

[image: Illustration]






Praise for The Khan



‘Mir offers us a fascinating glimpse into a world rarely portrayed in fiction.’


Guardian, best crime and thrillers


‘With The Khan, Saima Mir delivers a once-in-a-generation crime thriller and in Jia Khan has created a female South-Asian protagonist who is fierce, passionate and absolutely compelling. This is not simply black-and-white on the page. It’s blood. It’s emotion. It’s tears, anger, betrayal and revenge. An outstanding debut which deserves to be read widely.’


A.A. Dhand, author of Streets of Darkness


‘This impressive debut reveals a world in which monsters exist “in the guise of friends and behind smiling faces”. It is a considerable achievement.’


The Times, best crime fiction


‘Compelling and gritty.’


Cosmopolitan


‘A tremendous debut (Jia Khan is a fascinating, multi-layered protagonist). Timely, authentic, immersive and powerful. Hints of The Godfather. SUPERB.’


Will Dean, author of the Tuva Moodyson mysteries


‘Bold, addictive and brilliant.’


Stylist, best fiction 2021


‘The book operates on various levels: crime family saga, character study and an exploration of clan-run organised crime. A sterling debut.’


Vaseem Khan, author of The Unexpected Inheritance of Inspector Chopra


‘It’s a joy to read a book set in Northern England that does not veer into cliché. It’s so good on motherhood, morality and gender.’


Nell Frizzell, author of The Panic Years


‘A brilliant debut from an exciting new voice for our times. A thrilling book with a thrilling hero in Jia. Brava.’


Imran Mahmood, author of You Don’t Know Me


‘A Bradford take on The Godfather.’


Mail on Sunday, best new fiction


‘An eye-opening look at a world that rarely makes it into fiction.’


Evening Standard


‘It’s an amazing piece of work.’


Lesley McEvoy, author of The Murder Mile


‘Blown away by the intricacy of such a clever, complex plot and the sense of unease.’


Huma Qureshi, author of How we Met


‘The Godfather retold as a feminist tale with the romantic notions of wise guys obliterated… A truly outstanding debut novel.’


NB magazine


‘A unique and compelling read.’


The Skinny


‘Saima Mir reinvents the gangster genre with dark lyrical prose that explores trauma, being an outsider, white privilege and revenge.’


L V Hay, author of The Other Twin


‘Superb.’


Khurrum Rahman, author of the Jay Qasim series









[image: Illustration]









For all the women who have set themselves free.











‘The tree is known by its fruit, not by its roots.’


Spanish proverb












PROLOGUE


The old man stared at the metal roller door of the industrial unit and hesitated. He slipped his hands into the pocket of his thick coat, pulling out the heavy bunch of keys that opened every door on this sprawling industrial estate. The bitter wind gnawed his fingertips as he went from key to key, looking for the right one. He knew each one by sight, but anxiety left his head foggy. Eventually, he found it.


He knelt before the steel tambour and took the padlock in his hand. The keys slid in easily, as if newly oiled.


The chill this morning was harsher than usual, and he was grateful to his wife for forcing his hat and thermals upon him. ‘That’s how local people survive this cold,’ she’d said.


Thirty years had passed since they’d set up home in England. She was still as smart now as she had been then. So much so that he wished he’d listened to her about the thick army socks she’d gone to hand him as he’d left home, but he was a stubborn old fool and couldn’t have her win all the battles.


The 6.00AM call from the police had caught him off-guard, and he wouldn’t have had time to do much more than get dressed and leave if it wasn’t for his wife. Their years together had taught her when to speak and when to wait, and so she hadn’t pressed him on the issue of the West Yorkshire Constabulary. Instead, she had shored him up with the practicalities of love, ironing him a shirt, making sure he was warm, filling him with food. He’d wiped the sleep from his eyes and sipped his coffee.


His daughters were already dressed when the call came. They were in the kitchen, frying up scrambled eggs with tomatoes, fresh coriander and green chilli, and making piles of hot toast with melted butter.


‘What’s this? No Weetabix today?’


‘Ami said you were heading out early, so we thought we’d surprise you,’ said Abida as she kissed him on the cheek. She was his eldest child, the one who had changed everything. ‘Besides, between tutorials and lab practicals, I don’t have time for lunch,’ she said.


He reached into his pocket and took a £20 note from his pocket, tucking it into her bag when her back was turned. The thought of her joy at finding it would sustain him all day.


The old man’s chest puffed with pride at the sight of his daughters, each one’s eyes as bright as their destiny. This was why he had come to this country, to build something different for the next generation. This was why they stayed.


His girls wouldn’t be forced to cook and clean for their husbands like some of the daughters of his friends. Seeing the squandered potential of all these brilliant young women as they served undeserving men made his blood roil.


He wasn’t going to let that happen to his daughters. They would have choices and know their worth.


‘Sorry, I can’t drop you at the train station today, beta,’ he’d said. ‘There is some urgent business I need to take care of.’


‘It’s OK, Abu. We’ll walk. Seema needs the exercise,’ Abida had teased, making fun of her middle sister, who pulled a face in return, and they’d laughed.


‘Allah bless you, my darlings,’ he’d said to his daughters, praying they would always be this happy. ‘You are the keepers of my izzat, and I am the keeper of yours.’


He knew there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for them – which was why he was afraid of opening the industrial unit now.


There had been two squad cars waiting when he’d arrived in his beat-up Peugeot. He’d hesitated, reluctant to leave the warmth of the car. In there he was secure, surrounded by good memories, and who knew what was out there.


He’d thought about Abida as he’d pulled on the white hazmat suit the officers handed him ‘as a precaution’.


‘I understand you’ve been ill?’ the detective constable said.


‘Yes, I had vertigo. The GP came to my house.’


We won’t need you to come in a few years’ time, he’d said to the doctor. Both my daughters are at medical school. And then he’d added, Are you married? The GP had shaken his head and made polite small talk with the young medical students before leaving, asking about courses and placements. A ray of hope had warmed the old man’s heart then. He wanted his daughters to have careers and live their lives, but he also wanted them to find love. An honourable kind of love that meant no one would speak ill of them.


And now, here he was in the industrial estate, assisting the police with their investigation.


He heaved the handle of the roller door. Behind it was the small unit of a multi-purpose space with an office at the rear. It screeched as it moved up and back into the ceiling of the unit. He looked down at the bright-blue shoe covers he’d pulled over the soles of his boots and stepped gingerly inside.


The smell of bleach hit hard, settling inside his nose, burning the inside of his nostrils and stinging his eyes. He reached out his hand, tugging at the light cord. The tube light hummed before turning on and filling the room.


The thing that struck him was the brilliant white of the walls. They had been marked and grimy last time he was here. Whoever had painted them hadn’t done it well, though: flecks of emulsion were spread across the ground like white speckles on a grey egg. The detective constable followed him in, gazing around at the walls and floor, taking it all in.


‘We’re going to need that CCTV footage,’ he said to him.


‘Of course.’


As he headed towards the back office, the detective stopped to examine an orange velvet armchair that was decidedly out of place in the empty room. It looked as if it had been scrubbed within an inch of its life. He ordered the other police officers to seal off the unit and got out his radio to call in forensics.


The old man stepped on to the rug that lay between him and the office door. It made a squelching sound. He stepped off it and then on again, rocking back and forth like a child playing in a puddle. It was synthetic, a machine-made imitation Persian rug, perfect for hiding all manner of stains. He looked down at his feet: the plastic covers were now smeared with a congealing, brownish liquid.


A sickness rose as he realised what it was. He glanced at the detective, busy on the radio. He wanted to turn back, but he knew he had to keep his cool. He entered the office. It seemed pretty much the same as always, papers neatly placed on the desk, a kettle in the corner with two white cups and a box of Yorkshire Tea. He remembered why he was here.


He walked over to the CCTV recorder. The cameras were all off. He was sure he’d checked everything was on and working properly before leaving on Friday.


He cast his mind back. One of the tenants had needed to use the photocopier urgently at the weekend, and he’d been reluctant, uncomfortable at the thought of handing over the keys. But the man said it was for his daughter’s school application, so he’d relented.


He clicked the keys on the computer and searched the database for security recordings. But there were none. Someone must have wiped them. He was scared now. What if the police didn’t believe him? What if they said he was involved?


Something awful, something hideous, had happened inside this unit. The smell of the bleach, the whitewashed walls, the congealed liquid in the carpet confirmed it.


He felt faint, the room began to spin. He had daughters of marriageable age, and he could not get caught up in police business.


The old man stumbled out of the office, lurching towards the exit of the unit. Seeing he was in trouble, the detective stepped up to help him, catching him before he fell.


‘Are you OK?’


‘My blood sugar. There’s chocolate in my glove compartment. Please.’


***


The area was swarming with forensics now. He watched from his corner of the car park, feeling sick to his stomach, wondering how much they knew. If only Abida hadn’t got involved with that beghairat, if only she’d come to them earlier, it wouldn’t have come to this. These boys were raised with no respect for women.


Abida had sobbed hard as she’d told him about the adulterated photos the boy had sent and how he threatened to use them. She needed her abu to help her.


And he would have done anything for her, paid any amount of blackmail money, if he thought it would end there. But he knew that wouldn’t be enough. He had felt so helpless – until a trusted friend said they knew someone who could make the problem go away. Yes, he had done the right thing by making the call. His mind cleared. They couldn’t prove anything. No money had changed hands. No names given or details shared. He didn’t even know what they were going to do, only that his Abida would be free to get on with her life.


But the decision had cost him, and his wife had taken him to the GP. He’d felt so ill that he’d had to lie down across the hard plastic chairs in the waiting area.


For a moment he wondered where the boy was now. Then a police officer came back to check on him, and he realised he didn’t really care.


It was going to work out. His daughter would be fine now that scumbag was taken care of.


She had been smiling this morning. Maybe she would like that nice young doctor.


Whatever happened, the old man would make sure she did as she pleased. It was the rest of the world that couldn’t.









CHAPTER 1


Jia’s jaw bore the shock of Maria’s punch. Her sister had her in a wrist lock, one twist, one sidestep and a backhand to the nose was all that was needed.


The high ceilings of the once disused mill rang out with the thud of Jia’s body hitting the mat. She stayed there for a moment, looking up at the beams, wondering what it would feel like to stay down.


Maria reached out her hand. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to make actual contact.’


‘You cheated,’ said Jia, taking the help. ‘Distracted me with talk of Baba’s cabinet.’


‘It’s called the art of distraction for a reason,’ said Maria. ‘Best time to strike, when your opponent’s mind is elsewhere.’


‘Remind me not to go to war with you.’ Jia took off her gloves and swigged some water.


Other women went to lunch; Jia Khan and her younger sister sparred. It was a weekly reconnect.


‘You said there were some old things of dad’s stuck at the back of the drawer?’ said Maria, packing her gloves and pads away in her holdall.


‘A few scribbled notes and an appointment diary from the year he and Bazigh Lala first arrived in London.’


‘Anything interesting?’


‘Some names I don’t recognise – people he seems to have met with quite regularly for a time. A Mary. And a Henry Paxton. Idris is looking into it as he seems to think the guy might be a lord now. But you know Baba’s handwriting, and of course Idris might be after the wrong Henry Paxton.’


‘How would Baba become friends with an aristocrat? Strange, but then our father always was an enigma. I bet there are other things hidden around the house. You know how he was. Do you need an ice pack?’


Jia shook her head. There was a lot her father had hidden, most of it bad, some of it good, none of it known to Maria.


‘That’s good,’ Maria said, ‘because I must get to school early today. Ofsted are coming.’


She was a teacher at a local primary school. It was a profession far removed from Jia’s, who’d been a barrister until her father’s death, when she had taken over his criminal empire. There were few who knew he had been killed on her orders.


‘That’ll teach me not to spar with someone ten years younger,’ murmured Jia as she watched her sister disappearing out of the door. She checked her face in the mirror. It had looked worse, but not for a long time.


Finding that diary had diverted her attention. Jia wanted to know more and had asked her cousin and consigliere, Idris, to find out who the people mentioned were, but it was proving difficult.


She picked up her bag. There was probably some arnica in the medicine cabinet that would help reduce the bluish tinge she could feel appearing along her cheekbone, although she knew her men would respect her more if she allowed the bruise to be as painful as possible.


The morning sun took her by surprise as she swung the metal door of the gym open. It had still been dark when she had parked her car earlier. It had rained all night and there were many pools of water. They’d mixed with engine oil and looked like stepping stones as they glinted in the sun. Jia understood she was looking at evidence of last night’s car meet among the local lads. She’d have to ask her brother Benyamin about this.


She liked to train early, long before the world was up, before the demands upon her time descended, drawn to the silence and the beauty of solitude in public places. It made her mind feel clear and sharp, like the sound of a crystal bell.


Thinking of the sleeping city while she hit the punchbag always prepared Jia for whatever was about to come. She would follow up the session with a swim, then head outside for the newly minted tradition of buying a cup of tea from Mo at his karak chai van. The rituals of life were grounding and necessary when one ran an empire as large as hers. Routine allowed for clarity, something she needed now the company was expanding. Her family business had grown and with it had Jia’s responsibilities.


She had once imagined she would get out fast, but now she found herself more and more complicit in the complexities of running a crime syndicate. And this made her crave structure and routine in preparation for the journey ahead.


She crossed the car park to Mo’s van. He was an unassuming man in his twenties, but Jia could see he was entrepreneurial, steeped in his dreams and passionate about making good chai. A metaphor for the city, she thought, its eyes still wide despite frustrated ambitions.


Jia watched him pour the hot, milky tea from pot to cup and back again several times to make it froth and the perfect temperature to drink.


‘How was the session, Jiji?’ he said. That was how he referred to her, adding ‘ji’ to her name as a sign of respect and then shortening it the way youngsters do with familiarity.


Jia’s cousin Idris was one of the few to also call her by that name, or one of the few she allowed to. It was unusual for people to banter with her as she was so formidable. While Mo understood her position in the city’s landscape, the early hours and his tea-making skills made him brave, and she in turn permitted it.


‘One day, Jiji, I am going have a fleet of mobile beverage vehicles. A van in every city in the country, and they’ll be run by my daughter. Just like you run Akbar Khan’s business.’


‘Hmm,’ she said, taking a sip. The tea was hot and unsweetened as she liked it. Mo had listened when she’d asked him to stop heaping sugar into the mix, adding that tea, like truth, should be delivered straight. ‘It might just save your life if you ask your daughter what she wants,’ added Jia.


Her father had sacrificed his youth so that she and her siblings could have a better life. For years she’d hated him for it, only understanding him after his death. There were so many things she would ask him now if she could. So many of his decisions were clearer to her but others were still opaque. But Jia’s father was gone and there was no way to bring him back, and this was on her. The next time she’d see him would be on the Day of Judgement, when she would have to answer to Allah alone. Until then, she was the one delivering justice in this small corner of the world.


She had taken up martial arts when she moved south to London, learning under the same sifu for almost two decades and continuing to train with her online. When she returned home, Jia heard of a club hidden in the basement of a previously derelict mill that was now a shopping centre. The club opened long before the shops, and the car park was always empty when she arrived. She trained solo once a week and sparred with her younger sister Maria on another morning.


It was in the car park that she’d discovered Mo and his breakfast van, and he had become part of her training-morning ritual. On seeing her gloves, he had mentioned a martial arts class that originated with Muslims in Thailand.


‘It’s called silat, from the Sanskrit word shila, meaning “fight to support honesty”,’ he had said, and that had been enough of a sign for her, and she had joined.


These classes kept her head clear, and what she needed right now was clarity.


Her reasons for becoming the head of the Jirga had been complicated.


Mostly she had understood how many families would lose their livelihoods and the financial support her father had secretly been giving them for decades if the Jirga didn’t continue strongly. And a power vacuum would be disastrous for the city.


Nowak, head of rival outfit the Brotherhood, had been vying for domination, and those who ordinarily would have replaced her father were too hot-headed to lead. They would have burned the city to the ground, leaving behind a pile of rubble.


She had killed Nowak to put an end to the turf war and have everyone accept her as leader. Jia’s three cousins – Idris, Malik and Nadeem – had been with her that night, though she hadn’t talked with them about what had happened since.


But a few nights ago, her cousin Nadeem had brought disturbing news of some of the families the Brotherhood had been supporting.


Some days life felt one step forward and three steps back. Now there was a problem.


Jia put her water bottle to her lips and thought of the families who had once worked for Nowak. She’d spent more on an empty bottle than they had to spend on food for a day.


She climbed into her car and turned on the ignition. As her seat warmed, she checked her phone for messages.


One was from her husband Elyas, a picture of their younger son, Lirian, sleeping.


‘Reached out to the people you asked about,’ said a message from Idris. ‘Mary moved back to Cameroon. As for Henry, his people are being difficult. But might be because he’s one of the wealthiest men in the UK.’


Deep in thought, Jia drove through the same streets her father had. He’d come to London in the 1970s and worked in a hotel for a while before moving north.


She passed thriving shops and businesses that had stood empty only the previous year. Jia could see that, because of her investment, advice and foresight, things were changing. Opportunity was all this run-down city in the north of England needed, she was convinced.


The buildings gave way to green swathes of land, and she turned into a private road lined with drystone walls. Before her stood the high gates of Pukhtun House.


A lone guard stood on duty, but Jia knew a state-of-the art security system was watching and recording at all times, because this was the home of the most powerful and feared family in the city.


This was Jia’s home. It was the home of the Khan.









CHAPTER 2


1974


Akbar Khan stepped out of the Pembroke hotel and on to Park Lane, looking dapper. He pulled the maroon lapels of his velvet coat up high to protect him from a biting breeze. His brown hair shone in the sun like ambition, highlighted with threads of copper; both were gifts of ancestry.


He was buoyed by the prospect of new-found work, eager to harvest the mythical gold he’d heard London’s streets were paved with, here to shape his fortune with hard work and a little luck. He’d just landed his first job.


It had been two months since he and his brother left Peshawar. They’d saved and borrowed to get to Britain. And once here, they’d walked the streets searching for work, laughed with old friends and made banter with new. He thought back to how much had happened in the last eight weeks.


The flight had landed at 9.00PM on a Monday evening in June, and he’d been surprised that it was still light outside, not even close to the time for Isha prayers.


His friend Mushtaq had been waiting at Heathrow, surprisingly dressed in a shalwar kameez. Akbar and Bazigh wore suits they’d had made in the market in Peshawar. Mushtaq’s kameez was the colour of the bland Rich Tea biscuits he later offered them to go with their chai. Akbar Khan remembered the orange box of cake rusks he’d brought with him and took them out of his suitcase. They’d removed their shoes and were sitting on the floor of Mushtaq’s room playing taj, just like they used to in their schooldays, the playing cards scattered on the rug in front of them.


The landlady had welcomed them with deep dishes of chicken karahi and roti. She had kind eyes, called them ‘beta’ and told them she was excited to have new people visit from her homeland. She was as eager to share information about her new home as to hear news of Pakistan. Her home was in the heart of Brixton.


‘There are a lot of kalai here, from Jamaica, I think, but they are nice people.’


‘Some are very aggressive.’


‘Mushtaq, the gorai don’t see the few shades that separate us. To them, we are all kalai.’


Embarrassed by the scolding, Mushtaq looked at the floor.


Akbar Khan wondered if his friend would have taken it so well if they had been back home in Pakistan, to be put in his place by a woman.


She was bold. If women could speak this freely in this country, then what could a man achieve?


Akbar placed a chapati on his plate.


‘There is a shop in Tottenham Court Road,’ she said, ‘that sells kebab, and now we have a place where we can buy atta too.’


Bazigh Khan leaned forward to add some chicken to his plate, but Akbar put his hand on his shoulder.


‘Forty-seven! Why are you stopping me? I’m hungry.’


Akbar Khan turned to the landlady. ‘Bibiji, Mushtaq said he hadn’t eaten meat since he arrived because it is not halal.’


‘It’s OK, baita. We don’t mind so much, but for you, your uncle-ji found a farm nearby where we can go on weekends and buy fresh chickens. He slaughters them there and cleans them.’ She picked up Bazigh Khan’s plate and spooned some of the curry on to it. ‘This chicken is halal.’


Akbar Khan relaxed. He placed a morsel of roti in his mouth. He hadn’t realised how hungry he was. The responsibility of looking after his younger brother made him forget everything. ‘Thank you, bibiji.’


‘You know, this is London, and you will need to be less rigid here. It is either that, or the city will break you.’


Akbar Khan raised his eyes and met hers. His pupils widened like the aperture of a camera as the light declined. ‘My Allah comes first.’


‘Allah will understand,’ she replied. ‘As will you when you are my age. Allah always understands, beta. He is gracious and merciful.’


She hobbled out of the room, leaving the young men. She had come here as a bride at the age of sixteen, along with her husband. They had lived in one cramped room and saved every penny they could while she’d cooked and packed lunches for all the other desi men they knew. In time they had enough to buy a large house in a rundown area of London, with every room except their bedroom let to young men who reminded her of her brothers back in Karachi.


Akbar Khan reminded the landlady of her little brother, with the same fire in his belly and fight in his eyes. He was looking for halal chicken and offering his daily prayers, but he would be at the bookies and down the pub in no time.


She knew this because it was how it always was.


‘Why do they call him forty-seven?’ she’d asked her husband that night as they crawled under the quilt her mother had shipped to them from Lahore many years before. It had a deep maroon pattern on top and was plain underneath. It was so heavy, she swore it was filled with her mother, or her mother’s huge love.


‘He is Akbar Khan – AK – and he was born sometime between 1945 and 1947, around the time the Kalashnikov was designed. Like many of us, he doesn’t know his birth date.’ They’d laughed together and fallen asleep in each other’s arms, glad their home now had indoor plumbing and they no longer had to brave the cold London nights for the outside privy.


Life was getting better. But the streets never felt like home.









CHAPTER 3


It was almost sunset when Jia went to meet Nadeem. Soon there would be fireworks in the sky.


The drive along stone-walled roads, with the fields on either side bathed in an orange glow, fed her soul. She had missed this living in London. The car climbed higher and higher, its engine taking the sharp incline with ease. The sky was cloudless. Jia knew it would be a perfect starry night, the kind where the radio seemed to play every track she’d loved when she was young and the moonlight hit every note.


The fields became a council housing estate, and she knew she’d arrived. She parked and looked over the valley. The view was as rich as the estate was impoverished. She pulled the collar of her coat up and heard the sound of the fireworks.


She checked her watch and was just wondering if Nadeem was running late when his car drew up. He took a navy peacoat from the passenger seat and pulled it on before walking over to his cousin, his hands in his pockets.


‘When are you going to trade that thing in?’ she said.


He turned back to his car. ‘It keeps me humble,’ he replied.


She raised her eyebrow and hugged him, knowing her car was conspicuous and not at all humble. They’d been raised together after Nadeem’s mother had died, and so they were more like siblings; she respected his opinions. But Nadeem would be as aware as she was that being incognito didn’t bring respect for a woman. The power that came with her being very obviously the Khan paved the way to the places she wanted to be.


The fireworks began, very bright.


‘You know why those are called Catherine Wheels?’ she asked as they crossed the street.


Nadeem shook his head.


‘In the fourth century, Emperor Maxentius ordered a young woman, Saint Catherine, to be tied to a spiked wheel and tortured. He wanted her to renounce her faith. They say the wheel shattered when she touched it. She was beheaded.’


Nadeem looked at her, his face grim. ‘I don’t know why you women don’t just rise up in your beds one night and kill us all while we sleep.’


‘Which house is it?’ Jia changed the subject.


They were standing in one of the city’s roughest, grimmest estates. Although it was cold and dark, children in thin T-shirts were still playing outside. Jia found the lack of parental concern shocking.


The kids from these streets went to Maria’s school and many of their fathers worked for Jia. She would ask her sister about it. It was time this behaviour stopped.


They walked through an underpass, the stench of urine so overpowering that Jia used her scarf to cover her mouth and nose. She stepped over countless, empty silver gas cannisters strewn across the pavement.


‘Hippy crack,’ said Nadeem with a sigh.


They came to a brown, peeling door of a flat.


Nadeem rapped hard. A shout, then whispers and footsteps followed. The door was answered by a short, round man with thinning hair and a warm smile. He stepped forward to hug Nadeem as if they were long-lost brothers. He saw Jia and stepped aside to allow them in.


There was no carpet or floorboards, just hard grey concrete. The wallpaper was peeling, and there were large brown patches on the wall which Jia knew meant damp. In a corner of the room a German shepherd was chewing on a large bone. Jia thought she saw a mouse run close to the wall. Worst of all was the stench. The house smelt like years of neglect and hardship.


Then a pile of library books caught Jia’s eye, the spines neatly placed to make a perfect tower. They were a mix of science and literature, and among them she recognised a couple from the latest Booker Prize shortlist.


The sound of a baby crying startled Jia. She looked at the man, his expression tired and embarrassed. The thought of her own son Lirian living in conditions like these made Jia nauseous.


‘I’m sorry,’ said the man. ‘My wife is trying to keep him quiet, but I’m not sure what is wrong.’ His accent was thick, but his English clear.


‘Costel came here a few years ago to study,’ said Nadeem. ‘Nowak paid their rent and a stipend in exchange for intelligence.’


‘Nowak liked us,’ Costel said. ‘I don’t know why, but he helped us. I have six brothers and sisters back home in Romania, and I wanted to send them money.’


‘What did he ask you to do for him in exchange?’


‘Nothing really big. We would eat together and talk about politics, religion, what was happening in the city, what I saw.’


‘You were spying for him?’


‘I’m not a stupid man. I know that at some point he would have asked me to do something…criminal, something bad, and I would have had to do it. But people like me have to take the chance so that our brothers and sisters don’t have to.’ Jia recognised herself in him. ‘When Nowak died, we had nothing and we couldn’t pay our rent. I finished my degree but then there were no jobs, and my wife was pregnant. And now we are here, in this place, a living hell.’


‘Nadeem said you wanted to meet me.’


‘I want to work for you. I need money. I cannot let my child grow up here.’


‘I understand, but you worked for Nowak, so how can I trust you?’


‘I knew him because we came from the same part of the world, not because I was like him or because I liked him. I know you value loyalty, and you can see what life is like for people such as me.’


Jia found Costel as impressive as Nadeem had promised.


‘What was your university research into?’ she asked.


‘Blockchains.’


Now she was more interested than she had been. An idea was formulating in her head. ‘As in cryptocurrency?’ she said.


Costel nodded. ‘In a way. I was looking at using blockchain technology to improve medical treatment.’


‘I thought blockchain tech was about money.’


‘It is. But it can be used for a number of things. It is just a virtual ledger that is cryptographically secure.’


Nadeem looked confused.


‘Complex algorithms transform messages into a language that makes them hard to decipher and therefore difficult to steal,’ explained Jia.


Costel added, ‘Our medical history is split across multiple healthcare providers – the GP, the hospital, the dentist. The systems are incompatible and transferring records is slow. I was working on a way to create a permanent blockchain record, owned by a person, that holds all of their information in one place – ailments, allergies, lifestyle factors – to help doctors.’


‘I hope that wasn’t a waste of time,’ said Nadeem a few minutes later as they crossed the road.


Jia remained silent, deep in thought.


Nadeem paused and then said, ‘We did this to him when we took out Nowak. There are a lot of families like his, families that have fallen through the cracks.’


Jia knew this was true.


The decision to kill Nowak had been calculated, borne out of necessity. She had weighed up the pros and cons, and although she did not believe in the black and white of good and evil, she had felt the man who headed up the Brotherhood was on the side of the devil.


Now she wondered if she had possibly been blinded by her love for her people and her family, and the desire to survive.


She hadn’t thought Nowak had a humane side, but perhaps he had, even if only slightly. And while killing Nowak had solved her personal problems, clearly it had created a void in the lives of those the Brotherhood had taken under its wing.


She needed time to think.


Looking over at Nadeem’s face, the pain that filled it now, she could see he wasn’t the man he had been. He was unravelling and had been since that day in Café de Khan when she’d put a bullet through Nowak’s head.


‘Sit with me for a moment,’ she said to him, opening the car door. ‘Let’s talk.’


Nadeem climbed into the passenger side and felt the seat warm up beneath him. ‘Maybe I was wrong about that old banger of mine,’ he said. He was covering his emotion with humour, and Jia knew a little something about that. She knew too that he was kind, and he was brave. He had inherited the best aspects of their family, and his mind was having trouble processing what they had done and what they were becoming.


Jia wondered if she had asked too much of him. But she had only asked what she asked of herself.


He was still now, as if holding his breath.


Jia knew that if she ignored this, he would fragment. But there could be no turning back from what they had done, no way to undo killing a gangland boss, no way to erase it from memory. The feeling sat like a pebble in a glass jar, rattling at every tiny moment. She needed to fill the rest of the jar with sand, to dampen the sound.


‘Nadeem, you need to find a way forward,’ she said.


‘I know.’ A pause. ‘I had some counselling in my early twenties,’ he added, ‘and I talked about losing my mother, about you guys, about my dad.’


Jia listened, letting him speak, knowing how hard it must have been for Nadeem to take that step, coming from a culture where men were expected to ‘man up’.


The Khans loved one another, their loyalty was absolute, but expression of raw emotions to the point of vulnerability was as rare as it was painful.


Jia knew this better than anyone. Bitter experience had shown her vulnerability wasn’t welcomed by her people, and it was often used against those who were open and honest about their truth. Nadeem knew this too.


‘I can’t really do that now, can I?’ he laughed. ‘Imagine telling a therapist about what happened. I don’t know what to do. Is this who we are now? Is this it? I don’t know if we’re the good guys or the bad guys.’


‘You’re a good guy,’ said Jia, her voice firm.


‘Then why do I keep reliving that shot?’ he said. ‘It’s like I’m trapped in that moment, and I don’t want to be there but it’s on a loop. It hits me at the strangest times, like when I’m driving past the restaurant. On Bonfire Night last year, I took Haala out to see the fireworks, and the smell of the fireworks took me back to that night, and I found I couldn’t breathe.’


Jia knew about that night. Elyas had been with Nadeem that evening. Lirian had been unwell, so she’d stayed home. ‘It’s only a post-vaccination fever,’ she’d told Elyas. ‘You go, we’ll be fine.’ Elyas hadn’t come back till late. He’d taken Nadeem home and stayed there until midnight.


‘He had a panic attack,’ Elyas told Jia when he got home. ‘I’ve not seen him like that before. We talked a bit. He said he was worried about Haala’s schooling, the eleven-plus, the usual parental stuff. But I think that something else is going on. Maybe check on him tomorrow morning?’


Jia had been keeping an eye on Nadeem since then, but this was the first time she had directly spoken to him about it.


‘You’re the best guy,’ she said. ‘I should never have asked you to be part of that night.’


‘It was my choice. I needed to be there. And now I need to fix this and get on. But I don’t know how anymore.’


Jia didn’t know either. But she knew that for him to feel safe, he had to believe she had everything under control. She took his hand in hers, the way she used to do when he was little and had grazed his knee.


‘Let’s get them out of that house for now,’ she said. ‘And we’ll figure out what to do after that. We will make this right, OK?’


He didn’t answer. So she took Nadeem’s face in her hands and looked him dead in the eyes. ‘I’ve got this, OK?’ she said. She watched as the weight dropped from his shoulders and she saw a light flicker in his sunken eyes. And she understood what she had to do.


She would give him practical tasks, and then she would find a way to fix him, and in time she would move him out of the family business. There were enough of them to get their hands dirty. Nadeem didn’t have to be one of them.


‘How many families are there?’


He reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. He unfolded it before giving it to her. It was a list, itemised and printed.


‘How did you know what I’d do?’ she said, taking the paper and looking it over. It was much larger than she had expected.


‘There’s not much I know,’ he replied. ‘But I do know you.’


She looked down the list, names, addresses and ages. He had done his homework. She needed time to think as she couldn’t promise too much.


‘OK, let’s figure something out,’ she said. ‘For now, let’s extend that food delivery service that Imran Khan does from his cash and carry.’


The flicker in Nadeem’s eyes had spread to his face, and it was beginning to glow.


‘Go in there and tell them the good news.’


In his eagerness to extract Costel and his family from their damp-ridden existence, Nadeem practically fell out of the car. But something made him pause, and he turned back to her.


‘Ahad talked to you?’ he said.


She nodded.


‘I tried to tell him you’d be cool, but he was worried. I’m glad he has you as a mother. It’s not easy being different. Especially when you’re a Pashtun.’


Jia felt something heavy inside the pit of her stomach. She was a terrible mother and she knew it. She had reacted badly to her elder son’s honesty.


‘I’m worried about him,’ she said. ‘What will happen to him? They will think the worst of him, treat him badly, assume the worst. Just like they do with me.’


‘Who will?’


‘People, the community.’


‘Since when have you cared about “the community” – and what are we, BBC Look North? Would you turn up to a nice white village and say, “Take me to your community elders?”’


Jia laughed at his words, and she felt a little lighter, but she knew why she was afraid.


She thought of her father and wondered how he had felt when he landed in these colder climes, leaving behind his homeland. Maybe judgement was in their bloodline, a price they paid for the fight to survive.


She thought of Costel’s child in that cold, dank house, and her head was filled with questions about actions and their consequences. She knew that she couldn’t give too much time to these thoughts, because they were paralysing. Her life, her responsibilities, meant acting decisively and stepping forward, taking the punches and hitting back, until she won.


The world did not understand people like her. She couldn’t hold that against it.


She herself had failed to understand her own father, and she had taken his life.


There were moments where she wished she had tried harder to cross the divide between them, a chasm that was cultural, generational and whose void was filled with self-righteousness, a void that she had drowned in, but they were fleeting moments. And Jia could not think about what was in the past right now.


The responsibilities upon her were growing, getting more complicated with each day, and she didn’t have time to indulge herself.


She was the Khan, and she needed to decide her next move.


She started her car and called Idris on her way home. He picked up on the first ring.


‘Could you find out where our suspected Henry Paxton likes to hold his meetings?’ she said. ‘Men like him are creatures of habit.’


They needed investment, and if Akbar Khan had connections with influential people, she should explore them.









CHAPTER 4


‘You ever miss London?’ asked Elyas.


‘Not really. Once you’ve lived there for long enough, been invited to the “right” parties, achieved what you set out to, eaten at the best places, the shine comes off a little. It just wasn’t fun anymore. Does that make sense?’


‘I like being able to breathe fresh air,’ he said.


‘Besides, I’m there often enough, like this Friday,’ Jia told him. ‘Will you be able to hold the fort here?’


He nodded, putting on his headphones to catch up on the day’s news. He was a journalist and so needed to keep abreast of what was happening.


Ahad was at university now, and with Jia working long hours, Elyas did most of the childcare when it came to Lirian, juggling it with his career.


Much as she loved her children, motherhood didn’t come naturally to Jia, and she was happy to have her husband take the lead with bringing their boys up.


She was better at the kind of work that was respected by the world, the kind that came with pound signs. She knew this about herself, and that it was a trauma response to the lack of respect afforded to women for the burden their bodies and minds carried. Even in stories, godmothers were portrayed as gentle and magical beings who fulfilled wishes, while their male equivalents took lives and dispensed justice.


Jia saw herself in neither of these portrayals. Building a new world meant making sacrifices and finding a different way to live, and she chose to stand back from the day-to-day care demands parenthood brought.


‘Isn’t this the place we went to for dinner last week?’ said Elyas, taking off his headphones and turning up the volume on his laptop so that Jia could hear.


‘The body was found in the early hours by the dustbins at the back of this popular restaurant,’ said a reporter’s voice. ‘In a statement released this afternoon, police say they are following leads but anyone with useful information should come forward.’


Jia was leaning back against the upholstered linen of her headboard, the duvet over her as she was reading. Elyas had his laptop propped up on a pile of grey cushions. ‘That’s the second body they’ve found after the guy that was killed at the industrial unit, the one who was left in the park, remember?’


Jia looked up from her book. ‘How do you know they’re connected?’


‘I don’t. Just a hunch.’ Elyas picked up his phone and started tapping on it, before turning back to the computer.


Jia took a deep breath. She needed to wind down, and he had just gone into his news-journalist mode. If the murders turned out to be something she needed to concern herself with, that would become apparent soon enough. Idris would let her know, or the police chief would be in touch.


It had been a long and busy day. The kind that left her searching for sanctuary. She’d ached for the soft greys of her bedroom, the familiarity of the furniture, a mix of bespoke modern luxury and antiques that Akbar Khan had collected over the years.


The bedroom was a reflection of father and daughter. It helped that Akbar Khan had had good taste.


Bookshelves lined the alcoves on either side of the huge bed. Elyas had argued against its size, but she’d won him over by telling him she was used to sleeping alone. While he wasn’t naive enough to assume that she had not had other relationships during their time apart when she was in London and they were estranged, he wasn’t ready to know the details.


She lit candles and read books in bed. Elyas needed a constant flow of information from phones, iPads and Alexa.


Now, he turned his laptop towards her, the red of the BBC News website flashing up. The reporter was standing in front of the ornate stone entrance of what was once a Victorian chapel. Elyas hit play on the clip. Jia watched the camera pan over the building. It was bathed in yellow light. The video cut to the blue and white strips of a police cordon, signalling that something bad had happened there.


Jia turned back to her book. The daily reports of murders did not appeal to her in the way they did to her husband.


‘Did you know about this?’ Elyas asked, climbing out of bed.


‘Where are you going?’ she said.


‘To get some water. Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘It slipped my mind. Idris mentioned it in passing but I didn’t connect it with the other murder.’


He mumbled something under his breath.


‘I can’t hear you from there,’ she said. She waited, listening to the sound of the toilet flushing. She heard the tap, water filling a cup, the low hum of an electric toothbrush and then more water. This was what he did when he was annoyed. It had been the same when they were young. He would leave the room, busy himself with something, and Jia would have to guess what was wrong. She was less patient now. She had no time for games and only headspace for precision.


Jia put her book down on the table beside her bed and slid open the drawer, taking out the tube of hand cream and smothering it on to the back of her hands. Since she’d removed the old diary from the back of the drawer, it slid smoothly into place. It had given her a glimpse into her father’s life, a time that he had rarely spoken about, the toppled domino that had led her to this place.


The candle flickered gently, filling the room with the scent of lavender, jasmine and rosewood.


‘It wasn’t intentional,’ she said to Elyas as he returned.


‘You should have told me all the same.’ He took his laptop and sat down by the window seat, looking out across the garden.


‘It’s of no relevance to us.’


‘I just wish you’d told me,’ he said, ‘before you told Idris.’


‘I didn’t tell Idris. He mentioned it to me.’


Jia looked at the man she had fallen in love with in her twenties, the man who had carried a torch for her in her presence and during her long absence. She couldn’t help but wonder if that was why they were here now. If she’d had to put up with this for two decades, she would have left him long ago. She waited in the silence, knowing that Elyas had something to say, but he kept his attention on his laptop, the keys bearing the brunt of his annoyance.


Jia sighed softly. There were days like this when she wondered what she was doing trying to keep this relationship afloat. She had been honest. She’d tried to tell him the truth about everything just after the fire, when Nowak was killed, but he hadn’t wanted to hear it. Maybe she should have taken that as a sign to end the relationship, but she’d been pregnant. She hadn’t wanted to raise a child alone, and as a single woman in her position, gaining the respect of her father’s men would have been impossible if she were a single mother.


Decades had passed since her people left their homeland, but patriarchy was not held in by borders or contained by oceans. It lived in every corner of the world, basking in bright sunlight in some countries and lurking in crevices in others.


Elyas wasn’t upset about the murder. It was everything else that was irking him, Jia knew. Living in her family home, being the default parent, Jia’s strained relationship with Ahad, and of course the work she did, and that maybe she was closer to her cousin than to him.


‘I just need Elyas to be honest, be angry,’ she’d told her sister. ‘But he’s too busy being the good guy.’


As if on cue, their small son cried in the next room, and without argument or request, Elyas went to check on him.


The baby monitor crackled and Jia heard him soothing Lirian gently, the little boy wanting to be picked up. A faint whisper of singing, and Jia leaned towards the monitor, hearing some U2 lyrics.


The words were etched in her memory. They’d played the song on repeat lying on her bed together in their twenties, staring up at the ceiling, their fingers interlaced.


Life had seemed simpler, when good was what you were, not what you did. When ‘All I Want Is You’ had been enough, when the cradle had felt closer than the grave, when their story was untold and life had yet to become a tempest.


She reached over to put her glasses on the bedside table, her fingers accidentally denting the softening tallow of the candle burning beside her, making a ravine for the hot wax which stung and then cooled on fingertip.


Jia was still awake when Elyas came to bed an hour later, thinking about everything that had come to pass since the first time he’d kissed her. She wondered if he regretted it, if knowing what he knew now he would have walked away. She considered turning towards him and talking about everything, about the past, the here and now, and the things that were on his mind.


You are always the good guy, the one whom everyone likes. But for you to actually admit how you feel means telling me some truths. Are you strong enough to do that? is what she wanted to say to him. She wouldn’t have liked his reply, but she’d have respected him for saying it.


In any other life, she would have taken his face in her hands and kissed it and asked her husband what was wrong.


He might even have told her, and they would have made love and fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Their love affair had been about the two of them, but marriage was about community, and hers was particularly knotty.


When Jia had started out as a barrister, she had thought law was all clean lines and defined workings. Bad people went to prison, while good people were handed justice.


Experience had shown her this way of thinking was misguided, that, in fact, everyone was only one bad decision away from incarceration.


The family business was messy, and to some it felt outside the law of the land, but she justified her part in it. It was a peace she had to make daily with herself. But if she wasn’t the Khan, children would go hungry, homes unheated, and lives would be lost.


Money was life and death; it was also self-respect, and those who had it could claim the moral high ground. Money brought with it choice.


Jia’s dilemma was that she had enough money and status to remove the family from further criminal dealings and with no longer having to be part of the Jirga. But if she chose now to walk away, she would leave her people at the mercy of those who would exploit them. It was a heavy burden to bear.


She felt him move beside her, the bed covers pull slightly. He reached out and took her hand in his.


She blew out the candle and let the room fall into darkness.


They would talk, but not today.
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