane that ran behind the house. Unlike many in Maillot, Kaci had lived in Paris after the new post-independence government had threatened him over his administrative job working for the French authorities, so he had some understanding of European culture and the freedoms of the West. It was during Michelle’s visit that she first heard rumours about Kaci’s earlier life from an English-speaking neighbour, only indicated by the number 51240 tattooed on his arm and hidden just beneath his shirt.


Above the TV at my dad’s house hangs a painting of my grandparents. It’s one of those oil paintings based on a photo you commission online from somewhere in China, the kind of painting whose only power lies in its remarkable ability to strip its subject of all vitality. It brings to mind a scene in Huysmans’ À rebours, where the quintessential decadent, Des Esseintes, decides he is sick of fake flowers, that what he’s actually after are real flowers that look fake …


No member of the Saoudi clan cuts a more totemic figure than Kaci. His shadow hangs over all that bear the name. My father idolises his dad to the point of obsession. For years he has been on my case about writing a book about his story, despite having already written a book about the subject himself. To be fair it is a cracking story. The man survived twenty years on Devil’s Island. For a murder he didn’t commit. His innocence was a detail I frequently left out during my younger years when recounting the tale. That I was the grandson of a convicted murderer, that I had the blood of a killer pumping through my veins, I believed to be somehow more alluring on campus at UCL. That he did the hardest time imaginable for taking out one of his colonial overlords all the better.


The cousins he was sent there with, the ones actually responsible for the crime, perished quickly. A life sentence in French Guiana was something very few people survived. The accountant they murdered was in the process of giving my grandad a leg up. A bright boy, the Frenchman had taken him on as his assistant. He was talented with languages and numbers. The favouritism embittered his cousins, who then took matters into their own hands and shot the man. The authorities wasted no time. Soon all three were in the dock. Unable to pin it on any of them individually, they demanded information that would warrant a more concrete conviction. If my grandfather pointed the finger, they would spare him life in the colony and behead those responsible. Not much of a choice then. He kept quiet, and all three were shipped out not long after.


[image: image]


He watched the young men he was sent there with drop like flies in the malarial cauldron. Torn away from all things knowable in 1933, by the time he finally returned home he could no longer even speak his own language. He never bade an escape via the shark-and-alligator-infested waters like the famous Papillon, who was incarcerated there in the same period, and instead it was his wits and his French that kept him alive. He learned to make himself useful and fast, despite the frequent beatings and arbitrary stints in solitary confinement. They turned his body into a conduit for the excess sadism of the French state, his mind into a cathedral of humiliations.


I’ve never heard my dad utter a bad word about my grandfather. He’s recounted to me some of the incredibly harsh ways in which he was disciplined by the man, but never anything bitter. As far as I can tell Bashir was heir apparent to Kaci. Like his dad before him he was an incredibly bright and dedicated student. My uncle Abder, however, paints a somewhat different picture. Abder, unlike my dad, was devoid of all ambition. Even to this day he still lives with his mum, in the same house he grew up in. One of the laziest men alive he may well be, but he’s open and warm in a way his other brothers are not. When I went to live with him in my early twenties, I asked him about Kaci. Did prison fuck him up? It must have fucked him up?


‘Of course,’ he replied, raising his index finger to the side of his head, rotating it around to indicate derangement. ‘He could be very extreme, very extreme … I love my father, but also I was scared of this man.’


Built amid several olive groves, the Saoudi house was surrounded by a landscape laden with fruit trees. Beneath the family’s land was a dried-out riverbed that led to a track to the town. In Maillot, many shared their surname, including a café, pharmacy and school named after the extended family.


When Bashir was a small child, he heard stories of French colonial rule; how their army rampaged through the region and seized its land, resulting in the eventual mass famine of its citizens during the Second World War. Elders spoke of the Setif massacre, when the war of independence was triggered by a riot caused by French gendarmerie opening fire on protesters demanding their freedom from colonial rule on VE Day. After the gruesome retribution against French settlers, the military carried out mass executions of rural communities suspected of involvement. Thousands of villagers were subjected to scorched earth; burned, starved and bombed out of existence. Soldiers swarmed onto the land, and random shootings, stories of brutality in other villages and murdered livestock left a climate of terror and deep trauma in the region. Bashir often heard uncles and grandparents in their yard recall stories of the French. Stories which could be erased from books, or forbidden in public, but there was no rule to prevent colonial truth being spoken behind closed doors.


Bashir’s mother was so traumatised by the experience it left her dependent on Valium for the rest of her life. She experienced seizures and would often faint. In an attempt to revive her, the family would place a sharpened knife in one of her hands and wave strong perfume under her nose.


By the time Michelle moved to Maillot in 1981, many of the old traditions were still prominent. She awoke to the sound of the muezzin at dawn. Her days were spent harvesting fruit, washing, cooking and watching Algerian soap operas not too dissimilar to Crossroads. A rudimentary understanding of the Berber language began to connect, and by the time Bashir arrived from Huddersfield, she had learned the names for food, how to converse in a basic fashion and some of the local greetings.


Although she had a deep affection for her new family, the organic food and the landscape, some other aspects of Algerian life were harder to acclimatise to. Life in the compound could be demanding; running water was temperamental and using the squat toilet was a challenging experience to begin with. It was always the women who collected water from the wadi; between them they used gallon tanks, carrying them up steep banks of the hillside to boil over the stove. In contrast to West Riding, where there was enough rainfall to supply most of the North from its reservoirs, Maillot, in its Northeast African position, was susceptible to painful, arid seasons with little water to draw from the well.


In the depths of summer, when Michelle was invited to a wedding, the female members of the household were packed into a van and driven across the desert. She was given customary gold jewellery and robes to wear, but when she arrived at the banquet, the room was full of women, sitting with the veiled bride, who was instructed to look depressed for three days leading up to the ceremony; it was a ritual obligation for her not to smile. The bride had not yet met the man she was going to marry, and was undoubtedly anxious about her husband, who had been arranged through the family.


Belly dancers and female singers provided entertainment, and the women danced together wearing off-shoulder embroidered dresses, red fouta scarves and filigree Tasfift headdresses set with amber or coral, adorned with silver coins. After her wedding, the bride would be taken to Algiers where her new life would begin. But before that, on the morning after her wedding night, it was custom for the groom’s family to remove the conjugal mattress, check it for blood, and display the stain outside on public view to prove her virginity. An intact hymen would seal the marriage, but without blood on the mattress, the bride would be sent back to her own family, disgraced and shamed, her wedding annulled. It was the ultimate form of public humiliation; one that Michelle was grateful for not having experienced. Her wedding at Huddersfield Registry Office, with sausage rolls and pints of warm bitter to celebrate, was pale by comparison.


My grandmother on my mother’s side in Skelmanthorpe died young, in her early fifties. My memories of her are faint, the approximation of several early childhood encounters at best. When I think of her now, all I recall is a cloud of cigarette smoke and skin the texture of cracked leather. Apparently she died screwing the lodger. I don’t know why this fills me with pride, but it does. My grandfather was a surly miner with an impeccably drab northern wit, who I knew slightly better.


Although I met my Algerian grandfather when I was a little boy, I have no recollection of our encounter. Less familiar, or rather a total mystery to me until recently, is the story of his wife, my only surviving grandparent. I have always known her simply as Jida, the Berber word for Grandma.


We’ve never really been able to have a conversation in person: she is illiterate and, unlike most Algerians, doesn’t speak French, only Kabyle. My French is sub-pidgin and nobody in Maillot speaks good English. The only person in my life who speaks Kabyle and English is my father, so without him around it’s almost impossible to communicate through speech. I visited Jida in the mountains a couple of years ago on my own. She’d hobble into my room every afternoon and sit silently on the bed while I was playing guitar or listening to music. She had a peculiar fondness for the Taxi Driver soundtrack and a song I’d written about womanising called ‘Waterfall’.


She was married at the age of twelve and had her first child at thirteen. For the next fourteen years Jida lived with her first husband and bore five children. Four died in a plague that swept the village, including her husband. Locals called it the illness of Chorfa, which some believed was a curse. When she married Kaci at twenty-eight, he had just returned from Devil’s Island. Together they had five children, with my father being the middle son.


Unless the Muslim way of life is something with which you have become intimately acquainted, I don’t believe you can fully understand the meaning of the word ‘patriarchy’. The root of so many problems in my life stems from the huge gulf between the gender politics of Islam and those of the West. For women like my grandmother, the mattress ritual was something she was accustomed to; morality was embedded in the female body, a territory owned and preserved by men; that was practically beyond question. I can’t imagine the bamboozlement of my mum at the time. She’d never been much further away from home than Scarborough, and suddenly she found herself stranded in the high Atlas having to adhere to this ancient code, a relative prisoner, with no exit strategy whatsoever. To Western ears it may sound like nothing more than hellish, archaic repression, which of course on many levels it is, but there is a harmony and a purity to the culture there that is totally dead over here. That is as beyond question as the obviously sexist iniquity of the social structure.


Upon returning to Algeria as a young man – when I was in my early twenties and all I could think about was sex, when every action, from drug abuse to starting a band, had sexual conquest at its heart – I started to realise the price that we in the West were actually paying for leaving the old ways behind. That our world, with its pagan insistence on sensual gratification screaming out at you from the surface of every magazine, every film, every billboard, had in many ways driven me insane. It had turned me into nothing more than the summation of my physical impulses. That’s not to say I’ve ever been on the cusp of pulling a Yusuf Islam or anything; I’d consistently revert to form within a week of landing back in the UK, but for a brief moment would always be full of a very real disgust for our way of life.


In lots of ways the world of women and the world of men have very little to do with each other in our corner of North Africa; the homestead is the dominion of women, between whom there was a mutually nurturing solidarity that was rather novel to my eyes. Family is still the underlying social structure; that institution hasn’t been left to corrode by the wayside of individualist consumer culture. The generations commingle and support each other the whole way through life. They certainly don’t leave each other to rot in nursing homes. Men may have their trials and tribulations beyond the home, but within its boundaries they are frequently the objects of female ridicule, henpecked and rigorously controlled by their mothers, aunties, sisters and wives. The conflict between these two systems, between that of East and West, would eventually destroy my family. There are people who manage to transcend this gulf, but sadly my parents were not those people.


Today they struggle to talk about each other without slipping into a stream of profanity and denunciation. I’m guessing a great deal of that animosity was borne of the cultural chasm between the two peoples, which drew out like a blade over the course of their marriage. My dad never adopted the Western perspective. He couldn’t adopt it. Bashir was always in Kabylia in his head, and he still is.





One More Faith Bursting into Flames



After their return from Algeria, Bashir was offered a job in computer programming and the family moved to Southampton. Michelle’s second son was born in the coastal city’s Princess Anne Hospital in 1986.


The baby was born in a transverse position, his spine on hers, with his shoulders blocking his way out of the uterus. On that cold March afternoon, as cherry blossom petals drifted in the spring breeze outside, doctors feared he would not survive the delivery. They informed Michelle there was a risk to her own life, with some mothers suffering fatal ruptures as the baby struggles in utero. When his head finally appeared it was misshapen, with one ear bent backwards from the rough ride. Michelle held him in her arms and stared at the writhing infant, who looked uncanny with his soft skull, pronounced dimples and thick black hair. Like all mothers, she swore that one day he was going to be something special. He would have a better life than the one she had experienced. The child would be named Lias.


A bright baby from the offset, Lias had an unusual appearance, with a long skinny frame and coal-black eyes. Physically, he was the opposite of Tam, who was chubby and lazy, and wouldn’t walk or talk until he was two. Baby Tam sat on the rug all day, with no interest in playing, moving or making a noise. Michelle joked that she could leave him home alone, spend the afternoon shopping, and when she returned, he would still be sat in the same place, staring at the wall. He was the original baby Buddha, docile in the extreme. In contrast, Lias walked at ten months, and by the time he was a year old was making conversation.


Bashir’s job took the family to the west coast of Ireland, and Lias spent his formative years running through fields near a modest pebbledash bungalow in Castlegar, on the borders of Galway and Connemara, situated by the lush green fringes of Menlo Park.


Upon their arrival, Tam found his feet with a group of friends, mostly the sons of local farmers. Their raucous behaviour and surreal sense of humour appealed to him, as did the free-range life. Tam would play in the hay bales with them, riding on tractors with their elder brothers, and spent his waking hours scaling stone walls, playing Cowboys and Indians. At eight years of age he now had complete freedom, and the crumbling castles that surrounded the area stimulated the imagination.


Tam’s new friends from the village were ruddy-faced farm boys and an antidote to his annoying little brother, who at two years old had reached the age where he wanted to tag along but was often pushed aside. The rough and tumble of country life was perfectly suited to Tam’s character; he drank creamy unpasteurised milk from a churn, mucked out pigpens and became a dab hand at hurling, Galway’s sport of choice.


One afternoon he jumped in the car with his friend, who whispered to him in the backseat, ‘Something’s gonna go down, come with us.’ The car was driven by his friend’s father, who pumped out Wet Wet Wet from the car stereo, smoking roll-ups as they darted through back lanes. The car stopped at a Traveller site, where caravans were parked in a line by the side of a wall. Tam tried to open the car door but was told, ‘Stay here, just watch, don’t come out,’ and he stared out of the window as a gang of farmers dragged women and children out of their caravans. The women screamed, ‘T’era t’era t’era’, and their children cried and then the Traveller men arrived and the farmers beat them with planks of wood. The sun started setting and Tam stared at his feet as he heard the cracking, crunching sound of teeth knocked out and the breaking of bones and the wailing of young girls sobbing for their daddies and heads being stamped upon and then the raining of petrol as the farmers doused each caravan and threw lighters onto the fuel. The fire rampaged through the site burning each last vardo to ash. After he arrived home, Michelle asked him if he’d had a good time playing that day. ‘It was alright,’ he said. ‘Not much happened.’ When he fell to sleep that night, in a bunk bed above his brother, the imprint of the caravans’ raging flames was the only thing his mind could see.


The isolated position of the family’s rented bungalow was exacerbated by the lack of public transport, and Michelle spent her afternoons cycling to the shop many miles away, racing through the verdant landscape, with Lias sitting on the front basket seat wrapped tight in a cagoule. Rain emptied on the village each day, with storms rolling in from the tumultuous North Atlantic Ocean. As soon as he was old enough, Lias ditched the stabilisers and started to cycle on his own around the lanes. This was his first taste of freedom, yet it soon came to an abrupt halt when he was set upon by a group of boys who pushed the pint-pot Lias off his bike, spitting and kicking at him for a reason he couldn’t understand. He returned home sniffling with a small cut to his left eyebrow, and Michelle threatened to wring their bloody necks if she ever got hold of them.


His infant classes at St Nicholas’ Parochial School had an informal approach to education, with a focus on play. It was, however, a Catholic school, and the religious undertone gave Lias his first taste of rebellion. One afternoon in class, the teacher handed out a series of simple Bible questions for the children to answer and left to speak to a colleague in the adjacent classroom. Sensing an opportunity, Lias, who was only five at the time, crawled up onto the teacher’s desk and started dancing in front of the whole class, who began to laugh. Egged on by the attention, he shook his rear end at his cheering classmates, and proceeded to drop his trousers, pulling a full moon and flashing his entire nether regions for the audience, up and down, from side to side, and then flailing himself about as the teacher’s pens and notebooks were trampled beneath his feet. Suddenly, the room fell silent. Lias was shaking his bare bottom, facing the blackboard. He heard a cough, and turned around to see the teacher with her arms crossed and a beetroot face shouting, ‘Get down from there, boy!’


He was dragged by the scruff of his neck, along the parquet floor corridor and straight to the headmaster’s office, where he was reprimanded beneath the gaze of Jesus on the cross. A phone call was made to his father, with an irate threat of expulsion for his public indecency, and within an hour Bashir had driven to the school to collect his son. They drove in ominous silence back to the house as Lias anticipated what was coming next. He would be given the traditional Algerian punishment for his indiscretion. Within moments of walking through the door, and despite Michelle’s protestations, Bashir delivered a cruel discipline to his youngest boy, who gritted his teeth until he almost bit his tongue. But even the solid hiding couldn’t shake the exhibitionism out of him. One day Lias would have his revenge on his father, that much he knew.


Brighton was first on the bill. Nathan, Saul and I popped a few ecstasy pills and went looking for a party post-gig. We ended up crashing a do at someone’s house. Everything was fine until around five in the morning. By that time all trace of womankind had aborted the session, leaving behind them a festering amalgam of rejected male sexual energies. The vibe took a sudden shift. With nobody to show off in front of, our unwitting hosts turned on the unfamiliar in their midst. Before managing to hot-tail it out of there Nathan had been headbutted square in the temple by one of the ‘lads’ on account of his not being ‘one of the lads’. Waking up in the Travelodge after around forty-two seconds’ sleep later that morning it occurred to me that road life might not amount to everything it was cracked up to be.


By the time we hit Sheffield halfway through the tour I was quite certain I’d taken the wrong path in life and made an irreversible mockery of my own future. I found myself alone outside the Harley venue that afternoon staring up at our tour poster. We called it ‘The Tour of Struggle’. Upon the poster little cartoon versions of the band were marching around in a white void. I remembered the excitement with which I’d reacted when first shown the image by Georgia Keeling, the artist responsible. I began remembering a life that had come before finding myself trapped in that void, as hollow-eyed as one of her freakish depictions. That we had seven more dates to fulfil and zero days off was a fact I simply couldn’t compute. A few stray tears even ran down my face. I was reaching the apotheosis of my self-pity.
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