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  At last the page is stained. Feels like a relief, truth be told. Sitting here hovering over the paper with my pen and waiting for the perfect words weren’t getting

  me nowhere fast. And already the light’s coming. A dark blue morning mist spreading thick across the window. The time’s sempt to have flown by and I’ve spent so much of it

  worrying about how to kick this thing off that I’m not going to have chance to say all the things I wanted to in this my first entry. Inshallah, it’ll get easier from now on. It wants

  to. I want to leave something behind for you all – Becka, Noor, Ammi, Qasoomah, Tauji. Abba, too. I guess knowing you’re going to die makes you want to talk. But right now I can hear

  the voices of angels in my ears and they’re calling me to prayer. Ameen.
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  Another night. A better night. It’s only just touching ten and I’m already managing to get a few good words down. Alham-dulillah! Not sure what good these words are going to be to

  you, mind. Now that I’ve left you. I know that it’ll be hard for you all to get your heads round the fact that only a few months before you read this I were here at the window-desk in

  Ammi and Abba’s old room and making the final preparations. That’s what I think this is probably all about. Crossing the i’s, dotting the t’s. The last few steps before the

  ground falls away. I know you’ll be upset when I’m gone, and – I can’t lie – that brings a sense of relief to my bones. I don’t want to leave this world without

  having staked my claim on someone. But remember that you mustn’t go overboard. You know how Allah (swt) doesn’t approve of making a spectacle of your grief. Think of it like this

  – if you do start crying a great river of tears, how will I ever make it across? I’ll be stranded, won’t I?




  Just remember that it’s into His arms I’m heading. Me, Aaqil, Faisal, Charag. We’re all with Him now. We’re all of us unafraid. Remember that, B. We’re an unafraid

  and fighting people. We are better than they can ever hope to be. So stand tall and fight it out and let your faith be your shield. Protect your brothers and sisters by singing louder than their

  guns. I’m speaking especially to you, Noor. I don’t know how many years will have passed by the time you’re old enough to read this but I want you to grow up and be a fighter like

  your abba. You understand? This is going to be a long and hard fight and we’ll need you. You won’t find it easy, I know, but don’t listen to what the newspapers and TV will have

  said about me. None of it is true. They don’t know me. They don’t know that when it’s just me on my own in this room, the loneliness takes hold of my gut. I look out the window

  and all I can see are row after row of semi-detached houses, Toyotas parked out front, and I don’t understand how these people can invest so much hope in those things.




  I’m ashamed to say your abba weren’t always a strong believer, Noor. I used to hang out with my mates and wear their clothes and be part of their drift towards nothing. The only good

  thing that came out of all that was that I met your ammi. She didn’t always used to believe either, you know. Oh, yes, it’s all coming out now! We were both very different back then,

  weren’t we, B? When we met at university we were both of us very different. Do you remember?




  It were a student night so it must’ve been a Thursday and a bunch of us from the course had gone to the Leadmill here in Sheff and I were there without beard or kufi and naked as the girls

  who were there to tempt me. They laughed and danced on the fuzzed-up flashing squares. I felt my chest expand. Away from home even if only for the night and all this creamy pleasure on show just

  for me.




  There were a tap on my shoulder. It were my Rebekah.




  In those days she didn’t care so much for modesty. She let her dark red hair hang short and loose, skimming her jaw. Her slim shoulders were bare and packed tight with freckles. She had a

  short white dress on, I remember, with big green lotus flowers printed down the front of it. It pushed her small breasts up for all the men to gawp at. She had her arms folded,




  as if she were waiting for an explanation. I think I beamed I were that happy. Happy and nervous, the way you get when someone so far out of your league approaches.




  ‘Evening,’ I said.




  ‘I’m disappointed,’ she sighed.




  ‘Yeah, I know. Me too.’




  ‘I expected better if I’m honest.’




  I nodded. ‘Totally. Personally, I blame Ronald.’




  She made a face. ‘Who’s Ronald?’




  ‘No idea. What are we talking about?’




  ‘You know exactly what we’re talking about.’ She coughed then, and creased up her brow in what were meant to be an impression of me. ‘Oh no, Rebekah. I’m not, like,

  going out tonight. I’m, like, way too busy and want to, you know, like, finish that assignment.’




  She pressed a finger into my chest, and I wished to God she’d just move in and let me ride my hands up behind her. ‘Imtiaz Raina, I’m accusing you of lying to me.’




  ‘Firstly, the impression? Like a mirror. Twicely, I don’t tell lies. Only fibs.’




  ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘We’ll see.’




  In the silence that followed, she were the first to look away. When she looked back she sempt to want to say something to me, but then she just shook her head and said she’d better get

  back to the others. But it were the way you pulled back your shoulders, B, and put a bit of pace into your step that gave you away, like you were telling yourself to get a grip. I knew

  there’d always been an attraction between us, ever since that time you came and sat next to me in the library and asked to borrow my notes. (‘Hi, I’m Rebekah,’ you said, and

  I remember being floored by the fact you felt the need to introduce yourself.) But it weren’t until that night at the Leadmill that I figured out how much you were into me. I played on that,

  I know. No point hiding anything now. Time to open myself out, wound on wound.




  I left for the toilets, just to psych myself up a bit, and sat on the bog in one of the cubicles I popped a pill. I didn’t do that often, but it always did the trick. It made everything

  better. It were like it dulled all the rats inside my head, even if for only a little while.




  When I walked back out into the union, the music sounded sharper, the jokes came quicker, and talking to girls felt like the easiest thing in the world. Across the floor, I spotted this one girl

  who were on the same course as me and Becka. Blonde, top-heavy, orange-baked. You know the sort. I went over. We got chatting. She probably told me something about her life. I were too busy making

  sure to stand where I could see Rebekah. I wanted to know how messed up she’d get by me talking to this girl. And it worked. Rebekah were looking across, which just egged me on more, and the

  more I could make this blonde girl – Donna? Debbie? – laugh, and the more I leaned in and held her shoulder, the harder I could see it were for Rebekah to concentrate on her own

  conversation. The more sips she took of her drink. The more effort she had to put in to stay cheerful in front of her friends. Cheap thrills on my part. I recognise that now. Then too, if I’m

  honest. But I know I loved being aware of your eyes on me, B. Made my whole body fill meatily out, like I were the king around here.




  Towards the end of the night, I dropped the blonde and made my way back across the dance floor. I caught Rebekah looking at me. What? I mouthed, hitching up my shoulders. She just shook her

  head, all sad. With hand on heart, I gave a little bow. And just like that she forgave everything. She did a curtsy. I tapped my wrist – it’s getting late. She mimed sleep. I waved her

  over. She dropped her friends and came at once.




  ‘Do you wanna dance?’ she asked, beaming.




  ‘I don’t do dance.’




  ‘Oh, come on. Sure you do.’ She reached for my hand, but I snatched it back.




  ‘Seriously. I never dance.’ Just the thought of making a twat of myself in front of all the girls caused me pain. Becka looked annoyed, like she thought she’d just made a fool

  out of herself by coming over. I grabbed her hand. ‘Come on. Let’s get out of here.’




  We walked out of the club and all the time as we walked side by side there were this horrible tension in the air, like a tingling up and down my arm. My stomach felt raw. I’d never had

  that feeling before. I thought there were something wrong with me. It weren’t normal nerves, because I’d been with a few girls by then. I used to keep on imagining them in the corner of

  the common room afterwards, laughing because I’d not measured up. But it felt different now with Becka, and it were only later that I worked out that those warm tight sticky pangs in my

  stomach as I walked beside her were simply because I wanted to impress her. Which just meant that I wanted her to like me.




  We ended up behind the big green recycling bins at the back of the Novotel hotel. I’d been telling myself all the way up to be confident, in control. Be firm but make her laugh as

  well.




  ‘It’s only my dingle. Don’t know what you’re so scared of.’




  She laughed at my saying dingle, like I’d hoped she would. ‘Who’s scared? I just don’t want to, that’s all.’ She moved to kiss me again. ‘Where were

  we?’




  I turned away from the kiss and started jiggling my jeans back up. ‘Up to you.’ I made my voice all annoyed. ‘We might as well head back, then.’




  She sighed. ‘Well, if you’re gunna be such a kid about it.’




  I felt a bit panicky, as if she’d taken the upper hand. ‘You don’t have to.’ She crouched down on her heels and stretched my briefs out over my cock. ‘But, you

  know, if you insist . . .’ She raised her eyebrows at me, warning me not to push my luck.




  I remember they were my best jeans so I kept hold of them around my thighs because I didn’t want them to get mucky, and with my other hand I tidied her hair back off her face and held it

  there. I liked watching her stroking me off, and then my cock disappearing inch by inch into her mouth, and I loved the feel of my weight cushioned inside her like that.




  Just when my balls were starting to clutch, she stopped and stepped away.




  ‘What the fuck? What’s the matter?’




  She shook her head. ‘You can finish yourself off.’




  ‘Oh, brilliant.’




  I came up the wall, the hem of my T-shirt gripped under my chin. Somehow, that weren’t how I’d planned on the evening ending.




  ‘Thanks for that,’ I said. ‘Remind me to leave you half-cocked next time an’ all.’




  ‘Come again?’




  I gave her a look. ‘That’s not even close to being funny.’ But you’d started giggling, and that set me off too. And we stayed there looking at each other, laughing, like

  we couldn’t really believe we’d done this behind the back of the Novotel, as if we were a couple of stupid schoolkids again. We carried on laughing until we heard footsteps on gravel

  and then I took your hand and we hurried round the corner.




  It were a long walk back to your bus stop. You were hugging yourself warm, I remember, nodding in thought like you were working up to say something. I stayed silent. I didn’t want to risk

  spoiling things. It might be easy to say this looking back now, but when I laid in bed afterwards, smiling my face off, it honestly did feel like a real turning point in my life. Eventually, you

  said, ‘You doing anything tomorrow night?’ ‘’S Friday. I’ll be at the mosque.’




  ‘Really? Didn’t know you were that into it.’ My guard went up. ‘Why? That a problem?’




  I saw her smiling to herself. ‘Nope. Not at all. In fact, some of my best friends are Muslims.’




  I loved that you could make me laugh. ‘Yeah, yeah, okay. Sorry.’ We carried on walking. ‘’S just sometimes I get “the Friday feeling”, you know?’ I made

  air-quotes.




  ‘Guilt, probably. Wash off the sins of the week.’




  ‘Summat like that. Maybe.’




  Up ahead, shadowed in orange under the dark glare of a lamppost, two giants were talking on the iron bench at the bus stop. But as we got closer I saw that it were only that the two blokes were

  perched up on the back-rest with their feet on the seat. They were smoking. Their chunky uniforms had large loose gold buttons. They were speaking some tongue-filled language. Porters from the

  hotel, probably. I put my arm around your shoulder and pulled you to me. We moved inside the bus shelter, away from the two blokes. The bus didn’t look like coming any time soon.




  I knew the answer, but anyway I asked, ‘Do you like me?’




  You looked surprised, amused even. ‘What are we? Twelve?’ Then: ‘Why? Do you like me?’




  I made sure to get your eye. ‘Yeah. I do like you. As it happens.’




  It did the trick. You pressed your face into the side of my neck, sucking it, and lifted your arms around my head. Behind you, the porters ground out their cigarettes and nudged one another. And

  then I remember steering one hand around you, and around your waist, and thinking that it sempt made to fit my hand.
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  I used to always wait with you at the bus stop, and I never minded, B, not once. But sometimes the bus took ages to arrive and we could do nothing but sit shivering on the bench, sharing chips

  from a paper cone.




  ‘You know, I’ll have a car soon enough,’ I said. ‘It won’t always be like this.’




  ‘Like what? Chip?’




  It must’ve been Christmas Eve because I remember the church music starting up behind us and then the doors opening and all these old people came shuffling past. Coats buttoned up to their

  chins, white hair blazing against the tall black sky. The frost crackled under their feet. They smiled at us and I knew exactly what they were thinking. What’s she doing with him? Freezing to

  death at a bus stop in this weather. What kind of a boyfriend is he? And I remember thinking that of course they were right. What were I thinking! It’s obvious she were too good for me. And,

  like I know I always do, I kept on building it up and building it up inside my head, going over and over our conversations, picking them apart and looking at them from every angle. I shook my head

  violently.




  ‘What’s got into you?’ you asked.




  ‘Cold, that’s all. ’Nother chip?’




  You tipped the cone upside-down. ‘All gone.’




  ‘Fatty.’




  ‘Oi!’




  I balled up the chip-paper and lobbed it towards the bin. It bounced around the rim, then dropped in. I were stupidly glad. ‘See that? Did you see that?’




  ‘Well done,’ you said, all droll.




  ‘It’s all in the wrist action, you know.’ I demonstrated. ‘You see, the crucial thing is the flexibility in the wrist’ – I pointed to my wrist –

  ‘or the pivot, as we call it.’




  ‘The pivot. Right.’




  ‘Right. And the angle of release, which, of course, depends on how far the basket – or receptacle—’




  ‘Not bin?’




  ‘No. Not bin. Please. I’m explaining here.’




  ‘Sorry. Carry on.’




  ‘It’s like I said. It’s the wrist action, which is all about the pivot-angle ratio.’




  ‘The pivot-angle ratio. Right. And you learnt this . . . where exactly?’




  ‘Oh, well, of course to some of us it comes naturally. It’s’ – I reached for the word – ‘it’s intuitive.’




  ‘Intuitive,’ you said, impressed. ‘Well, I always did say you have a pretty intuitive wrist action.’




  I loved it when you were cheeky like that. I leaned in and said, ‘Still not as intuitive as yours, though,’ and then we kissed for the longest time, interrupted only by the sound of

  the stupid bus grinding up the road.




  Thinking about it, I might be getting things mixed up a bit. I must be thinking about the bus stop on the other side of the duck park because that’s where the church is, isn’t it?

  There’s no church by the Novotel, I don’t think. But I’ve got the basics right, haven’t I? I mean, that’s how it were, weren’t it, B? Oh, I know I’ve

  probably got little bits wrong and I know you’re all probably at some point going to say that you didn’t say that or that never happened or how that bit’s the wrong way round, but

  this is how I remember things. This is how it feels to me.
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  Sounds like your chacha’s just got in from work, Noor. Can hear him rustling about downstairs. More than likely you won’t remember him. He’s a soldier like your abba.

  We’re going into battle together. You’ll probably only know us from photos and old videos. The ‘cousin bombers’ they’ll label us. I wonder what you’ll make of

  me! Hope you’ll agree that your abba were a pretty dashing fellow (as they say back home). Ask your ammi. When we first started going out she were always touching me, the way girls do,

  wedging her arm in mine, or slipping her hand into my back pocket. She said I had the nicest eyes. Apparently they make up for my nose. Which you’ve inherited! Your chacha’s making a

  lot of noise downstairs.
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  Not long to go before dawn and then maybe I can get some sleep. He were in the kitchen, were Charag, gathering up the tins rolling across the lino. It makes me so angry to see him in that stupid

  yellow pizza uniform with that shameful hat that looks like a boat got turned over on his head. Serving drunks who only give him grief. I keep on telling him to quit. What’s the point any

  more? But he says we should keep on acting normal, so people don’t suss. But I think there’s something else too, something he’s not telling me. I think he just wants to keep on

  sending money back home for as long as he can. He’ll want to make sure his abba has enough to cover Qasoomah’s wedding.




  ‘Sorry, bhaiji,’ he said, pushing the tins back up onto the worktop. ‘The bag was splitting.’




  ‘Take that stupid topi off at least. You’re not a servant here.’ I shut the door to. ‘I phoned Aaqil today.’ I waited, but Charag didn’t say nothing.

  ‘Aren’t you even going to ask how they’re doing?’




  He apologised. ‘How are they?’




  ‘Don’t you miss it all?’Again, he said nothing.‘Because I do. Loads. I wish I were still there. Do you remember when—?’




  ‘What did Aaqil say?’




  ‘Nothing much. I just wanted to talk to him. He’ll be going through with it soon, Inshallah. Another month. Two, tops.’




  ‘Right. That is good,’ Charag said quietly, and started putting the food in the fridge.




  ‘They’ve paid one of the guards. He said it should be easy from now on in. Just driving up to Islamabad. They’ve already found out which days the embassy’s

  busiest.’ Charag twisted round, smiled, nodded, then ducked back down. ‘He asked how far we were from being ready.’




  He closed the fridge, keeping hold of the handle. ‘What did you say?’




  ‘I said we’re always ready. What else were I going to say?’ I took out a piece of paper torn from a notepad. ‘He gave me the number of a brother in Bradford who says he

  can make the vests. Do you want to come with me?’




  He looked at the number and shook his head like a frightened child. He’s so nervous about it all. So am I, if I’m honest, but one of us has to stay strong.




  ‘Okay. Don’t worry. I’ll go alone.’ I smiled at him. ‘But you’ll have to come for the fitting, acha? Try on your new clothes.’ He said he would.

  ‘And then we need to start sussing out where, okay?’ I turned the paper over. ‘I’ve made a list. You know, the kind of things we need to think about.’




  ‘A list?’




  The door opened behind me then, and Rebekah stood there in her grubby long-sleeved top and quick-wrap black headscarf. Me and Charag stared, wondering how much she might’ve heard.

  ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I heard crashing.’




  ‘This clumsy fool,’ I said. ‘What were you shopping for, anyway?’




  ‘Just some things bhabhiji was asking me to get.’




  I looked to Rebekah. ‘I was joking,’ she said. ‘You didn’t have to.’




  He shrugged and went to lift the next bag. His skinny arms jerked down with the weight of it.




  ‘For Godssake, just leave it. I’ll put them away in the morning.’




  You know, B, you can be really ungrateful sometimes. ‘He were trying to do you a favour. You don’t have to snap his head off.’




  ‘Please, it is fine,’ he said.




  She turned to go, then stopped at the doorway. ‘Are you coming?’




  ‘Soon. I’ll be there soon. I just don’t want to miss fajr. And I’ll only wake the baby if I come in now.’




  ‘I doubt it. That walk tired her out.’ That were me, Noor. I took you to the masjid so you could meet some of your uncles. ‘What are you doing holed up in that room at night

  anyway?’




  Writing this, B, writing this for all of you. ‘Nothing. Just du’a. Don’t want to miss the dawn call. You can join me if you want.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  I never meant to lie to everyone. But now you know what I were doing all along and you’ll understand why I couldn’t tell you. I do want to. I want to say let’s just be as good

  as we can together in these my final months with you and the baby. Let’s not argue like we have been doing. But I weren’t totally lying. Because all this is just a form of du’a,

  isn’t it? That’s what these pages are all about. A form of prayer. Wanting to be found out, which is only another way of wanting to be known. Sometimes, when I’m out the house, I

  wish that you’ll be in here going through this desk and finding these words.




  The night’s beginning to lift and I need to bathe before dawn. After that I’ll come and join you, Rebekah, and slide quietly in beside Noor, just like you asked. Because you’re

  not going to come and join me, are you? Like you said you might. I guess you must’ve had a change of heart. Ameen.
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  We must’ve been going out for a good six months or so when Becka said she wanted me to meet her mam. We were at the back of some business studies lecture, trying to follow what the hell

  the Sri Lankan dude at the projector were going on about.




  ‘What do you mean she wants to meet me? Why would she want to meet me?’




  ‘You are sleeping with her daughter . . . What did he just say? Who’s Captain Blonde?’




  ‘Capital bond. Bond. She knows you and me . . . ?’




  ‘She knows I’m not a nun, if that’s what you mean. Look, there’s nothing to worry about. It’s normal.’




  That were exactly it, though. The normal thing would’ve been to take you to meet my ammi and abba as well. But I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t do the normal thing for you. I

  think you mistook the look on my face for nerves or something.




  ‘For once in your life don’t think too much about it. She’s going to love you.’




  The lecturer banged the table, about to tell us off, but then the bell went and his words got trampled under all the feet making for the exit.
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  Becka held my hand as we walked up the path. There were small neat flowers all round the postage-stamp front garden. We went in by the back door and into the kitchen. Theresa were checking on

  something in the oven.




  ‘Hey, Mam,’ Becka said, as her bag slipped down her arm and onto the floor. I stood by the door, a bit nervous.




  ‘Hello. Hello, Imtiaz. Tea’ll be best part of half an hour yet so why don’t you two go into the front room and watch some TV.’




  I followed Becka, sticking to her side.




  ‘And Becka,’ said Theresa, still poking about in the oven, ‘take your bag with you, please.’




  I sat in the corner of the settee, hardly speaking. I think ‘Countdown’ were on.




  ‘You alright?’ Becka asked.




  ‘Yeah, course. I’m cool.’




  Theresa brought in a drink of orange for us both, and that were the first chance I had to get a proper look at her. She were pretty old-school. Long skirts and blouses with ruffled necks.

  Nice-hearted, though. She went back into the kitchen. I heard the back door go again, and then a man’s voice.




  ‘Who’s that?’ I whispered.




  ‘Gerald,’ Becka said, all surly. ‘Mam’s latest heartbreak.’




  I heard Theresa telling him to keep his hands to himself and go get changed – they had a guest.




  ‘Becka and Imtiaz, can you plate up, please?’ Theresa shouted.




  The settee moaned loudly as we got up. ‘I bet there’s a new one coming next week,’ Becka whispered into my ear, and then back in the kitchen Theresa said, ‘Sorry about

  the settee, love. I’ve got a new one being delivered next week.’




  I put the knives and forks out and then just hung around by the table not really sure what to do with myself. Becka did the dishing out.




  ‘Sit yourself down anywhere, Imtiaz, love, except there due to that being Gerald’s place, or there as Becka likes to sit there, but she might give it up, just for you.’




  ‘Since when has Gerald had “a place”?’ Becka said.




  ‘Don’t start, Rebekah.’




  Gerald came down, rubbing his hands. ‘Ah, smells good.’ He sat opposite me. ‘Nice to meet you, Imziat.’




  I shook his big clean hand. ‘And you . . . sir.’ I’d been wondering what to call him and that just slipped out. I could see Becka biting her lip from laughing and Gerald

  looking a bit surprised. Everyone were now sat down and Theresa said to start eating before it went cold.




  ‘Well, Imziat, I hope your intentions for Rebekah are honourable?’




  ‘Excu—?’




  ‘Oh, Gerald, stop it,’ said Theresa. ‘Can’t you see the poor boy’s having kittens enough as it is. Ignore him, Imtiaz. He’s only trying to be

  funny.’




  ‘And failing,’ muttered Becka.




  ‘Tell me,’ Theresa said hastily, ‘Becka says you live near the Common?’




  ‘Just at the bottom end, by the old folks’ home.’




  ‘Oh, I know it well. We had to put Becka’s Nan in there for a few years. She died not long ago.’




  I stopped eating my lamb and tried to look sad for a few seconds.




  ‘Is the food not okay?’ Theresa asked.




  ‘Yeah, thanks. It’s great,’ and I tucked back in.




  ‘I did ask Becka if there was anything you didn’t like. If you had any, you know, special dietary requirements, but she said you eat anything. Apart from pork, obviously.’




  ‘Pretty much,’ I managed, still chewing.




  ‘You’ll fit right in, then.’




  Gerald spoke. ‘So you got any plans for yourself after university, Imziat lad?’




  ‘Lots, yeah. But I want to see what graduate schemes are around first. See what turns up, like.’




  Gerald nodded. ‘P’raps you’ll lend some sense into this one. She wants to stay on. As if she’s not put her mother in enough debt already.’




  ‘And what’s it got to do with you, anyway?’ Becka said.




  ‘Eh up,’ Gerald said, laughing. ‘She’s a firecracker, this one, Imziat.’




  Becka opened her mouth, but Theresa spoke first. ‘More peas?’




  ‘What kind of jobs are you looking at?’ Gerald went on. ‘I’m in the car trade myself.’




  ‘Do you have to interview him?’ Becka said. ‘And it’s Im-ti-az. Try saying it?’




  ‘I really don’t mind,’ I said.




  ‘I’m not interviewing him. I’m interested. He seems like a nice—’




  ‘He seems like a very nice—’




  ‘I’m just talking to the lad—’




  ‘Hassling, more—’




  ‘How’re the vegetables, love, not too—?’




  ‘No, really, they’re fin—’




  ‘Imziat, am I hassling—?’




  ‘Why did you even invite—?’




  ‘No, not hassling, def—’




  ‘See?’




  ‘I’ve got ice-cream for afters if that’s—?’




  ‘Well, he would say that cos—’




  ‘Strawberry or—’




  They carried on like this for all of the meal. Talking over each other. I just kept on staring from one to the other not sure who to answer. And then I just sat back and ate my food, smiling to

  myself. This is funny, I remember thinking. Them chatting and arguing like that. It felt really nice to be around.




  After ice-cream Theresa told Becka to give me a tour of the house.




  ‘Should take about ten seconds,’ Becka said.




  I followed her up the stairs.




  She pointed out all the rooms from standing in one spot on the landing at the top of the stairs. She started with the bathroom straight ahead and just went round to her left. ‘That’s

  the bathroom. It’s pink. That’s Mam’s room. That’s pink too. And that,’ she pointed behind her and to the right, ‘is my room. It’s not pink.’




  ‘Let’s have a look in there, then.’




  When we got back downstairs I thanked Theresa for the meal. She were washing and Gerald were drying.




  ‘You’re very welcome, Imtiaz,’ she said. ‘I hope we’ll be seeing much more of you in the future.’




  ‘If you can handle a night out with us, come down to the Butcher’s Arms on any Friday. We’re always in there,’ said Gerald.




  ‘I wouldn’t say always,’ Theresa came in quickly. ‘Wouldn’t want you to think we’re a bunch of old soaks.’




  And then Becka opened the back door for me. She kissed me on the lips. I checked but no one sempt to bat an eyelid that she’d done that.




  After that first time I were always getting invited back to Becka’s. She only came to mine once before she met Ammi and Abba. It were a Sunday and everyone else had gone to some wedding

  and I’d sneaked Becka round to the house. She didn’t force me or nothing but I just wanted her to see our place. I didn’t want her to think I were ashamed or anything. But the

  plastic wrapping all over the settee were a bit embarrassing now I come to think of it. And on the remote control. But Becka said it made perfect sense to keep things new as long as you could. She

  really slays me with some of the things she comes out with sometimes. She spent ages looking at the photographs in the wall cabinet.




  ‘That’s you?’ she said. It was the one of me with my railtrack braces on.




  ‘Yeah, yeah. Move on.’




  She picked up the one of all of us. Abba, Ammi and me. The one we went to that studio to take, Ammi, with you and Abba sat on chairs and me stood behind you.




  ‘You look like your dad, don’t you?’ She put the photo next to my face. ‘Same nose. And mouth, big and sulky.’




  ‘Whatever.’




  ‘He’s handsome, though, your dad. Still got all his hair.’




  ‘He’s alright.’




  ‘Your mum’s got gorgeous eyes.’




  ‘That’s lucky. Seeing as that’s the only bit of her you can see.’




  I showed her round upstairs. We took our shoes off before going into Ammi’s prayer room, and I explained what we did and a few things about what all the different prayers mean. She

  listened like she were really interested, like at that moment I were the only boy in the universe. Which just kinda made me feel really good and sad at the same time. And then we went into my

  bedroom. We didn’t shag, Ammi, so don’t go having a migraine. We just sat on my bed and messed a bit and I played ‘Wonderwall’ on my guitar because it’s the only one I

  know how to play. She went through my CDs and laughed at some of them. Then she found some papers by the TV.




  ‘What are these?’




  I looked up. ‘Oh, nothing. Ammi were making me clean my cupboards out. They’re from way back.’




  ‘They’re stories, aren’t they?’




  ‘Just crap from when I were bored.’




  She came and sat next to me. ‘What they about?’




  ‘They’re about shit.’




  ‘This one’s called The Burning House.’




  ‘Don’t remember it.’




  She looked at me. ‘I didn’t know you were into writing.’




  Me neither, B. But thinking about it, I really did enjoy English and Art and stuff like that. And wondered about growing up and writing plays or something, like the ones Miss Shepherd took us to

  see in our GCSE year. Knew it’d never happen, like. For all the usual boring brown reasons. But I’m loving writing this. It’s really helping. It’s like normally I’m

  walking round and I’m just confused about how I’m feeling or what I’m thinking. But when I’m writing it’s like I’m rummaging about inside myself, and I can just

  keep on rummaging until I find something that’s not far off what it really is I want to say. Ameen.
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  The days are passing over me. Don’t think that I’m writing every night. Sometimes I just like to sit here at Abba’s desk and look out the window to the flashing red light of

  that TV mast. It must be miles and miles away but I love that light. Like it’s speaking only to me, calling out for me. It’s grown up with me, that light. Even as a kid I used to stay

  up on weekends to watch it flashing red, convinced it were a secret code meant only for me. I’d sit at the window with pen and paper trying to work it out, but then Abba’d come in from

  a night’s taxiing and shoo me back to my room.




  ‘But I’ve nearly worked it out.’




  ‘You are a very clever boy. But go on now, time for your bed.’




  He’d try to pick me up by the waist, but I’d resist, my little hands holding onto the windowsill with its peeling white paint. Abba’d prise my fingers off and send me on my

  way. ‘You never let me stay up with you on Saturdays,’ I’d grumble, mooching across the rough corded carpet. I’d hear Ammi giggle, then, as she stood in front of the mirror

  and slowly unwound her scarf from around her face. But Abba’d cough like I’d embarrassed him, and he’d follow me to the door and slide in the bolt after me.




  No matter how far I stretched out the window, I couldn’t ever see the red light from my bedroom – one time I thought I could, but it turned out to be a motorbike. So instead

  I’d just climb down and grope about under my bed for the books Ammi had brought back with her from Pakistan one time. I loved reading those stories. Of Ala-ud-din and his cave of treasures.

  Of Babur the Tiger, squat and fat and plodding slowly into battle on his poor donkey. The paper were made of soft brownish tissue, I remember, and I had to be careful not to rip it when turning the

  page. A faded yellow label stuck to the front of each book said ‘Product of Sunderdas College, Lahore City, India’. They must’ve been from before Partition. I’d sit there

  for ages, cross-legged on the floor with my back against the bed. I can remember how the Ala-ud-din one ended with a list on the inside back cover of his top nine ‘most especial

  achievements’, and how happy it always made me to read that number one were ‘repairing forts’. I thought of Ala-ud-din the night in Kashmir when I were repairing forts too. And it

  felt good to remember him, to know that we were all connected.




  Maybe you like to sit here at this window and watch the red light too, Noor, thinking how someone out there needs your help. I can lose hours doing that, falling into thoughts of rescue missions

  and eternal gratitude. So even if I don’t write for a few days, don’t think I’m not here. I’m always sat here with these pages held down with Abba’s old cigar case,

  waiting it out for the dawn call.




  It’s amazing how quiet this city can get. Sometimes I can hear drunks making their way back from town. Sometimes a Paki bombs down the road in his souped-up wheels. But usually, like now,

  the city goes quiet and it all looks and feels as ghostly as an abandoned fairground. I can see across the whole city from here. It’s like it’s built on these huge great grey waves. Off

  to the right up ahead there’s the floodlights poking up from Bramall Lane. On the other side, I can see Meadowhall with its shiny dome wrapped in some sort of dim halo. And between them the

  vertical red sign of the Lead-mills buzzing in its half-arsed neon way. The bored and dirty river’s way off west. So quiet the city is. Everyone sleeping contentedly. So indifferent to the

  crimes of their land.




  Noor, my little soldier, I learnt when I went away that any land that attacks your homeland or your Muslim brothers and sisters has to face the consequences of its decisions. Always remember

  that and carry it with you. Don’t be scared. These people think that what happens to our people in Palestine and Kashmir and Iraq and Afghanistan is just what happens to people whose lives

  are meant to be lived in a different way to theirs. That’s how they think.




  I’m not sure if you’ll still be living in this city, mind. Or even in this house. They might move you, and then you won’t remember that you ever lived here with your abba.

  I’ve lived here all my life, in this house. It’s not much, an old-style terrace, but your baba were very proud that he’d paid the mortgage off and owned it fully. He cared about

  material things like that. About how he compared to others. I hope Allah (swt) has been merciful to him. I hope that I, his son, can wash his sins and earn him entry to jannah. But I know

  it’s not up to me.




  

    [image: ]


  




  The last time I remember being happy – properly happy, wind-in-my-hair happy – were when we went away for Becka’s twenty-first. She’d been dropping hints for ages that

  she were expecting something special.




  ‘Paris, Rome, Milan. I’m not fussy.’ We were queuing up at the main uni canteen. ‘It’d be good to get away for a bit. Do —’




  ‘Something nice,’ I finished for her. She were always wanting to do ‘something nice’. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve got it all in hand.’




  ‘You have?’ She sounded doubtful.




  ‘Of course. It’s not every day one turns twenty-one, you know.’




  ‘Oh, is it not? Well, I do hope you have something good prepared. Do we have reservations?’




  ‘Absolutely. In a very exclusive establishment.’




  ‘A good table, I trust?’




  ‘With the most perfect view, of course.’




  ‘Marvellous!’




  I took her camping. One of Abba’s taxi friends were in Pakistan and I’d managed to wangle his motor for the weekend. We found a great little spot in the Peaks. It were green and

  empty and just us for miles. I pushed my sleeves up to my elbows and set about pitching the tent up. I wouldn’t let her help – I wanted to do it myself – so she just waited a way

  away, shivering as the hem of her yellow anorak whipped about her knees.




  ‘I don’t believe you. Camping? Fucking camping?’




  ‘What?’ I said, scuttling round to hammer the next peg in. ‘It’s what you wanted. Just me and you.’




  ‘Let’s not forget Daisy,’ she said, all sarcastic, and the cow in the next field groaned, as if it knew.




  It were dark by the time the tent were ready for us both. We left the flap unzipped to let in some moonlight, and Becka brought in the hamper from the car.




  Afterwards, we got into our sleeping bag and undressed. We started messing, and she reached down and began tugging me to life. It were then that I saw in my mind’s eye the pack of condoms

  tucked inside one of my textbooks. And the textbook still on the shelf. In my bedroom. At home. ‘Fuck,’ I said. I got dressed and drove down to a pub we’d passed on the way up,

  but I couldn’t see a condom machine in the toilets, and I didn’t want to ask if they knew where I could find one. I even stopped at a small countryfied petrol station, but they

  didn’t have any either. Plenty of organic gerbil feed – ’cos who doesn’t need that? – but no fucking condoms. Becka were lying on her side when I got back, reading a

  magazine with the light from her mobile.




  ‘No luck,’ I said, undressing again, getting in beside her. ‘You’ll just have to keep your grubby paws off me for once.’




  ‘I’m only human,’ she said.




  We picked up where we left off. Tongues, teeth. Your legs scratching hard against mine. You sempt desperate, and that were hot, letting me handle you a bit roughly. I think being alone in the

  outdoors made us lose our heads a bit, B, because it were almost like we were fighting. Squirming and pulling at each other. I remember the sleeping bag kept getting in the way, and us laughing and

  kicking it off until it were just the two of us naked in the tent, my hand on your warm pouchy stomach. Or at least I thought we were laughing, but when I looked your eyes were wet. I pulled back.

  You said it were nothing, just that you’d never felt about someone the way you felt about me. That pretty much slayed me. I sat up, on my knees, and without really thinking said,

  ‘Let’s get married.’ You laughed. ‘What? I’m being for real.’
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