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Chapter One


Zaq was sitting in traffic going nowhere fast when his phone rang. He saw Jags’ name on the screen and hit the green button. ‘Hey, how you doing?’


‘All right. What you up to?’


‘Not much. I’m stuck in traffic near Ealing Common.’


‘Shouldn’t you have finished work already?’


‘Yeah, but that idiot Sid sent me out on another drop last thing and now I’ve hit the Friday evening rush. I knew this’d happen.’


‘You should’ve told him to stick it.’


‘Wish I had. But he said he had this urgent delivery that had to go out today. Shits wasn’t back – probably parked up somewhere having a joint – so I had to do it.’


Shits was the other driver at Brar Building Supplies, whose family nickname, Bits, had been bastardised to Shits by his workmates.


‘Bummer,’ Jags said. ‘What you up to this evening? Fancy coming to mine? Uncle Lucky’s here, says he needs to talk to us.’


‘Us? Why me?’


‘Don’t know. He said to call you round, though.’


‘You don’t suppose they’ve finally found a girl dumb enough to marry you, do you? Maybe he wants me there to help convince you.’


‘Get out of it. Better not be. And anyway, why would my mum and dad send my uncle? Why not come themselves?’


‘True.’ The traffic crept forward a few car-lengths. What was going on? Had there been an accident up ahead at the lights? ‘The yard’ll be shut by now,’ Zaq decided. ‘I might as well head straight to yours and drop the van off later. Dunno how long I’ll be, though.’


‘That’s cool. See you in a bit.’


The traffic inched forward again. There had indeed been an accident: two cars had collided at the main junction by the common. Once Zaq made it past them, there was just the usual rush-hour grind to contend with. He thought about cutting through the back of Ealing over to the A40 but figured it’d probably end up taking just as long, so he stuck to the straight route along the Uxbridge Road, passing through Ealing and Hanwell before he hit his home turf of Southall.


Zaq had been born and brought up in the large, close-knit Asian community there, and it was where he’d lived practically his whole life, except for eighteen months in his own place in Greenwich and five years at Her Majesty’s pleasure. When he’d bought his flat he couldn’t wait to get away from Southall, but when he was banged up all that time he couldn’t wait to get back to it. It was a strange feeling to be back now. Though it was still home, he couldn’t help feeling a bit of an outsider. So much had changed while he’d been away – not least of all himself.


Now he was back, he appreciated all the things he’d thought he wanted to leave behind. The too-familiar sights and sounds, places and people. Turned out those were exactly the things he’d missed the most. As he drove along the Broadway, he took in the bright, bold colours that assailed the eye from window displays, signs, lights, and the Asian clothing worn by so many of the area’s inhabitants. The Bhangra and Hindi music blaring out from the Indian shops and street stalls competed with raised voices speaking a myriad languages, the most common being Punjabi and English; and hunger-inducing smells emanated from the restaurants and takeaway joints – onion, ginger, garlic and chillies, mingling with the aroma of chicken and lamb curries, French fries and pizza. To top it all off, the glitter and sparkle of Indian gold and jewellery gave the whole place a magical, otherworldly feel. In the dusk and summer heat, it felt like a high street plucked from the heart of the Punjab itself and dropped into west London.


Zaq couldn’t help but feel uplifted as he drove through it all – like a battery being recharged. No matter what had changed, this was where he belonged. It was where his heart felt at home.


He passed the place where the Hambrough Tavern used to stand, a landmark from the riots in 1981, and left the Broadway behind, heading on into Hayes, where Jags lived.


‘You made it, then?’ Jags said, when he opened the door. Zaq and Jags had been best friends since childhood and were still pretty much permanent fixtures in each other’s lives. Jags was about the same height as Zaq, though slightly leaner in build. His dark hair was stylishly ruffled, his beard shaped and trimmed close. His brown eyes held their usual mischievous glint, though if ever there was trouble they’d turn hard as shards of iron. He was dressed in lightweight grey sweatpants and a Batman T-shirt. ‘Fancy a drink?’


‘I could murder a beer.’


In the L-shaped lounge-kitchen-diner, Jags’ uncle Lucky was sitting on one of the sofas, looking unusually serious. He was a stout, generally jovial character, athletic in his younger days, his body now padded out by a fondness for drink and easy living. His hair was cropped short, more grey than black, and he was dressed in dark jeans and a dark polo shirt. His name was actually Lakhbir, but he’d been called Lucky all his life.


‘Kidaah, Uncle?’ Zaq said, and shook his hand. Even though Lucky was Jags’ relative not Zaq’s, Zaq called him Uncle too, partly out of respect for an elder, but mainly because he and Jags had grown up so closely that they were practically part of each other’s families.


‘Teek uh,’ Lucky said, though he sounded anything but OK.


‘Uncle, you want another beer?’


Lucky looked uncomfortable, the lines in his face suddenly deeper, more pronounced. ‘Got anything stronger?’


Jags raised an eyebrow. ‘Might have a bottle of Black Label somewhere.’


Lucky nodded, and Zaq sat down on the sofa opposite him. ‘How’s business?’ he asked.


Lucky had left school at sixteen with no qualifications and got a job at a garage as a trainee mechanic. He’d been rubbish academically, but out in the real world he’d discovered he had a natural affinity for cars and engines. In those days, in Southall, everyone had had a car but no one had much money, so before long Lucky was fixing up his mates’ cars outside of work. Soon he’d had so many people coming to him, he’d been able to convince his dad to lend him the money to set up his own garage. Now he owned three large garages, in Southall, Hounslow and Hayes, as well as a showroom for buying and selling cars.


‘Business is good,’ he said. ‘All this austerity bullshit means people are holding on to their motors longer, which means they need to get them fixed more. Works well for me, if not everyone else. Saw your name in the papers a while back … what’s happening with that court case you were involved in?’


‘Nothing right now. The guys are all banged up on remand until the actual trial. It’ll be the end of the year some time, I think. There’s a lot of them involved, so I suppose there’s a pile of evidence to go through and get straight.’


Lucky nodded. ‘You have to go court too?’


‘Yeah, as a witness. Not that I know much. I just got caught up in things at the end.’


This wasn’t strictly true, but Zaq was circumspect. There were only four people who knew the truth about what had really happened with the Brar brothers and Mahesh Dutta’s gang. Two of them were in the house – and Jags’ uncle wasn’t one of them.


‘Way it looks,’ Lucky said, ‘those fuckers are going down for a long time.’


Zaq shrugged. Jags came back carrying two bottles of beer in one hand and a tumbler of whisky in the other. He set the drinks down on the coffee table between the sofas. Lucky held up the tumbler. ‘What’s this?’


‘Black Label, like you wanted,’ Jags said.


‘I mean, what sort of shot is it? Just bring the bottle – and get some ice too.’


Jags rolled his eyes at Zaq, who knew exactly what he was thinking, and headed back to the kitchen. The last thing he wanted was for his uncle to get drunk here and then have to take him home. Jags’ aunt would not be impressed, and Lucky would deflect any blame on to his nephew. It wouldn’t be the first time.


Jags returned with a half-full bottle of Black Label and a bowl of ice with a spoon. He put them close to his uncle, picked up his beer and sat down next to Zaq.


Lucky tripled the measure Jags had poured. ‘Now that’s what you call a proper shot.’ He raised the tumbler in salute and knocked the whole lot back in one long swallow, exhaled a slow appreciative breath, and put the glass down. He refilled it to the same level. This time he added an ice cube and let the drink sit in front of him. Its presence seemed to have a calming effect on him.


‘So, Uncle,’ Jags said. ‘What did you want to talk to me and Zaq about?’


Lucky picked up his drink and took a hefty swallow. He kept hold of the glass and breathed deeply before he spoke. ‘I need your help.’


The way he said it, Zaq figured it had to be more than just some simple building or decorating project, which was what he usually roped them in for.


‘OK … ’ Jags said. ‘What with?’


Lucky was clearly trying to work out what to say. ‘Your auntie and me,’ he began, ‘we went to a wedding last week. You know Diggy?’


‘Yeah, he runs your place in Hayes, don’t he?’


Lucky nodded. ‘Well, it was his youngest boy’s wedding. Big do – he invited a load of us from work.’


Sounded to Zaq like the perfect excuse for a piss-up.


‘So,’ Lucky continued, ‘I got drinking with some of the guys from the girl’s side too, having a proper party and all that. Later on, we were still sitting around having a few shots, and they started talking about a card game … ’


Uh-oh. As soon as Lucky mentioned a card game Zaq thought he knew where it was going. Jags’ uncle might’ve been Lucky by name, but when it came to gambling he was nothing of the sort. He’d probably lost money and needed to borrow some to help cover whatever he owed and keep it quiet from his wife, who was well aware of his gambling problem. Either that, or he wanted their help with some sort of dubious scheme to make a bit of quick cash.


‘A bunch of them,’ Lucky went on, ‘get together once a month for a poker night, at one of their houses – get some food in, drinks, you know, make a night of it. Their next game was the day after the wedding, and they invited me and a couple of the other guys along. I thought, why not? Go along, have a drink, something to eat, bit of a laugh, play some cards, no big deal.’ He took another swig of his whisky. ‘Well, it all started off friendly enough, but then I guess the more we drank and played, the more serious it got.’


‘Serious how?’ Jags asked, though Zaq was sure they both knew.


‘We ended up playing for silly money.’ Lucky didn’t look happy; he must’ve lost a significant amount. He took another hit of whisky. ‘But I was on a roll, I’m telling you, proper winning streak. End of the night, just a few of us left, we decided to have one last game. The stakes kept getting higher and higher. I had a fucking great hand – all four aces and a jack. It was a winning hand, I was sure of it.’


‘So, what happened?’


‘Ended up just two of us left, me and this guy Shergill, whose house it was. Everyone else had dropped out.’


‘And … ?’


‘I ran out of money.’


‘What? You just folded and gave it all away?’


A strange expression passed over Lucky’s face. He seemed a bit peaky, as though he wanted to be sick. ‘No, I didn’t,’ he said, looking like someone who’d just discovered they’d shat their pants.


Zaq and Jags waited for him to tell them what he had done. He took another belt of whisky.


‘You know your auntie’s necklace … ?’


‘Which neck—?’ Jags started to say before it hit him. ‘You mean the antique one, the family heirloom? With the emeralds and the other big stones and that?’ They could tell by Lucky’s pained look that he did. ‘What the hell have you done? Auntie’ll kill you if she finds out!’ It wasn’t just a figure of speech. OK, so she might not actually kill him, but there was every chance he’d end up needing hospital treatment.


‘It was Monday night,’ Lucky said, holding his hands out, palms up, gesturing like it wasn’t his fault. ‘She’d worn the necklace to the wedding, wanted to show it off. We don’t keep it at home, not with all the fucking break-ins happening all the time, fuckers after all the Indian gold and jewellery desi families have. We keep it in a safety deposit box at the bank. I took it to work with me on Monday, so I could put it back during the day. Only things got bloody hectic and I didn’t have time. Then it got too late. So I figured I’d just do it the next day. I had it with me when I went to the card game.’


‘You didn’t just bet it away, did you, Uncle?’ Jags asked.


‘I’m not that stupid,’ Lucky growled. ‘I just used it as a marker to cover me for the game. I needed five grand to stay in.’


‘Five grand!’


‘And another five to see him, so ten in all. The necklace is worth way more than that, so it easily covered the bet.’


‘Then what happened?’


‘He played his hand. Fucker only had a straight flush, king high.’ Lucky must’ve seen the blank looks on Zaq and Jags’ faces. ‘A straight flush beats four of a kind.’


‘Shit,’ Jags said.


They were quiet for a moment.


‘But you only put the necklace down as a marker,’ Zaq said. ‘So, all you got to do is give the guy the ten grand and get it back.’


Lucky’s queasy expression transformed into a sour look. ‘I tried that already.’


‘And … ?’


He shook his head. ‘Bastard said he’d changed his mind. Decided to keep the necklace.’


Zaq frowned. ‘He can’t do that, can he?’


‘Well, he has. Told me it was up to him, as he won. Said I could keep the money. I told him the necklace is worth a lot more and he knows it. Probably shouldn’t have said that. Anyway, I started to get mad and he fucking threw me out of his house.’


‘So what do you want us to do?’ Jags asked.


‘I thought we could go and see him again, try and get him to give back the necklace for what I owe. I’ll even throw in a couple of grand extra, as interest or whatever. I was hoping you’d come with me.’


Jags looked at Zaq. ‘What d’you think?’


Zaq shrugged. ‘Sure, why not? Might help if you don’t lose your temper this time though, Uncle. Just try reasoning with him. Hopefully, he’ll see sense and take the money.’


‘OK. Shall we go tomorrow? I need to get it back as soon as possible.’


‘I suppose we could go after I finish work,’ Zaq said. ‘I should be done by about five, so let’s say six o’clock.’


‘I’ll pick you both up.’ His mood lightening, Lucky lifted his glass only to find it empty. He grabbed the bottle, poured himself another finger of whisky, knocked it back and looked at them, concern tightening his features. ‘Let’s keep this just between us, right? Don’t mention it to anyone, especially not your auntie, or your mum and dad.’


‘Sure, no problem,’ Zaq said. Jags agreed too.


‘Thanks, boys,’ Lucky said with a grin. He got to his feet. ‘I better get home for dinner. See you tomorrow.’


‘You sure you should drive after those whiskies, Uncle?’ Jags said. ‘I can call you a cab.’


‘Aw, jah purreh,’ Lucky said, waving him off. ‘Those were nothing, just little pegs. I’ll be home before they have any effect. You youngsters don’t know what real drinking is.’


‘I know what drink-driving is.’


‘I’ve never been pulled over for that.’


‘Maybe that’s where all your luck went.’


‘Cheeky bugger.’


Jags showed his uncle out then came back to the lounge. ‘Why d’you say we’d go tomorrow? We’re going out with the girls, ain’t we?’


‘Yeah, but we’re meeting them at eight, right? I’ll get home, shower and change, then we’ll go with Lucky and sort his shit out. He can drop us off in Ealing straight after, in time to see the girls.’


‘Why not do it Sunday?’


‘Man, I’d rather just get it out of the way tomorrow and chill on Sunday.’


‘All right. What d’you want to do now?’


‘It’s gone eight. I’m going to head home. The guys’ll have got some food in, so I’ll probably just eat, have a drink and go to bed.’


‘We can always order something here.’


‘I know, but I’d still have to drive back later, which’d be a drag. And I got to get up for work in the morning. Least if I go back I’ll be able to have a couple of beers, and the guys’ll do my head in so I won’t stay up too late. Don’t get me wrong, you do my head in too, it’s just they’ll do it a lot quicker. Besides, I’m seeing you tomorrow anyway … ’


‘Yeah, yeah, OK. Go on, get the fuck out of my house.’


Zaq smiled. ‘I love you too, mate.’









Chapter Two


Zaq followed the aroma of food to the communal lounge-kitchen at the rear of the house and stuck his head through the open doorway. All five of the guys he shared the place with were seated at the dining table. ‘Leave some for me, you greedy sods.’


His housemates, who were all Sikh, looked around. Zaq was the only Muslim in the house, and even though he wasn’t religious in any way it had caused some friction when he’d first moved in. It had been a bigger deal than the fact he’d just been released from prison. But over time they’d come to accept him as one of them and now, most of the time, the matter of religion never even came up.


‘Where the fuck you been?’ Bal said, round a mouthful of naan. ‘Weren’t sure if you were coming or you’d gone out.’


‘Well, I’m here now. I’ll just dump my stuff upstairs.’


‘Phudi da, better hurry up then, innit.’


Zaq took the stairs two at a time. His was a double room at the front of the house that he paid extra to have to himself. After five years of sharing cells, he valued his privacy. The room was clean, tidy and basically furnished. A bed and nightstand on one side, a double wardrobe, drawers, clothes rail and a full-length mirror on the other. Over by the bay window was a chair with a pile of folded clothes, and a small IKEA desk with his laptop on it. On the floor near the desk were several sets of dumbbells, and a punchbag that he kept meaning to hang somewhere.


Downstairs again, he grabbed a plate and fork and dished himself some seekh kebab, karahi lamb, chilli paneer and butter chicken, along with jeera rice and a tandoori naan from the various containers laid out on the table. He and his housemates usually took turns to cook during the week, but Friday and Saturday nights they’d invariably opt for a takeaway and some booze. They’d all chip in some cash and order from their favourite Indian place, some of the guys not being at all adventurous about food, though on occasion they’d have a Thai or Chinese. The alcohol would be beer, whisky, Bacardi and vodka; no gin or any other more exotic liquors for these guys – they weren’t exactly what anyone would call sophisticated drinkers. As usual, they’d ordered too much, so there was still plenty left. It wasn’t as piping hot as Zaq liked, so he gave it a blast in the microwave. While it was heating up, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and poured it into a pint glass. The fact that he liked a drink was a major point in his favour as far as his housemates were concerned.


‘Kidaah?’ Manjit greeted him. The big Sikh builder was out of his work clothes and highly colour-co-ordinated in black Adidas tracksuit bottoms, a black T-shirt and a pristine black turban, all of which matched his thick black beard.


‘I’m good,’ Zaq said, sitting down at the end of the table. ‘Bloody starving though.’ He grabbed a piece of seekh kebab in a bit of naan and started to eat. It was a favourite of his: he’d been thinking about it since lunchtime. Damn, it tasted good. He finished chewing, swallowed and washed it down with a few gulps of cold beer. ‘Ahhh,’ he sighed, expelling some of the stress of the day. ‘I got held up in traffic then had to go see Jags.’


‘Left it any later, you’d have been cooking your own dinner.’


‘Shut up, we always order too much.’


‘Yeah, but we don’t waste it, though. We keep going till it’s all gone. Talking of which … ’ Manjit reached over and spooned more rice and butter chicken on to his plate.


‘Seconds?’ Zaq asked.


‘Thirds, mate. Still got some room left.’


After they’d eaten, they all sat around with full bellies, shooting the shit, taking the piss out of each other and gossiping. Zaq had another beer, knowing the others were waiting for their food to go down before starting on the spirits. They’d usually wait for either Manjit or Bal to crack open a bottle: Manjit because he was the biggest of the bunch and they kind of deferred to him because of that, and Bal because he was the loudest and meanest, and no one wanted to get on the wrong side of him. Zaq figured he must have a metabolism like a goddam furnace; he ate and drank whatever he wanted, in no small quantity, and it never seemed to affect him. He didn’t even put on any weight. An inch or so shorter than Zaq, and broader, Bal was as solid as a lump of rock that had been chiselled to resemble a stocky Asian plumber.


It wasn’t long before Bal got Lax to pass him the bottle of Chivas Regal. He broke the seal on the bottle and held it up, offering to pour shots for everyone else. They all knew better than to accept. Bal’s measures were the complete opposite of what you’d get in a pub – three-quarters of a glass of whisky with a splash of Coke, instead of the other way round. And if he poured it for you, you had to drink it. Bal gave a shrug, poured himself a mega-shot, dropped in some ice and added so little Coke it hardly seemed worth bothering. ‘Chak de phatte,’ he saluted, and took a drink.


Once Bal was sorted, it seemed to be a signal for the others. Lax grabbed the whisky and poured normal shots for himself and Dips. Pali, the oldest of the housemates by several years, opted for vodka and got up to get some tonic water from the fridge.


‘Zaq, OK if I use some of your lime?’


‘Yeah, go ahead.’ Zaq always kept some limes handy, to cook with and also to squeeze into his Bacardi and Coke. For now, though, he was happy to finish off his beer. ‘You not having a shot?’ he asked Manjit, who still had a beer too.


‘Might have one in a bit, but I got work tomorrow and I want to hit the gym after. I’ll have a proper drink tomorrow night.’


‘Yeah, I got work too, then I’m out tomorrow night. I’ll have a few then.’


None of the guys had cushy office jobs. They either worked shift patterns or had jobs where they needed to go in on a Saturday, which meant most of them had to be up for work the next morning, so they wouldn’t drink too much tonight. All except Bal, who didn’t give a shit what day it was and would happily put away a bottle of whisky any night he felt like it. Six or seven years ago it wouldn’t have worried Zaq either. For one thing, he’d had a well-paying job that didn’t require him to work weekends, and in any case he never used to think twice about having a few mid-week drinks and going in to work slightly hungover. It was all par for the course back then.


Now things were very different. Prison had that effect.


‘Oi, who’s doing the dishes?’ Bal demanded, from the other end of the table.


With the dishwasher out of order, they took it in turns to wash up after they all ate together. If you cooked you were excused, and anyone cooking for themselves had to clean their own stuff. All eyes turned to Lax. The skinny twenty-three-year-old was treated by the others rather like an annoying younger brother.


‘What?’ he said. ‘Ain’t my turn. I did it last time.’


‘No, you didn’t,’ Pali said. ‘I did.’


‘Yeah, that’s right,’ Manjit agreed. ‘And it was me and then Zaq before that.’


‘What about Dips?’


‘Don’t even go there,’ Dips retorted. ‘You know I took my turn, ’cause you slipped in a mug and plate from upstairs you should’ve washed yourself.’


That only left Bal. Lax looked at him. ‘What?’ Bal barked.


‘Nothing.’ Lax got up and started collecting the dishes.


Zaq didn’t know why Lax was making such a big deal of it: the takeaway containers would all go in the bin, so all he had to do was wash their plates, glasses and cutlery – no pots and pans. He was a right lazy shit at times.


‘Seeing as you’re doing all that,’ Bal said with a smirk, ‘there’s some plates and glasses next to my bed. You might as well run up and get them too.’ Bal and Lax shared a room, as did Dips and Pali.


Lax grunted and took the pile of plates to the sink. Then he went off upstairs. Zaq and the others carried on drinking and chatting. Lax came back carrying a small stack of dirty dishes that couldn’t all have been Bal’s.


‘You going to have a shot?’ Bal asked when he saw Zaq had finished his beer.


‘Yeah, one,’ Zaq said. ‘Manj?’


Manjit had finished his beer too. ‘I’ll have one of yours.’


Zaq took their pint glasses to the sink and deposited them there for Lax to wash.


‘Thanks,’ Lax said, his tone stripping the word of any gratitude at all.


Zaq got two tall glasses from the cupboard and returned to the table where he half-filled each with ice. He opened the Bacardi and poured two sensible but generous shots, topped them up with Coke, then grabbed two quarters of lime from the plate in front of Pali and squeezed one into each glass. Theirs being a classy joint, he used a clean knife to stir the drinks before passing one to Manjit. They clinked glasses then raised them to the others. ‘Cheers.’


‘Fucking girlie drinks,’ Bal grumbled.


‘It tastes good,’ Zaq said. ‘What’s wrong with that? I want to enjoy it. I ain’t trying to teach my liver a lesson.’


Bal just huffed. As far as he was concerned, if alcohol didn’t scorch its way through you, you weren’t doing it right.


Dishes done, Lax rejoined them. He’d finished his whisky while washing up so Dips poured him another and told him to stop being such a grumpy bhen chaud. They sat around, drinking and taking the piss, first out of Lax then out of each other, laughing and cursing in a mash-up of English and Punjabi. It would have been quite easy to stay and carry on, but Zaq was tired and had to be up early. He finished his drink and stood up.


‘Where you going? Have another one,’ Dips said.


‘Nah, I got to get up for work.’


‘So do we.’


‘Yeah, but I got to drive all day, so I better not have any more.’ Zaq washed his glass and left it on the dish rack to dry. ‘See you guys tomorrow,’ he said, and went up to bed.









Chapter Three


He was woken by his phone ringing, pulling him from the depths of sleep. He forced an eyelid open. It was still dark. What the hell time was it? He grabbed the phone. The time on the screen read 02.56. Who the fuck was calling him at that hour? He didn’t recognise the caller’s number. It had to be a mistake. He rejected the call and closed his eyes, hoping to fall straight back to sleep.


A few seconds passed … and his phone rang again.


What the hell? The same number was calling again. He was sort of awake now anyway, so this time he answered it. ‘Hello.’ His voice was still thick with sleep.


‘Is that Zaq?’ an urgent male voice wanted to know. ‘Tariq’s brother?’


‘Yeah,’ he said, his tone making his annoyance clear. ‘Who’s that?’


‘My name’s Prit. I’m a mate of Tariq’s.’


‘What d’you want? You know what time it is?’


‘Yeah, sorry. Look, it’s Tariq – he’s in hospital.’


Zaq was instantly wide awake. ‘What’s happened?’


‘We got jumped by some guys. They really fucked him up.’


‘Where are you? Which hospital?’


‘Hillingdon.’


‘Stay there. I’m on my way.’


Zaq rushed to the bathroom and splashed some cold water on his face to wake himself up. Then he threw on a pair of jeans, a T-shirt and a scuffed pair of Nike Air Max, grabbed his phone, wallet, keys and a tracksuit top, bounded downstairs and left the house.


Outside, everything was quiet. The stark white LED streetlights cast harsh shadows. Zaq pulled on his black Adidas tracksuit top as he strode out of the drive, past Bal’s and Manjit’s parked vans to his own recently bought car, a ten-year-old Volkswagen Golf. It needed work but the engine was fairly sound and it got him around, which was all that mattered. He could have bought something better with the money Jags had given him, which he had stashed in his room, but he didn’t want to blow it all on a flash motor, or draw any attention to himself. He gunned the engine and took off towards the Broadway.


The streets were practically deserted and he was able to make his way unhindered, unlike daytime when he spent far too long sitting in traffic in this part of west London. As he approached the top of Lady Margaret Road, the light ahead changed to amber. His first instinct was to floor it and streak through the junction as it turned red, but then he remembered he’d had a few drinks earlier and braked instead. He was pretty sure he was OK to drive now, but he didn’t want to risk getting pulled over by the cops. The lights seemed to take an age. Zaq went on amber.


Having spent nearly all his life in the area, he knew the roads well – where you could speed up, where to slow for cameras. He knew he could get there faster but forced himself to stick to the speed limit all the way. When he reached the hospital, he parked, got a ticket from the machine, locked the car and jogged to the entrance.


Almost every seat in the waiting area was taken, people of a wide spectrum of colours, nationalities and ages, all waiting to be seen. The harsh clinical glare of the fluorescent lights desaturated their faces, making them look sick even if they were only there accompanying someone. The scent of antiseptic and disinfectant was only marginally stronger than that of body odour and sweat.


Zaq joined the end of the queue at the reception desk. Immediately in front of him were two men, both clearly having difficulty standing up straight, speaking what sounded like slurred Polish. One of them had a bloody nose and mouth, probably the result of a fall or a fight. Ahead of them was a young Asian couple with a crying infant. At the front of the queue was a middle-aged Somali man who seemed to be holding things up due to communication difficulties; his English was as threadbare as his crumpled brown suit, and the receptionist was having a hard time getting the necessary information out of him.


Zaq had to chew his lip to stop himself swearing. This was a waste of time: he didn’t need to be booked in for treatment. Looking around, he saw double doors at the far end of the waiting room that had to lead to the treatment area. He could see movement through the small window – a nurse about to come out – so he left the queue and made for the doors.


‘Excuse me,’ he said, ‘I’m here to see my brother. He was brought in by ambulance a little while ago. His name’s Tariq Khan.’


The dumpy blonde nurse gave him a harried look. ‘OK, just a minute.’ She called out the name of the next patient. When that person rose from a seat and started towards her, she turned back. ‘What was the name again?’


‘Tariq Khan.’


‘Wait here. I’ll try and find out where he is for you.’


He thanked her, and she escorted her patient through the doors to the treatment area.


‘Are you Zaq?’ a voice behind him said. He turned to see a young Asian guy with a heavily bruised face, white Steri-Strips dressing his cuts. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, shorter and slimmer than Zaq, in clothes that would’ve looked smart if they hadn’t been so crumpled and dishevelled. He couldn’t tell if the guy’s hair was messed up or if it was meant to be that way. ‘I’m Prit. I called you.’


He looked familiar. ‘I know you … ’


‘I been mates with Tariq since high school.’


That was it. He should’ve known, but it’d been years since he’d seen any of his brother’s friends. ‘What the fuck happened?’


Prit swallowed and shook his head. He took a moment to compose himself but, just as he was about to speak, the nurse came back out.


‘Tariq Khan’s brother?’ she asked Zaq. ‘Come with me.’


Zaq turned to Prit. ‘Stay here. I need to talk to you. Let me see Tariq and I’ll come back out.’


He followed the nurse through the doors, past a couple of treatment rooms then on through a larger, more open space lined with bays that housed beds and racks of equipment. Every bay had a patient being treated or waiting to be seen. Zaq looked for Tariq but the nurse led him on to another set of doors, with a sign above that said RESUS ONLY. Zaq knew that wasn’t good. ‘What’s going on?’ he said.


‘The doctors are still treating your brother,’ she told him, sounding more sympathetic now, as she led him through the doors. ‘If you take a seat here—’ she opened a door marked RELATIVES ROOM and ushered him inside ‘—one of them will come and talk to you soon.’


‘Can’t I see him?’


‘Best talk to the doctor first.’


She left him to wait. The room was about the size of a prison cell, only cleaner and more sparsely furnished: some chairs, a coffee table and a drink vending machine. Grey walls and a dark linoleum floor heightened the institutional feel. He found it difficult to sit still, worry making him fidget and move. He ought to be doing something, not sitting around like a lemon. If only there were a punchbag around, something to hit to relieve the stress.


After what was probably only a few minutes but seemed a lot longer, the door opened and a doctor and nurse entered, accompanied by two police officers. The room was suddenly crowded.


‘What’s going on?’ Zaq demanded.


‘Mr Khan? I’m one of the doctors looking after Tariq.’ He took the seat next to Zaq. The nurse sat opposite but the cops remained standing. ‘I’m sorry to have to tell you that your brother’s sustained some serious injuries as the result of an assault.’


‘What sort of injuries?’


‘We still need to do some scans, but X-rays confirm he has a broken jaw, a broken nose, a fracture to the cheek and several broken ribs. He had a collapsed lung, but we’ve managed to stabilise it. He also has a broken wrist and a broken femur.’


Bloody hell. Zaq took it all in and tried to process it.


‘We still have some concerns regarding any internal injuries, and haven’t yet ruled out the possibility of head or neck trauma.’


Fear started to claw at Zaq. The mention of head trauma made him think of Rahul Dutta – only he’d died straight away, on impact, when his head hit the pavement. Tariq was still alive and breathing … at least for now.


‘The fact that he hasn’t woken up since he was brought in is a worry,’ the doctor was continuing, ‘so we’ve put him into an induced coma for the time being, to be on the safe side, until we can rule out any further complications.’


‘Can I see him?’


The doctor stood up. ‘Yes, I’ll take you through. Be prepared, though – with the extent of his injuries, he looks in a bad way. But we’re doing everything we can for him.’


One of the cops held the door open as everyone filed out of the room. The doctor led them to a bay full of medical staff buzzing around a motionless figure on the bed.


If the doctor hadn’t said he was taking him to see his brother, Zaq doubted he would have recognised Tariq. His face, where it wasn’t obscured by breathing apparatus, neck brace and head supports, was puffed up like a balloon, crusted with dried blood and covered in bruises. Both his eyes were swollen shut. A multitude of tubes and wires snaked over his body, connected to an array of monitoring equipment.


‘Fuck … ’ Zaq felt himself start to well up and blinked rapidly.


‘He’s stable at the moment,’ the doctor said. ‘We’re just about to take him for a CT scan. As I said, our main concern’s with any internal injuries or head trauma. Once we’ve ruled those out, we’ll move him up to the Intensive Treatment Unit. Then we’ll consider how bad the break to his wrist is and see if it requires surgery or just a cast. I’m afraid he’s definitely going to need surgery for his femur, probably later today.’


This was more than just some random fight. It seemed as though someone had wanted to kill him.


‘Can I stay here?’ Zaq said.


‘Yes, of course. The CT shouldn’t take long, and they’ll bring him back here until a bed’s available upstairs.’


‘Thanks.’


The doctor gave him an encouraging smile and went to talk to his colleagues. Zaq looked down at his bruised and beaten brother. Fucking hell. He knew better than anyone what a pain in the arse Tariq could be at times, but nothing warranted this. Recalling the injuries the doctor had reeled off to him, Zaq felt sure that whoever had inflicted this on his brother had wanted to cause him serious fucking harm, probably even kill him. But why?


The squawk of a radio made him look over his shoulder. The two policemen who’d been in the relatives’ room were standing just outside the treatment bay, one talking quietly into the radio clipped to his shoulder. Zaq caught the other one’s eye. ‘You know what happened?’


The policeman came over, hands tucked into the top of his equipment-laden stab vest. ‘No details yet, I’m afraid,’ he said. ‘We were called to a fight near a pub in Uxbridge. When we got there we found your brother unconscious, his friend with him. They’d both been attacked but your brother got the worst of it. The attackers had made off.’


‘Anyone see anything?’


‘The only witness at the scene was your brother’s friend. He didn’t see much as he was attacked as well. Could have had something to do with an altercation inside the pub earlier but we don’t know at this stage. Other officers are there talking to people, trying to find anyone who might’ve seen something, and we’ll be checking CCTV in the area, see if we can get anything from that. You don’t happen to know of anyone who might have done this, do you?’


‘No.’ But that wasn’t entirely true, was it?


‘We were hoping to talk to your brother, see if he could tell us anything, but he’s in a pretty bad way. It’ll have to wait till he’s awake.’ The policeman took out a card, jotted a reference number on it and handed it to Zaq. ‘You can contact the incident room directly, if you need to get in touch with us or have any information. Just give the reference number at the top there.’ He gave Zaq a sympathetic half-smile. ‘I hope he gets better soon.’


‘Thanks,’ Zaq said.


The two cops went and spoke to the doctor briefly, then left.


There was a single blue plastic chair in the bay. Zaq pulled it next to the bed and sat down, watching the shallow rise and fall of his brother’s breathing. He reached out and placed a hand on Tariq’s arm. It was the most physical contact he’d had with his brother since he’d got out of prison. They didn’t even shake hands any more.


A confusion of emotions swept through him: shock, grief, helplessness, even fear. But one slowly overrode them all – anger. It bloomed in the pit of his stomach, then spread to rage within him like a forest fire in a hot, dry summer. It was only when he realised he was grinding his teeth and gripping Tariq’s arm too tightly that he let go, took several deep breaths and managed to smother the blaze for the time being.


Shit! He’d have to tell his parents what had happened. They’d be absolutely distraught. Would they blame him? Think it was somehow his fault? Why not? Hadn’t he already wondered the same thing himself? He decided to put it off, at least for a little while. He’d call them later. Better to let them sleep and break it to them at a more reasonable hour. Unless Tariq’s condition deteriorated …


A porter came into the bay, along with a couple of nurses and the doctor he’d spoken to earlier. ‘We’re just going to take Tariq for a CT scan,’ the doctor told him. ‘It won’t take long. You can wait here, or go get a coffee if you like.’


Zaq remembered he’d told Prit to wait for him. ‘I might go out and get some air,’ he said. ‘Will I be able to get back in here?’


‘Just buzz and give Tariq’s name. Say he’s in Resus. They’ll let you in.’


Zaq watched as they wheeled Tariq away on the gurney. Then he followed the signs back to Reception and the exit. He let himself out through the double doors and scanned the waiting area.


Prit saw him at once and stood up ‘How is he?’


‘Not good,’ Zaq said. ‘Let’s go outside and talk.’









Chapter Four


It was the middle of summer and a warm night. Zaq led Prit away from the smokers and people on their phones to get some privacy. ‘What the fuck happened?’


‘I don’t know, man. We’d just left the pub, and a bunch of guys jumped us.’


‘What guys?’


‘I don’t know … but they might’ve been the same fuckers that started on T in the pub earlier. They were looking for trouble.’


‘What d’you mean, they started on him earlier?’


‘I told it all to the cops.’


‘Well, now you can tell me.’


‘We was out for a quiet drink at the Slug and Lettuce, in Uxbridge, just hanging out, chatting, minding our own business, when this guy comes over.’


‘You know him?’


Prit shook his head. ‘Never seen him before.’


‘Then what?’


‘He asked if we were DJs.’


Tariq and a couple of his mates had a DJ business on the side, playing weddings, birthdays and clubs at weekends. His brother had always been into music but Zaq didn’t know much about the DJ business, as it had all taken off while he was in prison.


‘We said yeah, we were,’ Prit continued. ‘Thought maybe he was interested in booking us. But then he asked if we played a wedding in Slough recently.’


‘Did you?’


‘We play weddings all over the place, man – Southall, Hounslow, Slough, Uxbridge, wherever. Then he asked about this one particular wedding, that T and Bongo DJ’d.’


Zaq raised an eyebrow. ‘Bongo?’


Prit shrugged. ‘Yeah, his real name’s Kushwant Bangar. He used to have tabla lessons after school, had to lug his tablas with him. The other kids said his family were so hard up they couldn’t afford phones, used the bongos to communicate with each other. Started calling him Kushy Bongo. Bongo stuck.’


‘OK, then what happened?’


‘T said, yeah, he played the wedding, and the guy just looked at him, nodded and went back to his table.’


‘He on his own?’


‘No, he was sat with a group of other guys.’


‘You recognise any of them?’


Prit shook his head.


‘The guy that came over to you – what did he look like?’


Prit thought about it. ‘He was big – not tall, pumped up though like he did a lot of weights. Same age as me and T, I’d say. His hair was all kind of styled up on his head—’ he demonstrated with his hands ‘—black but with like copper highlights or something. Oh, and one of his front teeth was gold.’


It was a good description. ‘You catch his name?’


‘No.’


‘So he went back to his table – then what?’


‘We thought it was a bit weird but just carried on drinking and forgot about it, until later when T went to the bar to get a round in, and it all kicked off. I was on my phone so didn’t see how it started, but I heard arguing and swearing, and next thing T was surrounded by that guy and his mates. I went over and one of them grabbed me. We was about to get into it when security came over and told that lot to fuck off. Apparently they’d seen them knock the drinks out of T’s hands on purpose, trying to start something.’


‘Did they leave?’


‘Yeah. Gave us cut eyes as they went, but they left.’


‘What you guys do?’


‘T was vexed but we didn’t think it’d be a good idea to leave right after those wankers, so we stayed and got another round.’ Prit stopped, looking off into the distance somewhere. Zaq didn’t say anything, letting him continue in his own time. ‘We left at closing time, to go get something to eat then cab it home. We were just walking along. Fuckers must’ve been waiting for us. They came at us out of nowhere, bundled us behind some shops and went to work on us.


‘One of them got me round the neck while another smacked me in the stomach. I couldn’t breathe. Then they threw me down and started kicking me. Tariq was down too. I saw the rest of them laying into him.’ Prit swallowed a lump in his throat. ‘They were kicking and stamping on him, fucking bad … ’


Zaq’s hands balled into fists as he listened, rage building like thunderclouds before a storm. He forced himself to breathe deeply, exhaling slowly, releasing as much of the anger as he could. There was no point getting mad now. Better to lock it away and save it for when it mattered.


‘I must’ve blacked out or something,’ Prit continued. ‘Next thing I knew, they’d gone. T was just lying there, not moving. I managed to get over to him but he was totally fucking out of it, blood everywhere. I thought he was dead. Then I saw he was breathing. I called 999 and told them to send an ambulance. Cops turned up too.’


They were silent for a moment. ‘Thanks for staying with him,’ Zaq said finally, ‘and for coming here and calling me. How d’you get my number?’


‘I already had it. Tariq gave it to me a few months back, when there was some trouble. He said some guys were after you and maybe him too. Told me if anything happened to him, to call you straight away.’ Prit looked at him, frowning. ‘You don’t think it’s the same guys, do you?’


‘I don’t know,’ Zaq said. ‘I thought that was all taken care of … only now I ain’t so sure. But I’m going to find out.’ All he had to go on so far, though, was the wedding and the arsehole with the gold tooth. ‘This wedding the guy was on about in the pub – you know where, or whose it was?’


‘No. Like I said, I didn’t work that one. We should have a booking form for it somewhere, though. Bongo would probably remember.’


‘You got his number?’ Prit nodded. ‘Let me have it. I’ll call him later.’


Prit took out his phone and read off Bongo’s number, which Zaq saved to his own phone. ‘Thanks, Prit. I better go back in and check on Tariq, see what the doctors are saying. How you getting home?’


‘Cab.’


Zaq stuck out his hand. ‘Thanks again, man, for looking out for him.’


They shook hands. ‘I just hope he’s going to be OK,’ Prit said.


‘You and me both.’









Chapter Five


Zaq got back to Resus as Tariq was being brought back from having his CT scan. The porter manoeuvred the bed into place in the treatment bay. The doctors and nurses moved quickly and purposefully, doing what they needed to do, the atmosphere one of quiet determination.


Zaq approached the doctor he’d spoken to earlier. ‘What did the scan show?’


‘We’re waiting for a consultant to take a look and give us a verdict, then we’ll be able to decide what to do next. For now, we’ll keep an eye on Tariq here until there’s a bed in the Intensive Treatment Unit, then we’ll move him up. Sorry not to have any more for you just yet.’


‘Can I still stay with him?’


‘Of course. You can go up with him too, when he’s moved.’


‘Thanks.’


Zaq sat down in the chair beside the bed. The medical staff were now busy with other patients, apart from a nurse who was checking Tariq as he lay there, still as a paving slab. The warm brown of his skin contrasted with the cold white of the bandages and dressings, punctuated here and there by dark red where blood had seeped through.


Now the initial shock of seeing his brother’s battered body had passed, Zaq took a long, hard look at him. Who the fuck’s done this to you? And why?


The answer that pushed its way to the front of Zaq’s mind, now as earlier, was that it might be connected to him. Tariq had been targeted before, simply for being his brother. Was this attack related to that? Had Mahesh Dutta, sitting in his prison cell, finally figured out who might’ve put him there and sent people to get payback? Or was it completely unrelated, a problem Tariq had with someone else? Zaq didn’t know. He needed to find out though, one way or another. But then what? The answer was simple – track down whoever was responsible and deal with them, any way he had to, so it didn’t happen again.


He still had to tell his parents what had happened. It wasn’t something he was looking forward to. His mum would fly into hysterics, weeping and wailing all over the gaff. His dad would be the complete opposite, bottling everything up, stoic as a brick wall. Zaq was sure he’d wind up bearing some of the blame, even if it was nothing to do with him. He had to find out who was behind the attack, to be sure if it was because of him or not. If it had nothing to do with him, at least his conscience would be clear and he could tell his parents it wasn’t related to him. Whatever the reason, he’d give the fucking scumbags that did it a taste of their own medicine, see how they fucking liked it.


That was for later, though. Right now, he had to think of the best way to break the news to his mum and dad. He could picture the look he’d get from his parents when they got here: the combination of pain and disappointment they could never really hide whenever they looked at him, their ex-con son who’d ruined his own life, and by extension theirs, through a split-second reaction that had resulted in a death. And now, when they saw what had happened to Tariq, that pain and disappointment would be amplified even more.


They’d feel that as the elder brother he should’ve been looking out for Tariq, keeping him out of trouble, ensuring he didn’t make the same mistakes Zaq had. But how was he meant to do that when he and Tariq hardly saw each other? It wouldn’t matter to them that he still had his own life to lead and try to do something with. Just thinking about it made him feel tense, the way he usually did these days when dealing with his family. It was why he didn’t live at home.


He’d just have to grit his teeth and accept whatever criticisms they levelled at him. What else could he do – for now?


It was still too early to ring them, though he knew what they’d say if he didn’t – that no matter what time it was, he should’ve called straight away.


Zaq decided to fudge it. He took out his phone, brought up his dad’s mobile number on screen and pressed the button. He listened carefully and, just as he heard the connection made but before it started to ring, he abruptly ended the call. He knew that if you were quick enough the phone at the other end wouldn’t ring, but the call would still show up as missed. He waited a couple of minutes then repeated the procedure, and did it a few more times. Then he sent a text message saying to call him urgently. When his dad eventually woke up and checked his phone, it would look as though Zaq had tried calling him repeatedly and, when no one had answered, had given up and sent a text. It would give his parents a few more hours of sleep and himself some more time to sit with his brother and think.


A short time later the doctor came to talk to Zaq again.


‘We’ve had the results of your brother’s CT scan. Fortunately his neck and spine are OK, so we can remove the neck brace. However, we’re quite concerned about some bleeding and swelling around his brain. It’s nothing to worry about necessarily, but we’ll need to keep him in for a few days, to monitor his situation and keep an eye on him. That way, if anything should happen, we’ll be able to assess him straight away and treat him accordingly.’


‘OK,’ Zaq said. What else could he say?


‘A bed’s opened up in the ITU, so we’re going to move him to the unit as soon as a porter arrives. You can go up and stay with him if you like.’


Zaq was glad when the neck brace and head supports were removed. Although he still looked pretty terrible, Tariq wouldn’t look quite as bad when his mum and dad eventually arrived and saw him.


It took twenty minutes for the porter to show up. The nurses packed the equipment that needed to go with Tariq on to the bed with him, then the porter released the brake and wheeled him out of Resus. Zaq followed, carrying a clear plastic bag containing Tariq’s wallet, keys and mobile phone. A nurse came with them. They took a lift to the first floor. In the Intensive Treatment Unit, the lights were turned down and the atmosphere hushed. A new group of nurses, working quickly and quietly, slid Tariq into a freshly made-up bed and hooked him back up to various monitors and screens. Once they had him sorted and the handover was complete, they dispersed to check on other patients.


‘He’ll be well looked after,’ the nurse who’d come up from Resus told Zaq. ‘And hopefully he’ll be right as rain in no time.’ She left with the porter, leaving Zaq alone with his brother. He took off his jacket and sat down. The chair here was bigger and heavier than the one downstairs, and padded … a little more comfortable …


*


He came awake with a start and for a split second didn’t know where he was. Then he remembered. He must have dozed off for a bit. His phone vibrating in his pocket was what had woken him. It was his dad. The time was almost seven a.m. Zaq swallowed, took a breath, and answered. ‘Hey, Dad.’


‘What’s the matter?’ his father said, without preamble. His English was very good, with just the hint of an accent. ‘You’ve been calling. I just saw your message. What is it?’ He knew something was up. Zaq didn’t ring him all that often, and especially not late at night.


Zaq took another breath. ‘It’s Tariq.’


‘What about him?’


‘He was beaten up last night. He’s in the hospital.’


‘What? Where? Which hospital?’


‘Hillingdon. I’m here with him now.’


‘What happened?’


‘He was attacked by some guys, in Uxbridge. That’s all I know.’ He heard his dad swear in Punjabi. ‘Dad … we’re up in the Intensive Treatment Unit.’ There was silence at the other end of the phone. His dad understood that meant it was serious. ‘Just give Tariq’s name when you get here and they’ll let you in.’


‘We’ll be there as quickly as we can.’









Chapter Six


Zaq got some coffee from a machine. It wasn’t very good but he drank it anyway, to wake himself up. He found he couldn’t sit still, so he paced around instead. He was nervous about his dad’s arrival and how he’d react when he learnt the extent of Tariq’s injuries. A nurse came in to check on Tariq and made notes on a chart at the end of his bed. A doctor would be around in a while, she said, to assess him more fully.


Just under an hour later Zaq heard his dad’s voice, asking for Tariq Khan, then he and Zaq’s mum came hurrying in, concern etched on both their faces. It was evident from their slightly rumpled appearance that they’d rushed to leave the house.


‘Hi, mera moondah!’ his mother gasped, her hands flying to her mouth as tears filled her eyes and began to roll down her cheeks. She started to shake her head, as if hoping to deny the reality of what was in front of her.


His dad’s reaction was completely the opposite, still and silent, whatever he was feeling smothered and internalised. The concern he’d worn as he entered the room was replaced by an inscrutable mask behind which his emotions were hidden. Only his eyes gave anything away. They were focused on Tariq in a hard, flat stare, devoid of their usual warmth and good humour, sharpened instead by anger and a father’s pain.


Zaq’s mum placed her hand on Tariq’s, tears dripping from her face on to the blanket.


‘What happened?’ his dad asked, in a choked voice.


‘He was out in Uxbridge with a friend. Some guys attacked them and beat them up.’


‘Why?’


Zaq shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


‘Do they know who it was?’


‘No.’


‘Were you there too?’


‘No, I was at home in bed.’


‘How did you find out about it?’


‘Tariq’s friend, the one who was with him, phoned me. I came straight here.’


‘Where is this friend?’


‘He went home.’ His dad glanced at Tariq then back at Zaq, with a frown. ‘He wasn’t hurt that bad. They let him go.’


‘Then why is Tariq here like this?’ he said, emotion amplifying his voice.


‘I don’t know,’ was all Zaq could say.


‘What about the police? Did they arrest anybody?’


‘No. Whoever did it had run off before they got there.’


His dad swore violently in Punjabi, then switched back to English. ‘Who the fuck, bastards, would do this?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Is this anything to do with you?’


‘No, course not,’ Zaq said, though he’d wondered the same thing himself.


‘Nothing to do with that court case you’re involved in?’


‘If it was anything to do with that, it’d be me lying there, not Tariq.’ That wasn’t entirely true – his brother had been targeted before because of him, only that time Zaq had managed to foil the attack. His parents knew nothing about that, though.


‘What have the doctors said?’


Zaq told him about Tariq’s injuries and heard his mum’s sharp intake of breath.


‘When will he wake up?’


‘They’re not sure. They want to make sure everything’s OK before they bring him round.’


‘Hi, hi, hi,’ his mum intoned. She was rocking back and forth, probably reciting a silent prayer.


‘Where’s the doctor?’ his dad demanded.


‘Doing his rounds or something. The nurse said he’d be here in a while.’


Needing to do something, his dad dragged the heavy chair closer to the bed and told Zaq’s mum to sit down.


‘Let me go and see if I can get another chair,’ Zaq said, and went to the nurses’ station to ask. A nurse helped him find one. He thanked her and carried it back to the room, placing the chair beside the bed next to his mum and gesturing for his dad to sit.


For a while they all sat and stood in silence, each contemplating Tariq’s state. After a few minutes, Zaq’s dad looked up and caught Zaq trying to stifle a yawn.


‘What time did you get here?’


‘About three.’


‘Have you been awake since then?’


‘Yeah.’ Zaq checked the time on his phone. ‘Shit, I’m supposed to be at work in a while. I’ll have to go and tell them I need the day off. I can’t drive all day if I haven’t slept.’


‘When you’ve done that, go home and get some sleep. We’re here now. We’ll stay with Tariq.’


‘I’ll come back later,’ Zaq said. ‘I’ll call first, see if you need me to bring anything.’


His dad nodded. ‘Haah.’


Zaq put a hand on his mum’s shoulder. ‘See you later, Mum.’ She looked up at him and gave a brief nod, light from the window glistening off the tracks of her tears. Then she turned back to Tariq.


His dad got up and followed Zaq into the corridor. ‘Zaq, ter ek minute,’ he said. He put a hand on Zaq’s back and urged him along the corridor. ‘I know you and your friends might be able to find out something about this,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Who did it and why.’ Zaq started to say something but his dad held up a hand to silence him. ‘You should find out if you can. Find out who did this to your brother, and then go to the police and tell them. Don’t do anything stupid and get into trouble yourself.’


‘I won’t. If I find anything out, I’ll do as you say and go to the police.’


His dad looked at him a moment longer, then nodded, turned and went back to Tariq’s room.


And Zaq uncrossed his fingers.









Chapter Seven


It was a little after eight a.m. when Zaq got home, and both Manjit and Bal’s vans were gone, which meant they’d already left for work, so Zaq was able to pull into the driveway. He let himself in, heard sounds from the kitchen but ignored them, and went charging up the stairs to get the van keys from his room. He came back down again and left the house, crossed the driveway and went right, to the cul-de-sac where he’d parked the van overnight. He’d got back from Jags’ too late to bother dropping it off at the yard, thinking he’d just drive it in this morning instead, which was what he did.


Five minutes later he turned into the service road behind Brar Building Supplies. The other guys were still waiting by the shutter beside the gates, which meant he’d beaten Sid, the yard manager, in. He received nods and waves as he went past and parked the battered flatbed van further up the road. He got out and joined the group outside the shutter.


‘Kidaah?’ Ram, one of the yard workers, greeted him. ‘You look a bit rough.’


‘Thanks,’ Zaq said. ‘I didn’t really sleep last night. Listen, I’m going to have to take today off, so you’ll probably have to take the deliveries out.’


‘Fine by me,’ Ram said, grinning. He was the back-up driver, not because he was any good at driving but simply because he had a licence. He’d been one of the regular drivers before Zaq started working there. The problem was, he had no sense of direction and couldn’t read a map for shit, so Zaq had replaced him; it had caused some friction at first but things had soon blown over. The company being too cheap to fit sat nav in the vehicles, drivers had to either look up where their drops were in tattered copies of the A–Z or rely on their own phones. It wasn’t an issue for Zaq, who knew his way around and was good with maps, but it was different for Ram. He just couldn’t process how a map related to the world around him. He even had trouble following directions on his phone. It didn’t help that he used most of his data allowance watching dodgy videos so that half the time he couldn’t even use his phone, and was too tight to pay for a higher data plan. His preferred method of navigation was to stop and ask people for directions, which meant he regularly got lost and always took ages to get to his drops.


The sound of Hindi music announced Sid’s arrival before his Mercedes turned into the service road. The windows were down and the bright morning sun shone off the dark red paintwork, the colour of congealing blood.


‘I just have to sort it out with that idiot,’ Zaq said.


Sid cruised regally past them and parked at the end of the road, beside the garages that belonged to the flats opposite, on the other side of a small green. He put his windows up, opened the door and levered himself out of the car. He grabbed his stuff – a packed lunch and a newspaper – locked the vehicle, and sauntered towards them, a large bunch of keys dangling from his other hand. He had the chunky build of a wrestler gone to seed, with a bowling-ball belly and a thick black moustache that might have been admired in the ’70s but not so much now. ‘Moondehaw,’ he greeted them, even though none of the guys waiting were kids, and received grumbled responses. ‘Hari, eh le. Shutter kohl de.’ He threw the keys to Hari as usual, getting him to open up.


Hari, the youngest of the workers, caught the keys and began taking off the six heavy-duty padlocks that secured the shutter. His hands were full when he got the last one off, so Mohinder squatted down and threw the shutter up with a clatter. Hari dropped the padlocks into a plastic box just inside the entrance. Zaq followed him and the others inside, across the saw room, heavy with the scent of timber and sawdust, and through the thick plastic partition into the warehouse. While Hari sloped off to unlock the yard gates – something else Sid got him to do – most of the others headed for the kitchen to make themselves something approximating tea.


Zaq followed Sid into the manager’s office and waited as he went around his desk and eased himself into his seat. When he saw Zaq standing in the doorway, he said, ‘You getting back late yesterday,’ mangling the language with his thick Indian accent. ‘Hurry and load van to take out for today.’


‘You’ll have to get Ram to do it. I need to take the day off.’


‘Kee?’ Sid’s tone was one of disbelief.


‘I need the day off,’ Zaq repeated. ‘My brother got beaten up last night. He’s in the hospital – Intensive Care.’ Zaq emphasised the last bit so even Sid would understand it was serious. ‘I’ve been there all night, came straight here to let you know. I need to go home and get some sleep before I head back there.’


Zaq read a combination of annoyance and confusion in Sid’s frown. Annoyance, because if he allowed Zaq the day off he’d have to let Ram take the deliveries out, and confusion, because, much as he might not like it, under the circumstances he probably should give Zaq the time off. In the end, he shirked responsibility by saying, ‘Brar sahib nu puchi.’
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