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 who bought stock early





lord,
 increase my bewilderment!

— SUFI PRAYER

for a long time now,
 we have stood
 on the rooftops of stories
 believing this city is ours

— KISHWAR NAHEED, ‘CENSORSHIP’






i.



DRIVIN & DREAMIN
 19:34




1.

Moving as a Massive

THREE BOYZ DRIVE & DREAM of an impossible night on an endless street.

moving as a massive through mad sticky traffic, destination: where else? manchester, wilmslow road, the curry mile, yo! that shisha-haze mecca of mischief and magic, a jannat-ul-firdous of kebab houses and jalebi bars. oi, oi, oi!

close up, driver’s seat, here’s IMMY (22) – something of a bad-boy muslim slut who don’t never text back, right now sim-simmaring in an ice-white bimmer, eyes off the road and that. he moves all coquettish, can’t help it, one-handedly handling the steering wheel whilst simultaneously flinging whoop-woos straight towards galdem sugars ambling by—

‘oi! what you girls saying? gonna distract me from all my problems tonight or what?’

eyes roll and noses scrunch, advances left to drift on blue-ticks. but Immy don’t care. chuckling, he leans back, whooping and gun-saluting, content in a way he hadn’t anticipated that spiky morning of.

‘okay, take us up the backstreets for the drop-off—’

whip pan, front passenger seat, this is KHAN (23) – the mogul mowgli himself, some cambridge-educated paki, suited and gucci-booted; the type to recite Warren Buffett epigrams like they’re hadiths. fiendishly long fingers at this very moment engaged in a pinching-waltz across half-loaded google maps, attempting to locate a skinny white boy about shifting some debt.

‘—and for the last time, yaar, can we switch up these tunes?’ he commands, tory twat-ccent dissolving into something just that little bit more apna.

Immy sighs – this shit allllways used to happen, fam! all the rammi-choons he’s so expertly chosen for the night ahead replaced with crass mumbo-jumbo. still, he hands his phone to Khan sans protest, thinking, like: ain’t really worth the argument either way.

meanwhile – quick cut to HARIS (23) – the leg-quivering brother in the backseat, all the rubescent neon of the curry mile refracting abrasively around his dog-mad eyes, pupils swirling and twirling like a washing machine filled with blood. as Immy whoop-woos and Khan spotify-shuffles – going from Nusrat to Ghetts to Metz N Trix – Haris chews a harmonica-solo into his fingernails, his being a mind that never switches off, philosophy subreddits doing bares. he’s wondering, thinking, worrying about the many possibilities a night like tonight might just hold for three brown boys such as themselves – heralding from such humble beginnings, right now cruising and bruising in a hire car towards what might just be the natural elastic endpoint of a friendship already beginning to fray.

‘it strikes me, boys,’ Haris starts, ‘that whilst the beginning of any given evening is broad-stroked in its endless possibilities, as time ticks on, our choices become more and more closed off,’ he pauses, somewhat dramatically, to swallow a wad of saliva, ‘with each second we’re alive, why, we become less free.’

and though he laughs Haris’s words off here, it’s the memory of this auspicious utterance that will, hours from now, in the moment before car bonnet hits brick, send a shiver down Immy’s spine. the truth of the statement – or the earnestness in which it was delivered, or possibly even just the squeeze of the seatbelt – will shatter his heart and ribs with a searing pain so chasmic it will thereafter shimmer in reverse – winding the whole way back to the point of his conception—

but right now, right here, early evening, as ginger highlights begin to bleed through the topaz dome above, and amongst a hundred other boys, Immy, Khan and Haris crawl towards manchester’s curry mile like asian moths to a shisha flame.

heads bop,

whistles wolf,

spliffs spark.

and, like an industrious whore, she opens herself up to them all, sensing – in her own conspiring, wiling way – that each unknowingly drags with him heavy pasts and heavier futures—

the bimmer skrrt-skrrts to a stop, red-light ones. Khan finally settles on a song – Jazzy B’s dil luteya: a track so preggers with fury and passion it forces even the laziest of uncles off their arses to screw lightbulbs with the best of them. but in the scarlet haze of the traffic lights, Immy, Khan and Haris foolishly allow the conversation to fade out – nodding now to entirely different refrains booming about their minds:

Immy’s like: it’s all over, it’s all over, it’s all over, but what’s he gonna do about it?

Khan’s like: it’s just a bit of cash, it’s just a bit of cash, it’s just a bit of cash, but will he ever be square?

Haris’s like: today’s the day i do it, today’s the day i do it, today’s the day i do it, but won’t it break her heart?

and then – under the horizon of a winking maghrib – red becomes green and verse becomes chorus. thoughts fade, tyres burn, and the bimmer vroom-vrooms away.

the curry mile – and the boys’ final night together – awaits.




2.

The Homeless Man

BUT BEFORE EVERYTHING ELSE – the stolen cans, the dj turned to chutney, the reclamation march – still on their way to Khan’s enigmatic pickup point, the boys find themselves trapped in turtle traffic.

they’re in some snow-cone m3 straight from ’91, driven directly from one of them cheap-as-fuck hire places that don’t even give you no insurance. one of them where the air con ain’t even working, the mandem inside just too perilously stubborn about their garms to do anything about it. right now, dripping into the steering wheel, we got Immy in velour trackies, three-stripes and fully zipped up. beside him, there’s Khan shuffling around in a northface-gucci piece that cost him so much p’s he ain’t never shrugging it off. and then, still gawping out the rear window, there’s Haris with his criss-crossed legs covered with striped corduroy, this brother all about that casual gq vibe, spotless rings draped like miniskirts across his many tremulous fingers.

yeah man, it’s hooooot in this bimmer, bruv, and ain’t no one gonna do the right thing – open a window, let some air into the vehicle – not now, not when there’s, just outside, a Homeless Man tapping a family of smudged ovals right into the glass—


KHAN (KISSING HIS TEETH): dirty geezer, man. what’s he playing at?

IMMY (BLOWING UPWARDS, A MAKESHIFT FAN): he’ll pass, fam. allow him.

HARIS (FRANTICALLY REACHING INTO HIS BACK POCKET): no, wait. i’ve got change. let me …



window down. a breeze that just takes charge. sighs of relief. Khan rolls his eyes as Haris extends a fist full of clinking copper. but this serves only to aggravate the Homeless Man, who shakes his head. his twitchy beard, dyed red with henna, swarms with samosa flakes. eyes dripping rivers of—


KHAN (SIGHING, REACHING BACK, TAKING THE CHANGE FROM HIS PALM, AND THEN, ZIPPING DOWN HIS OWN WINDOW, FLITTERING IT MORE FORCEFULLY INTO THE FACE OF THE FIGURE OUTSIDE): yo – you want it or what?



the Homeless Man surveys his audience – the quivering doormat in the corner, the depressive philanderer by the wheel. but it’s Khan he has his ruby rabbit-eyes on. he clears his throat – an eruption of polluted phlegm.


HOMELESS MAN: you mistake me, my child, for i have something to give to you.



for Khan it’s like, yo, what? eyes inflating with surprise, even the sweat on his brow retreating in panic. what could this paki wino have to give him?


HOMELESS MAN: the mother and the brother and all the money in the world. now, to really move someplace new …



he croaks, leaning in, tormented fists like squished mars bars laying to rest upon the bimmer’s open window ledge, staring straight into Khan, into all his soul—


HOMELESS MAN: … you must first read up on your history. you must—

KHAN: eh, bruv, this ain’t the day, fam, i got shit to be getting on with, you get me?

HOMELESS MAN: my child, you must know about the betrayals actioned against your Prophet as he lay upon his deathbed. the fact that a sufi-freemason founded the nazi party. the context behind Tipu Sultan’s invention of the missile. you must reckon with the fact that it was the portuguese who brought chillis to india, that the first brown woman in space died upon re-entry and how, before her, Walladah walked naked the streets of spain with her head held high …



behind them, motors beep, vehicles squeak – Khan clicks his fingers, got a strict schedule out here, yo, traffic shooould be moving on, but—


HOMELESS MAN: … my boy, you must read about the vegan mystic Al-Ma’arri, and then the parable of Toba Tek Singh. you must enquire about the women missing from your own family tree – their legacies no more than passed-down recipes. and remember, always, that you carry right now more on your person than they ever did their whole lives, all those who came before. what are we without our myths? why you and not him? true, i remember my own brother was slaughtered before my eyes by a mass of maniacs who left me at the age of ten struggling to breathe under a stream of the recently deceased. stuck on a train with my chest so compressed i might well have died, i choo-chooed myself into imprisonment on this perfidious island, whereupon—



beep, beep, BEEEP—


KHAN (LOOKING AT HIS PHONE): okay, appreciate this chat, g, but we need to bounce, still. i’m not tryna be late.

HOMELESS MAN (NODDING, LEANING IN – WAY, WAY IN WITH HOT, HOT BREATH): just know this, young sir. you cannot know where you are going until you have understood where you have been. what is it your quran says …?



he licks his lips – eyes twinkling in a jalfrezi glaze.


HOMELESS MAN: … ah, why of course … that every soul shall taste death …



the boys glance at each other, ummmmmmm—

windows up. wheels spin. and offffff they go—




3.

A Shaadi That Shouldn’t Be

EVERY SOUL SHALL TASTE DEATH – yeah, maaaaybe. but wrenched from the grip of sleep that spiky morning of, all Immy could taste was the bitter tang of vodka-laced vomit – and boy did it drip sour off his tongue. for a few moments thereafter he continued to lie, alone and naked, in a pool of his own sweat, head drumming with regret, straight straining his eyes towards the janazah-white ceiling of a bedroom made far too bright. the remnant clouds of yet another Pakeeza-dream seeping into his pillow, so different from those that had come before.

thinking with a pounding groan back to the night he’d left strewn about on the floor by his bed, a wine-bottle patina of half-remembered images. there’d been, let’s see:

a night out with the lads from work,

sharp snow off a rusty back-gate key,

a girl he bought a drink, and later played soft-bodied tetris with in the backseat of some uncle’s uber until—

ahhhhh.

so he wasn’t alone.

Immy glanced over, then, to see a body beside him, turned away, shoulders rising and falling ever so gently. the duvet pulled in her direction like matter towards a black hole.

now, thought Immy, if only he could remember … his brain’s pattern-matching cogs burning overtime … trying to whir away from the confounding afterbirth of those godforsaken dreams … flashbacks to soaking fingers gone for walkies beneath fishnet tights – okay, but to have brought her home? into his dad’s house? what had he been thinking – ya Allah, what if they’d been loud? – heart going crazy, up 140 bpm like a grime track.

and the thing with the dreams is, once had, they just refuse to fuck off, like, just totally discolouring the next sixteen or so hours of waking life. in Immy’s case, these Pakeeza-dreams – so-called because they’re dreams featuring Pakeeza, duh – have several iterations almost exclusively of the nightmarish variety. i’m talking, like, full-blown horror movies here, the type to leave his heart desiccated outta shape like an old washing-up sponge. no night safe. no memory sacred—

anywayy, Immy peered at the sleeping girl, all turned away. inspecting: where did he know this back? hued somewhere between mummy brown and cosmic latte, a woman the colour of the universe. all angles, he thought, spotting delicate veins like water-stained ink swimming in the shadows of alpine shoulder blades. but the faces from the night before still evaded detection – rendering hazy. she could have been anyone. she could even be—

but, okay, here’s what’s odd, though: most Pakeeza-dreams are just infinite degrees demonic, yeah? the serrated blade of the break-up still a hurt Immy’s life is so severely defined by, and it’s not like shit’s getting any easier, either. not like the frequency of the oneiric trauma, repeated nightly over the last two years, had been working as exposure therapy. no way! far from it, in fact. their time together a tattoo lasered off and carved back in again and again on death-loop. a dickhead ordeal to go through, brother, it has to be said. but then, last night, for whatever indeterminable reason, Immy had been treated to the rarest of the rare: a Pakeeza-dream of the most sparklingly fresh variety. a miracle! a feel-good movie – no nasty twists, no bloodcurdling guest stars. just straight-up honey-loving vibes.

hmm, thought Immy – enlivened by whatever vapours of the pleasant dream remained in the air – maybe this meant – no …? but … could she really be—

he prodded the sleeping girl’s back. gingerly, at first, a fawn softly treading first snow. but, when she refused to stir, he was forced to prod harder – ignoring the obvious fact that his Pakeeza had always been a light sleeper, waking to the tune of even the most minuscule shuffle. but still, to see her face again, rahh – his hand going from doe to woodcutter to tectonic plate – to sleep, perchance to dream, and all of that—

then she moved, the girl, and then she groaned. duvet shuffling. Immy’s heart a dhol, pumping out an anxious qawwali. finally, she turned over – all hot drool scuttling down her chin—

‘holy shit,’ he mumbled, seeing her, her face, recognising her face.

‘oh, Immy, hey,’ the girl blurted, eyes bouncing around as she finished booting up. then, with a shake of the head that suggested renewed lucidity, she continued, ‘i’m assuming we …’ she looked down at their situation, their mutual nudity. wiping her chin, smirking in the place of a blush.

‘yeah, i think we …’ Immy mumbled, train of thought yanked offline by her jarring positivity.

pouting, she pulled something out from beneath the covers: a condom, used, its contents like day-old ras malai. she flung the thing at Immy – who ducked just in time, stomach cringing up at the sight of last night’s milky dessert now decorating his pillow.

‘so, we were safe, at least. that makes it ethical pretty much, don’t you think?’ she chuckled. Immy noticed her left breast hanging out from behind the duvet, and realised he’d never seen an asian girl with a pierced nipple before. well, not since … ‘i mean, my parents are cousins, and … i turned out fine, i guess?’ she laughed.

then, she stood, hands in the air, back arched in a sumptuous stretch. Immy looked away, indignity running down his spine, as he let the sad fact wash over him: the girl, now rooting through his wardrobe with utter contentment, was very decisively not the love of his life. not, as he had hoped, Pakeeza, but, instead … Kiran. a sociology grad with an affinity for piercings, spoken word, and the occasional bit of ket. hot, sure, but also his cousin, the youngest daughter of his father’s brother. they’d grown up together – and though his birth preceded hers by about six months or so, she had always kept him under her thumb, all submissive, like. and bruv, now that he thought about it, there were baaaaare summer holidays in his youth where she’d cast him as unwitting patient in childhood games of ‘doctors and nurses’ …

[shudders]

but now – or rather, this morning – as Kiran scrounged through his clothes, making small talk …

she messaged me a couple years ago actually, about you, i think it was. but i aired her. stay outta drama, me. i think she might even be a lesbian now, can you believe it?—

… Immy felt a log flume bubbling in his stomach, some wasps’ nest of nausea, man. like – he loves sex. really loves it. night-long carnivals of cum and lust, mmm, fuck yeah – it’s always been his most favourite of all the sins, an act so sucrose that the ever-present threat of eternal damnation felt entirely worth it. and let it be said, for the record, that Immy is especially fond of pushing his own boundaries – candle wax, handcuffs, electric zaps – anything goes, innit. but this, this – blackout cousin sex under his own dad’s roof … nah. this was some whole new low.

it tore at him, a violence in his throat. he coughed. ‘i don’t know how comfortable i feel about this. i think i was – i don’t think i knew – if i’d known it was you, i would never have—’

Kiran pff-ed. ‘you don’t remember the baths we had together as kids?’ she chirped, forcing one of his t-shirts down over her chest. ‘i always thought you had a nice dick.’

her words, smug and acerbic, splattered Immy’s cheeks a feverish red. shame throttled through him like a toxin as he buried himself under his duvet like a right little drama queen.

she asked him, ‘hey … last night you talked a lot of … i remember it was sort of …’ she stopped shuffling around, trying to work out the best way to phrase herself: ‘are you, like … doing okay?’

muffling, gesturing towards the door, Immy whimpers: ‘could you please – i feel a bit sick, actually, so—’

staying put. wrapped in the sweat-soaked cotton cocoon for hours and hours and hours after Kiran’s departure. away from the universe, there he was: glued to the bright hot rectangle in his palm. scrolling post after post after post until finally happening upon an image so distressing, so seismic, so un-fucking-forgivably unfair he had no choice but to yeet the damn phone the fuck across his room – screaming so loud he wasn’t sure he’d made any noise at all.

and the cursed image Immy had seen?

a tale as old as time, man: instagram dot com. Pakeeza’s profile. there she was. portrait-mode. breathtakingly beautiful. skin adorned with the most insanely complicated mehndi patterns. kitted out in gold drip, a ring to die for, top-to-toe in a royal-red bridal dress. this was a girl so married, like soooo married, with no expense spared, bare bangles jangling on her wrists, standing under an arch made of roses – and linking with some bangladeshi next man – the bhenchod groom, Immy presumed, short bastard with a face begging to be smashed in like a melon.

no justice in this world, yo.

and after that, well, there was nothing else for it. fuck the hangover. was Immy really gonna mong about in his shitty bedroom, spending the evening swerving endless khutbas from his mufti-saab dad, flicking his way between netflix and xvideos dot com until he conked out to another fucking ex-soaked nightmare? nah man – fuck. that. shit.

it was time to ring the boys. a distraction was in order. big-style night out with the mandem, chopping it up across wimmy road, a whole load of trouble-shubble—




4.

Backstreet Boyz

AND SO, THE BIMMER SLICES through phat congestion, whirring this way and that, past wide-eyed families and shifty-ass students, slithering up the backstreets – as per Khan’s instructions.

‘okay, try … let’s try left up here,’ Khan says, helicoptering his geographical authority like it’s a nine-incher, ‘into the wilderness.’

the wilderness being the frayed roads surrounding the curry mile. rusholme itself a twisted, mycelium thing, what you’d get if you let post-war industrial architecture fuck a gothic forest. a red-brick basilisk stinking of austerity, and littered with an influx of foreign cars, oh so easily scratched.

‘so, here’s the thing, yeah,’ Immy begins, ‘when i was seeing that white girl—’

‘ah yes,’ Haris smiles, ‘Molly was a sweetheart, man.’

‘does your wife know that’s how you’re talking about other women?’

‘allow it,’ Haris splutters, genuinely flustered, ‘besides, we’re not even married yet …’

‘well, what i’m saying is, you remember Mad Kadz, yeah? he was all like—’

‘oh yo, what’s he up to these days?’

‘last i heard, he went india to study islam, but ain’t no one seen him since,’ Immy shakes his head, ‘anyway, when i was seeing Molly, he used to send me all these, like, boomer memes about how white wives give their husbands unseasoned chicken and that. talking about how oh my Uncle Shakeel, ninety years old and missing the homeland, but all his gori-wife can feed him is shepherd’s pie. mad disrespectful, bruv.’

‘white girlfriends and seasoning,’ Khan says, feigning expertise on the matter, like he’s ever even had a girl, white or regs. ‘so much is gained, but so much is lost, too.’

‘nah but that’s just a stereotype, dawg,’ Immy continues, ‘truth is, Molly loved spice. like looooved spice, and i’m not just talking about me—’

a collective groan, completely deserved.

‘—i mean, she were reeeeally on it. more time i were gasping for milk, cos she was fully putting chillies in everything—’

‘i still think about that banging vegan christmas meal you guys did,’ Haris quips, remembering it fondly, ‘cashew cheese-dip with just that hint of paprika, mm.’

‘errr, what vegan christmas was this?’ Khan calls out. ‘where was my invite?’

‘chill yaar, you was living it up at cambridge them days, tryna shed your paki-ness—’

‘i feel like doing a vegan christmas would have definitely shedded my paki-ness—’

‘—besides, it was just a small group. me, Immy, Molly, her mate Jess—’

‘Long Leg Jess—’ Immy and Khan both spurt out in unison, laughing, having both shared, at one time or another, stroking-soaking fantasies about Jess and the natural stilts from which she perches upon this earth.

‘yeah, yeah, yeah,’ Haris continues, ‘and then a bit later on, your boy Naz joined—’

… ah.

Immy freezes.

not expecting this interject. not expecting to hear—

N & it’s not like it’s visible or nothing, not like the boys are gonna clock him and that, but suddenly all Immy’s veins can do is scream and screech, it’s like …

A & all he can do, like all he can actually do, like Immy, right now, the one thing he’s still capable of, it’s this: not letting his grip on the steering wheel completely fail, fists clenched, the steering wheel some leather-throat, squeezing and squeezing and squeezing as if, as if, as if …

Z & fingers just quivering, like shaking from deep within, like there’s a drum ’n’ bass night in all his fingernails, you know, them little white spots of pure agony going supernova, all in some vain attempt at disintegrating his entire selfhood for …

J & listen, it’s cool, no one’s noticed, the boys so completely oblivious, it’s peak but that’s life, Immy shakes his head, not to worry, ain’t no biggie, he tells himself, as he whips the bimmer back in record time …

O & slamming the whole situation into order, slamming the past like it’s a virus he can facemask away from, and there it is, go on, Immy tells himself, breeeeeaaathe, yes, that’s it, and another, breeeeeeeaaaathe, stay focused, look straight ahead, let all that adrenaline retreat, sucking it all back in like a dyson, wooooooosh, back down the dustbin of despair …

I & but though fingers still tensed as if whispering not now not now not now not now, fam, not now not now not now, Immy pleading with the whole of his entire biology and what’s that there, soft and pretty like shadows amongst the smoke, it’s …

N & two boys leaning against the edge of a park, creps resting atop a torrid, tungsten sunset, all smoke billowing from their mouths, back when summer days were best spent head-bopping to MF Doom, red-velvet eyes and sugar-glazed mouths, six weeks spent floating and nodding, just pure hitting the green, like, no stakes, no drama, just pure vibes, yaar, one of them ones, cuzzy, you get me?

E & that there, fuck it, that’d been Immy, that was Immy, no care in the world, yo, just chatting pure wass, this was before Pakeeza, mind, before uni, before meeting Khan and Haris, the whole world back then a fish-eye lens, rose-tinted and that …

D & so, after what feels like years and years or months or moments pass, right now in the here and now, all too aware of his viciously thumping throat, Immy forces out a quick mumble:

‘don’t mention that name around me.’

after which Haris and Khan glance at each other – Immy’s mumbles, the way his eyes continue burning down on the road ahead, confirming the unspoken cloud hanging above their group of three for the last however many months or so.

don’t mention that name around me—

Haris – being of september birth, the father of the group – leans forward, trying to stir up the therapeutic language necessary for breakthrough.

what he’d love to say:

i know something’s gone on between you and Naz both and i’d like to help extract it from your heart

or

i’m here for you my guy and i always will be you can tell me anything you get me

or

i feel like if you keep this thing so repressed inside you it’s going to lift weights in the bottom of your stomach until it becomes completely explosive—

but the awkwardness permeating the car is too relentless, his words not quite right, not even in his head. he gives up.

quiet, then, in the bimmer. saliva flushing down sahara-parched throats. a whispered Naz echoing in silent wisps, destined to go ignored, uncatered to – a sickness skirting against the contours of brotherhood. until—

‘park there, yo, quick—’ Khan croaks, blowing away the sticky atmosphere like snot in a cold shower.

‘good spot,’ Immy replies, suddenly, with a flash and a bang: back in the game.

and phooooooo, now everyone can sit up straight again. lungs vacant, air more negotiable. Immy rams the car towards the empty space, but as he does – stylishly, carefully – some cheeky little pussio in a mitsubishi cuts in, nabbing the spot for himself.

‘oh, bhen di – hope his bitch of a mother dies tonight,’ Khan snarls.

‘rah, don’t be saying things like that, yo,’ Haris argues, always gotta be the voice of reason.

‘sorry, boys,’ says Immy, driving away, referring to his earlier fumble, ‘so what was i saying?’

‘umm, something about—’

‘—oh yeah, yeah, yeah. so, despite what Mad Kadz thought, Molly was a proper little spice fiend. and i’d just take it. fully hiding my tears and that, you know them ones? even if i was cooking for her, i’d layer the ting up with chilli powder, knowing i weren’t gonna like it. that it’d be proper rough for me, didn’t matter. and i realised i was just, what’s the word—’

‘oi, this guy’s leaving,’ Khan shouts, eagle-eyed, obviously doesn’t give two shits about Immy’s story. he points to a rusty old people carrier with blinkering rear lights reversing from a patch of grass fronting like it’s a legitimate parking spot.

‘—nice one,’ says Immy, getting ready to take the space. ‘so anyway, yeah, i was performing spice tolerance for her. Allah ni kassam, that’s what i realised. pretending i could handle all this spice, you know, just being bare competitive with the image she had of me. like, you want their first asian boyfriend experience to be sick. the stuff of legends. like—’

ahead of them, the people carrier finds itself caught in the beige ballroom waltz of a dementia patient, reversing and turning, all confused and that.

‘—i’m trying to be an advert for why she should only ever date brown boys from now on. you know me, i’m Riz Ahmed in this bitch, doing my bit to uplift the community.’

the boys chuckle, whilst the people carrier finally fucks off. Immy slams the bimmer in its place.

then:

‘yo, look!’ Haris mumbles, noticing a sign outside the car.

Immy and Khan whip around. it’s a tacky little plastic thing, the sign, victim to vandalism, that would have once declared:

NO PARKING

but that now, through the unfortunate etching-outs of some cheeky edl-fucker, reads:

NO PARKING

Haris tuts, bemoaning the sorry state of the uk. Immy laughs – thinking, pompeii to now, there’s always been bare creativity in the streets.

‘a’ight, my man’s saying he’ll be two seconds,’ Khan declares, reading a telegram message, ‘so i’mma just go to him, innit. be ready to bounce as soon as i come back.’ he pushes open the door and steps out, exhaling like he’s about to embark on some heavy-heavy mission, fist clutching an overstuffed envelope.

‘you want anyone to come with you?’ Haris asks, before the door can close. Khan bends down, poking his head back in for a moment, shaking it.

‘i’ll just be a minute, still.’ Khan smiles, then lets his smile slip into something of a grimace, as the mass of the envelope in his hands threatens to buckle him completely. and then, off he saunters – shoulders giving it a gangster shuffle, as he carries with him the strapping gravity of a Keanu or a Dev, heading off into the bad breath of a pitch-black alley, fading all the way out of sight.




5.

Trapping Whilst P-word

A WHOLE WHITE FLUSH OF HISTORY swirls suddenly about Khan’s mind as he walks through the treacle throat of this twisting back alley, so tunnel vision he can think of nothing but the task ahead.

see, Khan’s one of them built-different ones. unnervingly motivated, with a proper chernobyl-hot lifeforce in there, know them ones? a spectacular ending built right into the core.

e.g., the morning of, my man’s schedule was like:

5 a.m. woke up. read. 6 a.m. american psycho workout. 7 a.m. ice-showered it up. 8 a.m. made a couple bills off crypto day-trade. 9 a.m. refined the coding of a jailbroken bot set to slop out bare ai-generated audiobooks. 10 a.m. a single hit of a spliff, lit with his favourite pistol-shaped lighter. microdosing and making money moves, yo.

and then, 11 a.m., time for some hard-earned brekkie. casting sock shadows on the bruised kitchen table, calves beginning to scream, Khan lounged in a light haze whilst Mummy-ji tiresomely prepared for him some honey paratha, to be swilled down with extremely sweet karak chai.

it’s only hours later, as he approaches his contact – an androgyne addict who we’re gonna call the Thin White Duke – that Khan deeps the fact he took Mummy-ji’s food without so much as a nod of the head. worse, he chewed and swallowed the ting as rapidly as a pig on animal farm, preventing the motherly slush in which it’d been marinated from even breaching the tips of his tastebuds. rah, he thinks, lump in his throat, i really am some badminded yute, still.


THIN WHITE DUKE: ayo, wagwan, my guy! Hash’s little bro, i presume?



in his early thirties and resembling a single string of beef, the Thin White Duke – all freckle and sunburn – leaps when he sees Khan, loose-fitting bangles on his wrists jangling like a windchime as he claws in for a half-hug, half-back-thump.


KHAN: what gave it away?

THE THIN WHITE DUKE (EYEBALLS WHIPPINGUP AND DOWN, SMILING): brudder, it’s bananas. you look … well, you look just like him, and that’s facts. bigger nose, but – yeah, it’s nice to finally link mr alan brown sugar himself—



the Duke begins leading him towards some run-down terraced ting, no different to any of the other shithole gaffs on this street. as Khan sloshes through mud and chicken bones, his inner monologue starts to role-play as prestige podcast slot. see, as a kid yeah, he’d been an avid fan of the apprentice, been inspired right from day dot to do up the money game. fast-forward to secondary school and he was fully on it, having masterminded an illicit line of halal haribos and, later, menthol ciggies that went right around that school, raking in the p’s like a wall-street khutta. whole calendar from then to now filled with bare notes and bare crosses. and he’s always been dead serious about it too, building himself brick by brick for greatness, sacrificing it all, never taking no days off.


THIN WHITE DUKE: you’re quiet, still.



ah. Khan finds himself traversing a path of bent needles leading to a faded blue door, half-hanging off its hinges. he frowns, clears his throat, letting his pak-ccent turn twat-ccent once again.


KHAN: uh, i’m happy to just … i’d rather hand over the cash now, i don’t really need to—

THIN WHITE DUKE: nah, nah, nah, come see the trap house, my brudder!



in marked contrast to Khan, the Thin White Duke buries his inherent beans-on-toast twangs beneath an affected bricolage of urban sensibilities derived mainly from watching top boy.


THIN WHITE DUKE: shit is mad hot what i got cooking up. business is booming, famalam. trying to be like you, my guy. Hash told me all about you, up on all them different levels, and that’s facts!



of course, Khan thinks – podcast mode again – being on ‘different levels’ has its ups and its downs. he thinks back to when he played Henry Ford in the great race war of year 10, in which he learnt the toughest business lesson of them all:

see, it’d been some major adolescent beef, fought between the school’s south asian majority and the white english minority. the asians outnumbered the white kids like ten to one, but what the white kids lacked in numbers, they made up for in sheer lack of morality. talk about bringing a knife to a fistfight.

anyway, after one particularly wounding battle, the asians (who naturally considered Khan an ally) discovered that he’d been selling vapes to both sides, despite the agreed-upon trade embargo against the whites. the punishment administered to Khan was, let’s just say, pretty scarring. and worse, in addition to the physical brutality, Khan was barred from local five-a-side matches, banned from shisha nights out and forced to trek all the way to the shia mosque on the other side of the city when it came time to pray eid namaaz. the whole sorry situation served to teach him a valuable lesson: that race matters, tribes exist, and to choose the wrong side is to choose death.

but his ‘cancelling’, if we can call it that, flowered ladders as well as snakes. for, excluded from the juvenile disruptions of his fellow pupils’ teenage hedonisms – shots of sambuca in english lessons, verbal warnings from abusive feds, nude-exchanging group chats and so on – he was able to keep his head down long enough to smash his way through gcses, ending up with a high-flying set of results most unbefitting such a hope-deprived school. as it did Marx, exile equipped Khan with the ingredients necessary to push himself further than had ever been expected, blasting past his older brother Hashim, allowing him to truly transcend his little brown body and be well on his way to achieving greatness.

mm-hmm. anyway …

Khan and the Thin White Duke are now standing in the belly of the trap house, some nitty place for real. the stink of lemon juice and tepid piss. stacks on stacks of expired pineapple cans line the floor like misshapen tin soldiers. a mound of blankets on a ratty sofa in the corner of the room breathes slowly, up and down, up and down. Khan inspects it: is it a dog or a crackhead or what? then – second thoughts – he really don’t wanna know.


THIN WHITE DUKE: so, what you do, then? big-time business moves and that?

KHAN: uh, yeah, various things, you know how it is. about to move to london, actually. like literally next week, got, like, a consulting job there. should be big p’s, still.

THIN WHITE DUKE: ahhhh, i sees you, famalam. flyin the flippin coop, my guy!

KHAN: and Hash once said you were … are you still trying to become an accountant?

THIN WHITE DUKE: was spilling bare secrets, was he? nah, you know it, still. maths ain’t never been my strong point, but i’m tryna get my a-level now. grinding the grind, go fully legit. this life, my guy, people get hurt. whereas me, yeah, i’m just tryna provide for my girl. and that’s facts, bro.

KHAN: ah, great. a-levels are good. they were good for me.



well – it weren’t the a-levels themselves, mind, but the college experience. because, see, at sixteen, dismayed with his dispiriting time at secondary school, knee-deep as it was in poverty and pregnancies, as well as a general animosity to his entrepreneurial ways, Khan shipped himself out to a non-shithole college. a proper place, too, guardian top-ten institution, you know like that? it was there he met and clicked with Immy and Haris, sure, but it was also the very first time he found himself surrounded by members of the elusive white middle class. yep, right there, all of a sudden, as if he’d dropped balls-first into an entirely alien world, in Khan’s vicinity, mans were getting gift-wrapped cars from well-adjusted parents, gap-yearing to delhi in designer garms, flexing on bare tippy toes at marble-underfloor-heated house parties. he was Jasmine on the flying carpet, and middle england? bruuuv, whole new world.

so that was that, then. Khan had identified a new tribe for himself, and a white-hot sense of competition emerged, burst out his chest like the alien in alien. he needed, not Immy, not Haris, but privately educated white people – with their wine nights, Shakespeare top tens and Bowie haircuts – to pirouette forth and light the way. because remember, Khan was just a paki from ends, previously surrounded by a whole pack of pakis from ends, all of whom by then lived in a milieu of permanent dejections.

and it weren’t enough for Khan to simply compete with the middle-class whites. nah, he wanted to beat them. smash them the fuck out of the water. like the cricket squad in lagaan, he needed to beat the bastards at their own game. and in this, he largely succeeded. man went all in, as brown and as hard as a fibre-deprived shit, excelling at the speed of light in the white direction, scaling all the way up to them cambridge interviews, where—


THIN WHITE DUKE: so, these pineapple cans, yeah? this my secret sauce. that’s facts. go ahead and open one of them motha-fockas.



Khan obliges, so out of his depth in this damp grotto. he crouches down, taps his fingertips against their unflinching metal, before picking two up, curling open their lids to reveal their guts: a bunch of tightly stuffed baggies.


THIN WHITE DUKE: green and white both, g. oh!



he clicks his fingers, frightening Khan as he pounds a palm into his chest, an electric excitement wiring through his hair as he stares at the plastic-choked weed and coke.


THIN WHITE DUKE: like you guys.

KHAN: what’s that?

THIN WHITE DUKE: green and white. that’s the paki flag. isn’t it?



uhhhh …

the … what flag?

Khan lets his head hang slow – processing the Duke’s words, his elation, his flapping hand. did mans really just say—


THIN WHITE DUKE: come on, you should know that at least, my brudder. Hash said you was a cambridge yute. ain’t that facts?



it was facts. and though winter had been a cold knife against Khan’s fresh fade, them times he sat in uni interviews feeling mad hype about himself. bodying them all too, leaving the college lot in an avalanche as he clambered forth towards his next peak. cos there he was, eighteen years old, a full-fledged cambridge-bredrin, destroying honey-roasted figs in the formal hall like some harry potter donny. here, he acquired yet another tribe, this time comprised of proper-proper elites: eton whites and scholarship tans. and that’s how it was. bare societies, bare saltburns, bare exams lock, stock and loaded. bro was catching firsts the way feds catch brown boys – all too fucking easily.

but it weren’t enough to just be better. he needed to eviscerate the bhenchods. chuck ’em out in the smoke. gotta be so good, like so good, they’ll see your brain before your skin, you know what i mean? so good you’ll leave them fuckers in the dust, no questions asked.

all of a sudden, a feverish shuffling. the mound on the sofa sits up, blanket falling like snow down a mountain. a girl, can’t be more than three years old, wild hair like a crown on her head, tiny fingers rubbing tiny eyes. Khan spots her, confused. this ain’t no crackhead or dog, that’s for sure.


THIN WHITE DUKE: ah. my daughter. my little girl. hey, come say hello!



he’s got a grin like Blair, so excited to see his angel he even loses the street voice. but Khan don’t give a fuck about no kid. he’s still thinking about the guy’s language, the hold he must have had over his older brother, the fact of his brother’s twelve-grand debt, owed to this odious white boy, now sitting hot in Khan’s rugged envelope, perched inside his jacket pocket. squinting and thinking: just what kind of a man is this?

the little girl, let’s call her Ziggy for now. mixed-race perhaps, hints of spice beyond her dad’s bacon-native dna, though it’s hard to be sure in the trap house’s tapering light. she yawns, shuffling over towards them, blanket pulling behind her like a wedding veil. she hugs the Duke’s leg and looks up through huge, wet eyes, studying Khan. a little curious. a little afraid.


THIN WHITE DUKE: aw, isn’t she sweet?



but Khan, in this moment, aware of Ziggy, aware of the Duke’s naive optimism, aware of the ever-vanishing nature of time, starts to shift uncomfortably.


KHAN: and what was it that Hash did to … well, it’s a lot of money to owe someone, innit?

THIN WHITE DUKE: and you got it all, yeah?



Khan nods, once again removing the envelope from his inside pocket, couple hundred fifties poking out like a sliced tongue. The Duke tries to pinch it from him, but Khan pulls back, not quiiiite ready to part with it just yet.

the Duke kisses his teeth, vexed, not really tryna be messed around in front of his daughter like that.


THIN WHITE DUKE: he broke rule number four. getting high on his own … well no, mine – my supply. not everyone’s got the …



he rubs his fingers together, grinning—


THIN WHITE DUKE: … the business acumen. that’s where you and i differ from the average man. that’s facts, bro. it can’t be teached, and it obviously ain’t genetics. your brother was lazy, famalam, didn’t have no willpower. skinny paki with a fat belly. do you know what i mean?



prickled by everything he’s just heard, a new mission comes into focus for Khan. impulsive ones, fam – shaitaan hissing some compelling shit in his ear. so fuck it, he mutters a prayer to himself, a prayer swiped from man like Marco Pierre White: pain is in the mind, pain is in the mind, pain is in the mind. those five words on loop, dispersing about his neurons like an infantile battalion, shuttering out the weak amongst the rabble. moving like Suge Knight, Khan reaches into his jacket, eyes up and away from Ziggy, prepping the next step—


KHAN: sorry, but you need to learn to shut the fuck up.



it’s a dog-eat-dog world, dawg, and shit’s gotta get done, bhenchods gotta get slapped up. and Khan’s quick with it, too. no thoughts, no plan, as he pulls out a certain pistol-shaped lighter and points it at a spot between the Duke’s eyes.

dun-dun-dun—

Judas moves yo.

once the deed is done, you can hear my man’s daughter wailing Daddy, Daddy, the Duke meanwhile whittering like a wasteman as he lies there all scrambled up in twined rope. how can you do this to me, blood? we gonna get you for this, motherfucker! all my dogs gon’ be on your case dirty, blood, naaaah, you’re dead meat for real just like your pussy brother and that’s FUCKING facts!

what does Khan care? sprinting to the car, easy now, his bag a full twenty–thirty cans heavier, pistol-lighter back in the confines of his northface-gucci, envelope tucked safely away, that twelve grand not going nooowhere. he pants through the alley and out towards the light, mind whirring towards not Hash, not revenge, not the horrors that’ll soon splash his way, only this – only them – painted into his eyeline. there he sees them as he emerges from the treacle-alley: his most current tribe, Immy and Haris. the longest enduring, and so different from the last.

there’s Immy, driver’s seat, haunted expression on his face, only slipping out cos he thinks the coast is clear. and then there’s Haris, bending over the defaced sign, sharpie in hand, tongue poking out. he grins like a pomeranian when he notices Khan approaching, and presents his work to him.

he’s substituted the ‘no’ for a ‘yes’.
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