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Foreword

In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.

Thank you so much for choosing to read my book! It’s very surreal that lil’ old me even undertook the mammoth task of writing a book, let alone people being interested in reading it.

I’d love you to enjoy it, laugh at the funny bits, cry at the sad bits, nod attentively at the interesting bits. And really, I’d love you to develop a deeper understanding of what it was like for a young British Pakistani Muslim kid growing up in 90s northern England. I was the generation that was abandoned by Thatcher, that Enoch Powell wanted erased, that Tony Blair tried to embrace. It was truly a fascinating time. Also, who doesn’t love a bit of cheeky 90s nostalgia? Bonbons, anyone?

Lots of people have asked me why I decided to write this book. I guess there isn’t one clear answer. First and foremost, there were some things I needed to get off my chest.

I also wish there’d been a book like this for me growing up, about the generation of Asians who grew up in the 60s and 70s, and so I’ve written one for people who want to look back at what it was like in the 90s. And I wanted people to know about the struggles. That things aren’t handed to people who come from where I come from and that while setbacks and drama are a part of life, they needn’t define us.

And . . . actually . . . my life was kinda interesting and it seems like the best way to take you into that world is through a book.

I’ve always viewed my childhood through rose-tinted specs, so to properly rake through my memories and realise how much I went through was really eye-opening, and it’s only with hindsight that I can truly appreciate how goddam annoying I must’ve been to my teachers.

It’s been a real hoot and I had such a laugh reminiscing with my family and friends about the stupid things we got up to and got away with. I really hope it makes you laugh.

Some things to note:

The title aside, this is one person’s experience – mine. Yes, there are some universal experiences, but this is my story, not the story of the entire British Muslim/Asian/Pakistani experience. While there will of course be some parallels, a black Muslim kid growing up in Birmingham or London will have had very different experiences to me, as will a middle-class Gujarati kid growing up in Canterbury. So please don’t make any sweeping generalisations, positive or negative, based on my words. Ta.

Now, you might be thinking, wow Tez, I didn’t realise you kept a diary when you were a kid! I didn’t. The account here is based on memories and extensive conversations with my nearest and dearest. I also kept my Record of Achievement, my report cards and my certificates, which built a nice picture.

I did have a college diary, which was useful for some dates, but useless for actual real experiences, though I could tell you in which round Amelie Mauresmo was knocked out of Wimbledon in 2001,* because that’s the sort of thing eighteen-year-old me thought was useful to record [image: illustration]. Which is all to say, this is a genuine account of what went down. I’ve tried to be as honest as possible. Uncomfortably so. By accident, I have probably given teen me a little more foresight in some places than I might actually have had at the time – but then, as you’ll notice, I was very intelligent and talented so there’s a good chance I really would have predicted that our country would peak in 2012 as we hosted the world for the Olympics and then take a nosedive as we submitted ourselves to populism, making a series of bad decisions which will lead to the collapse of our economy and society in 2025. Lol.

Having stepped back into the mind of thirteen-year-old me, it felt only natural to write the diary from the perspective of my teenage self in the style in which I spoke at the time. So it’s written in a colloquial way, which I personally prefer in books to long tricky words (you’re welcome). I promise you’ll understand it all . . . but just in case you think it’s an error, yes, ‘but’ is supposed to fall at the end of sentences: we used it interchangeably with ‘though’. And anything else you think is a typo is also purposeful.

In addition, I have a pretty large family and had a fair few friends (humblebrag), so I’ve included a character list at the front in case you forget who anyone is.

Oh, also . . . awkward . . . I know how my people are with rude bits. This is a teenager’s diary. Sorry. There are three entries that could be considered a bit blue. They’re clearly marked in the entry heading, so if you’d like to avoid that sort of thing, feel free to skip those.

Finally, for the non-Muslim and/or non-Punjabi speakers reading this, you’ll likely come across words you don’t recognise. Don’t panic: there’s a glossary. The first time you see a new word, it’ll be asterisked to remind you of the glossary’s existence. After that you should know the word, so you’re on your own. There isn’t a test at the end of the book, but remember, Allah is always watching. Speaking of Whom . . . may Allah please forgive me for any errors in this book and for anything that I have written that upsets anybody or displeases Him.

Ameen.



 

_______________

* Third round.
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Wednesday 1st January

‘For God’s sake. You win. Again.’

You can throw your cards all you want, Baji* Rosey. Of course I won! I’m the best in our whole family at Cluedo. I ALWAYS win.

Saeeda smiled at me. ‘You’re well top at this game, Paijan*. You should become a police detective when you grow up.’

Thank you, Saeeda. That’s more like it.

‘Don’t worry, when you grow up you’ll be well top too,’ I said. Saeeda’s only eight. Baji’s fifteen, so the chances of her having my Cluedo skills are probably gone.

Saeeda is wrong, but. I’m not gonna be a detective, I’m gonna be a doctor.

Baj took my win out on our little brothers. ‘Take that Lego out of his mouth,’ she said to Zaheer, who was in the corner of our front room, playing with Tany. No appreciation for my Cluedo skills from them two.

Ammi* was in the kitchen, I know that because the smell from her cooking was travelling past the living room into the front room. Special New Year’s Day meal of salooneh chawal* and kofta* saalan*. Yum. Ammi jaan* had a good excuse for missing my victory.

So did Abu because he was at work. New Year’s Day is one of the busiest and best times for a taxi driver. But to be honest, my stepdad wouldn’t even care how good I was at anything. Even if I won the Cricket World Cup in front of his face. I’m sure he’d ignore that too, like everything me and Baj do.

One of the best things about starting to keep a diary is that I can tell it things I can’t tell my family and friends.

Secrets.

Like that I always win at Cluedo because I’m the one who always shuffles the cards and when I have to put the cards of the suspect, the room and the weapon into the special envelope, I always sneak a look (Professor Plum in the library with the rope today), and I never get caught!

Obviously, I would win anyway. That just makes sure that I do.

I hope Baj or Saeeda never read this.

Thursday 2nd January

Ninety per cent of things I do when I’m not at school or home is with my cousin brothers: football, cricket, cycling, swimming, messing about, buying and eating sweets or playing Mega Drive.

As usual, we were playing footy in the attic of Lancaster Place, me and Shiry v Muj and Shibz. Their attic is massive so there’s loads of space to play. We use the back of a pool table with no legs for a goal on one side and a bed on the other side. I like going in goal in the attic because I can sit on my knees and proper dive about.

Muj always argues that his shots have gone in, like today: ‘What you on about? That went in. Fuck off!’

‘I saved it on to the post, man.’ I tried my best to make Muj think he’d missed. But to be honest, I’m not sure.

Shiry backed me up anyway. He usually does. ‘Yeah, Terry saved it. No goal.’

Muj looked at Shibz. Even though Muj is the eldest brother, Shibz has always been the more responsible one. He flicked back his curtains from his sweaty forehead. ‘Doesn’t matter, we’re winning anyway. No goal.’

Me and Shiry were still in it!

Typical Muj: ‘FUCK SAKE, MAN.’

Which made Baji Shanaz shout, ‘Is everything all right upstairs?’

Shiry let her know that it was just Muj being Muj. He always shouts, but never does anything. It’s just his way to get rid of his frustrations.

Baji Shanaz is so sweet. She’s twenty, the oldest in their family. Shibz is in the same year and tutor group as me, Shiry is a year younger (Year 8) and Muj is two years older (Year 11, same as Baji Rosey). There’s also another sister, Saddia, who’s in between Muj and Shibz, and a little brother, Jaffer, who’s the same age as Saeeda (eight).

I love going to Lancaster Place. It’s the biggest house in our family. A front garden, three big rooms downstairs plus a kitchen, three bedrooms upstairs and then the massive (football pitch) attic.

I used to stay over quite a bit a few years back, whenever my family were visiting Pakistan without me. All four of us slept in the same room. Me on the top bunk bed, Shiry on the bottom, and Shibz and Muj in two single beds next to each other. That was havoc because we would always just carry on playing and then we’d hear footsteps on the stairs and Muj would run and switch the lights off and jump in bed and we’d all lie really still. Is the loudest I’ve heard my heartbeat. Then Poupoh* would come in and shout that she knows we’re messing about and that we have to sleep, and I would try my best not to laugh.

Shibz lot’s mum and dad, Poupoh and Uncle, are like my second parents. Poupoh is my dad’s sister and Uncle is Ammi’s mum’s (Naani Ammi’s*) brother, so I’m related to them two ways!

*

After the match, we were sat in the middle room drinking Vimto, and me and Shibz and Shiry were talking about what we wanna do when we grow up. Shibz wants to be a lawyer and he goes, ‘I’m gonna be more like you and do every homework on time this year.’

I warned him to get ready for everyone calling him a SWOT.

And then he said summat really nice: ‘Yeah, but who be’s laughing when the exam results come out?’

‘Our mum said we should be more like you and study more,’ Shiry goes.

That’s funny. I wish I was more like them. Strong and tough and fast. I didn’t say that, though. I actually hate it when mums compare us against each other. Ammi always goes, Bandeyah dee rees nee karee dee: Don’t copy other people. But then she also says, be more like so and so. You can’t sometimes say don’t be like them and then other times say be like them. It’s confusing.

Anyway, I just said, ‘Really, we’re all as clever as each other, just my mum forces me to do reading and writing all the time.’

Sunday 5th January

Dad picked me and Baji Rosey up today like he does every Sunday. I love Dad. Everyone loves Dad. He’s well famous in Blackburn because he plays football and he’s got loads of trophies.

As usual he dropped us off at Randal Street, where our grandparents and cousins live.

‘Go see your grandma and grandad before you go play,’ he told us. Baj asked where he was going to be.

‘I’ve got a game in half an hour; I’ll be back later.’

‘Can I come?’ I asked.

He looked at me. ‘No. Sorry. It’s chuckin’ it, you’ll freeze to death standing on the side.’

He must’ve known I got sad, because he reached into his pocket and gave us £1 each. He ruffled my hair, I smiled and then he left.

The front door is never locked during the day, so I went straight in. Wadi Ammi, my grandma, is definitely the best cook in our whole family: as soon as I opened the door I could smell a sweet and sour mixture of buttery saag* paratah* and filthy hookah*. She was sat on her settee, wearing her trademark white dupatta over her mehndi-dyed red and white hair, smoking her pipe. No one else in our family smokes a pipe, but Wadi Ammi is the strongest personality in our family. She does what she wants!

She breathed out the smoke, looking like a smiling dragon, gave me salaam* and called me over for a hug.

Baaji was in his chair opposite her. He smiled, so I went over to him and let him put his hand over my head, the way old people always greet young people. Oh, we call Baaji, Baaji and not Daada Abu, because when my eldest cousins Baji Shanaz and Nads were small, they couldn’t pronounce Babaji, which is what you can also call your grandad. Instead they said Baaji, and that name stuck, so that’s what all his grandkids call him now.

He is looking really old these days. He barely said anything. I mean, I actually miss the scary Baaji that would chase us out of the house. Maybe my imagination is rubbish, but I can’t imagine how he was in the army in World War II.

As always, Wadi Ammi tried to feed me, but I pretended I’d already eaten because I wanted to use my £1 to buy some samosas. Before I left she took her purse out and said, ‘Eh leh. Cheezie leh lavee’: Here. Buy yourself something.

‘Thank you, Wadi Ammi!’ Now I had £2!

Then I went next door to Was’s. Literally.

Their door is always open too. I used to be a bit jealous that Was (my cousin who’s my age and in the same tutor group as me and Shibz in school) lived next door to my dad. But Dad’s moved two streets away, to Inkerman Street, now, so I don’t need to be.

I said hi to everyone: Tayi, my aunt; dodged a slap from Taya, my uncle (Dad’s older brother. He actually caught my shoulder: OW!); Noreen, Shaheen and Asma – Was’s sisters – who were chilling in the kitchen and told me ‘Was is out back.’

The best thing about Randal Street: they have a park right behind their house! Swings, slides and monkey bars. Even in this freezing weather and rain, Was was on the top of the monkey bars. If he falls?! He never does.

Basically, if we went on TV, Was would be on Gladiators. I would be on They Think It’s All Over, Shibz would be on Crystal Maze, Muj would be on A Question of Sport and Shiry would be on Krypton Factor.

I called him and Was jumped off like it was the height of a bed and not a hundred times bigger than us.

We went to Manchester Sweet Centre and got two samosas each, then drowned them in the famous Sweet Centre onion chutney and ate them back in the park, sat on the swings. Was gave one of his samosas to his little brothers, Naeem and Saleem, to share, so I gave him half of one of mine, so we had one and a half each.

I asked him about Baaji.

‘Yeah man, Wadi Ammi’s worried about him. He’s proper slowed down.’

We swung quietly. Eating our samosas. When we finished, he goes, ‘Oh, I need to show you something . . . ’ I followed him across the park to Kendal Street. He gave me his rubbish: ‘Hold this.’

And then he kicked the door of No. 16 with all his force and legged it. I just stood and stared at him as he ran off. He turned around . . .

‘RUN!’

I dropped the rubbish and started running. He never gives me a warning, man! He knows I’m slower than him. If he wasn’t so cool and funny, I’d be mad.

At 5ish I went over to Dad’s, said hi to Aunty (my stepmum) and Saira and Yasmeen, my little stepsisters.* I watched a bit of Aladdin with them and then Dad took me and Baj back home.

I love Sundays.

Tuesday 7th January

Is first school day of 1997. I wrote 1996 in three different classes.

‘It’s my turn to sit next to Was today,’ remembered Shibz as we walked into Ms Williams’s tutor group.

Was is probably the coolest and most popular guy in our year. Shibz got to sit next to him in tutor group because I sat next to him on the last day before Christmas holidays. So I sat next to Hassim. It doesn’t really matter anyway, because we just turn our chairs around so we can all talk to each other.

But if it doesn’t matter, then why do me and Shibz take turns sitting next to Was? So it must matter, then. I wonder if Was thinks it’s weird. Like he’s Eric Cantona or summat.

Hassim said, ‘You’ll never believe what I got for Christmas.’

Hassim is always getting presents. He always has more money than us and wears better clothes. But even still he’s my best friend at school. I met him on induction day, when we were in Year 6. We randomly sat next to each other and we must have looked at each other and thought, yeah, let’s be best friends in school. And we have been ever since. Like a lot of my friends, he’s clever, but he doesn’t try as hard, which is why I always beat him in exams.

The rest of us call him Boojo*, because he looks a bit like a monkey. But he’s also still quite handsome, with curtains and hazel eyes. It’s weird.

‘A banana,’ I guessed. Shibz and Was laughed. We are always taking the piss out of each other and laughing.

‘Very funny. No.’

He got a PlayStation!

‘But you already have a Mega Drive and a SNES.’ I didn’t mean it to sound like a complaint, but I think it did.

‘Hassim, Tehzeeb, turn around and be quiet.’

I hate Ms Williams, our form tutor. She’s proper strict and always tells me off for talking, especially when I’m talking.

Danyal and Yazid are talking too. It’s not my fault our Pakistani voices are louder than Indian voices. And actually, Fiona and her friends are talking as well. Not that I’d want my future wife to get into trouble. I’m just saying it’s not fair.

Also, why’s she called Ms and not Miss or Mrs?

Wednesday 8th January

Today I am 13¾ years old. I can do fractions and two press-ups!

I sat next to Was in tutor group today.

Thursday 9th January

In school everyone was talking about first roza* tomorrow, the start of Ramazan*.

‘I’m gonna keep ’em all* again this year. A hundred per cent,’ I said, with my mouth full of chips.

‘Obviously. It’s not even hard.’ Shibz is right. It actually isn’t.

‘The real challenge is tarawee*,’ Was goes. ‘Who’s gonna do that every day?’

Ufft. That’ll actually be rock hard, because they take a long time. The molbi* saab* reads the full Qur’an in tarawee prayers, so like a spaara* a day. Takes around about an hour.

‘At my mosque tarawee only takes thirty minutes,’ Hassim said.

‘That’s because your mosque has got a Division Two molbi who doesn’t pray the full Qur’an because he doesn’t know it by heart.’ Was delivering a fatality there.

‘Baist*!’ I grabbed Hassim’s last fish finger.

That’s the rule, if you get baist, you have to lose something to the person who calls baist. Unlucky for Hassim, he was eating.

‘Boojo, you got done, bro. Lucky he didn’t take your jam roly-poly hot custard,’ Shibz told him as he tried to complain. I high-fived Shibz. Hassim is lucky he’s my best friend, so I can’t be that tight on him to take his last dessert before Ramazan.

Update: What an anti-climax. I was proper excited, but the mosque people said that it wasn’t the new moon today so our first roza is on Saturday. I bet the Indians start tomorrow.

Friday 10th January

The Indians* started rozay today. I knew it!

It’s definitely first roza tomorrow. I went to the first tarawee at Lancaster Place mosque. Uffft. It took SO SO long, man. I think Qari* saab* read two spaareh today instead of one. It’s gonna be a long month, I think.

Thursday 16th January

Me, Shibz and Shiry got shouted at in tarawee. We got there early so we could pray near the front but Uncle Bhatti goes, ‘Na, picheh javo’: No, go to the back.

One thing I’ve noticed about mosque (and it doesn’t matter which mosque I’ve been to, I bet it’s the same in any mosque in the world), there’s always three types of uncles and buddeh* that be there:

The grumpy one, that hates it that anyone under fifty-three is at the mosque, like as if namaaz* isn’t farz* for all of us. At Lancaster Place, that’s Uncle Bhatti. He literally lives across the road from the mosque, what’s he got to be annoyed about?

Then there’s a kind one, who loves kids in the community having an interest in praying and being in the mosque. At Lancaster Place, that’s definitely Uncle Jerry.

And then the rest of the uncles and buddeh, who don’t mind you being there as long as you don’t make any noise, and don’t take up their space, which is basically anywhere except the back row! But if you put all the kids together . . . we’re gonna mess about. That’s a scientific fact.

That’s why me, Shibz and Shiry tried to pray near the front, so we wouldn’t mess about, so it’s not our fault that we did.

Monday 10th February

Eid Mubarak!

Oh man, can’t believe it’s been nearly a month since I last wrote in you. Don’t worry, you haven’t missed much. All I’ve been doing is fasting, scoffing, praying and annoying Ms Williams.

Eid being on a Monday is usually the best day it could be on because it means two extra days off school! Plus, including Saturday and Sunday, it would mean a little holiday. But this week is half term, what a waste!

In the evening, me, Shibz, Shiry and Was sat in Wadi Ammi’s front room and talked about how Eid’s been proper boring this year. Usually we’ll go out and play footy and just mess about, but it was raining all day and it’s so cold. Now I know how the girls must feel on Eid. Just being stuck inside all day. Was said we should do something more exciting for next Eid. Top idea.

Shiry asked me how much Eidi* I got. I did a quick calculation in my head . . . £5 each from Ammi, Uncle, Dad, Taya, Wadi Ammi and Mammu* Saeed: ‘Thirty pounds.’

‘Yeah, we got the same,’ Shibz said.

Phew. I mean, it’s not a competition, but at the same time you don’t wanna have less than anyone.

Was said, ‘Don’t forget your Eid clothes. They cost money as well.’ A sensible comment from Was. Must be a blue moon outside.

I was wearing brand-new green trousers and a green and white stripy top. Ammi said I looked really smart when I came downstairs this morning. She was right. I did.

‘Plus all the food we ate,’ Shiry said with a mouthful of Wadi Ammi’s gajrela*.

Does food count as a gift? If it does, then man I was spoilt this year. I ate at home, went to Shibz’s house and ate there. Then I ate at Was’s house and now I’ve just eaten again at Wadi Ammi’s. More roast, kebabs, samosas, chaat*, chawal, gajrela and ras malai* than I know what to do with.

Well, I do know what I did with it . . . It was a long visit to the toilet when I got home!

Tuesday 11th February

Oh my God.

I just nearly died. I’m in shock. On Eid as well. That would have been a proper tragedy for my family!

I went to Uncle Sardar’s* shop at the bottom of our street to buy some crisps and chocolate. I got some for Baj, Saeeda, Zaheer and Tanveer too (my treat from my Eidi). If I’m going shop to buy sweets and chocolate, I always try and get stuff for my brothers and sisters if I have enough money. I remember one time when we were small, Abu came home with chocolate for Saeeda and Zaheer, but not me. I went to the front room because I got upset and I didn’t wanna show him. Ammi got proper upset as well and I could hear her shouting at him from the living room. After that he always buys me what he buys them. Sometimes I feel like not taking it. But I do take it, because I love sweets more than pride, which is gunnah*.

Anyway, I walked out of the shop with a carrier bag full of treats for everyone and my other hand full of my stuff. The road was really busy, but I sneaked between two cars that were on my side and then went to run across the road . . .

BANG!

I got hit by a car!

I went flying, my Time Out went flying, my Skips went flying, the plastic bag went flying.

I got up straight away. This random uncle came to ask me ‘Are you all right?’ but I didn’t answer. I needed to find my goodies. I found the bag and my Time Out next to it. I couldn’t find the Skips. Where are my Skips? I started panicking.

‘WHERE ARE MY SKIPS?!’

The uncle saw them underneath a car and he got them for me. I didn’t even say thank you, I just snatched them and ran full whack all the way up Edmundson Street. It’s proper steep.

I ran into the house and went straight upstairs. I checked my clothes, they were fine. I washed my face and went downstairs and gave everyone their treats.

I haven’t told Ammi. I don’t dare. I’ll be in deep trouble. You can’t get hit by a car and not be in trouble. No, I’ll keep it to myself.

Best thing about it, though? I got hit by a car and I’m not even hurt. Not even a little bit. Maybe I’m a superhero.

The worst thing? My Skips were all crushed.

Wednesday 12th February

Usually, we (us kids) go mosque every day.* After school, 5–7 p.m., so we never get to watch Blue Peter or Neighbours or anything like that. But they gave us holiday for Christmas time. Obviously not especially for Christmas, but because we weren’t at school. And then Ramazan started a week after Christmas holiday and we get holiday for all of Ramazan too, so they thought there was no point going back just for one week. So, basically, we’ve been off for like seven weeks!

Today was our first class since before Christmas holidays. I followed Shibz and Shiry into Lancaster Place mosque through the double wooden doors. Shibz stood staring at the wooden shoe rack in the corner of the entrance hall.

‘What you looking at?’ I know curiosity killed the cat, but it’s just a shoe rack.

‘Just everyone’s new trainers they got for Eid.’ Ah. That makes sense. Shibz definitely has the best style out of all our friends at school and mosque, so he was looking at all the latest trainers that the other boys are wearing.

I left him to it and followed Shiry into the jamaat khana*. Unlike other mosques, we only have one big prayer room in Lancaster Place. It has a green carpet that is split in rows and along each row is a rectangle, decorated with an arch and flowers, that means one space for someone to pray in.

The small kids sit together at the bottom of the room: they have their own molbi saab. Me and Shiry walked to where the older kids were sat at the top of the classroom: the boys on the right and the girls on the left. I went and sat next to Yasser and Shiry sat next to Pats, his best friend – as Shiry’s a year younger than the rest of us cousin brothers, he has a lot of other close friends too.

I sat down, took my rail out, put it down and put my Qur’an on top of it and started reading out loud.

Sometimes I wondered what a gora* would think if they walked into mosque and basically saw about fifty Pakistani kids wearing topis* or hijabs rocking back and forth praying out loud in Arabic.

After I read my sabak* five times, I turned to Yasser.

‘So what did you do for Eid—’

THWACK!

OUCH.

I fell forward. I just about caught my Qur’an as it slid off the rail.

Hafiz* saab had just kicked me in the back for talking. I turned to look at him. He didn’t say anything, just gave me a stern look.

Yup. Got it. Don’t talk. Story of my life.

Hafiz saab was the main Imam of Lancaster Place till Qari saab came from Pakistan. Ninety per cent of the time he’s really nice and friendly, and he’s got this big white beard and nice kind smile. He also does the most creative swearing I’ve ever heard in my life. Because you’re not allowed to actually swear in the mosque, when someone doesn’t know their sabak, he’ll call them suti maa da puttar, which means ‘a sleeping mother’s son’. Which is, I mean, what is that? Or sometimes he’ll call one of us moosi phaid, which means ‘mouldy sheep’! I have never heard anyone else say those insults ever.

We pay a pound a week for this: 20p today, to find out that I’m not in fact a superhero.

Friday 14th February

I saw the news today. They were talking about Stephen Lawrence. It was really sad, man. He was this black boy and he got stabbed to death in London a few years ago. It proper reminded me of Pai Shehzad. But it was a little diff Actually . . . I . . . I’m not ready to write about that yet.

The news said that they did an investigation and that Stephen was killed in a racist attack by five goreh* boys. WHAT THE HELL, MAN? There bes racism in Blackburn, like when we had the Johnson Street riots, but I can’t imagine that a gang of boys will just kill you. I feel proper sorry for his family. It’s well scary.

Monday 24th February [CONTAINS RUDE BITS]

Okay . . . So, it was PE today. And for this term it’s our class’s turn to be in the school gym, doing weight training.

I don’t know what normal gyms be like, but our school’s one is proper weird. It’s at the back of the stage of our assembly hall in North Building.

Witton Park has two buildings, North and South. Years 7–9 have tutor groups in North Building and Years 10 and 11 have tutor group in South Building. But lessons be in both buildings, depending on the subject, so sometimes we have to run between them to get to a lesson on time. North to South is easy because it’s downhill, but South to North is a mission. They should just make us do that in PE.

The equipment in the gym looks proper old. My dad probably used it when he went to school here.

My favourite machine is the leg press because I’m really good at it. I can push the whole rack! It says 150 kg! That’s strong, I think. I have to cheat a bit to do it but, by sitting up a bit to get a better angle.

Anyway . . . I did a circuit of the gym and then it was my turn on the dips bar. I can’t do any dips (I’m up to five press-ups, but!) – my legs are like tree trunks, but my arms are like twigs, so I use the dips bar to do stomach crunches instead, because my tummy’s like jelly.

I was doing loads of them . . . and then . . . I don’t know how to write this . . . I started getting a funny feeling. Downstairs. I carried on and I think I was getting more and more excited. I clenched my teeth and closed my eyes, my brain started thinking about Fiona. I . . . I carried on and then just as I was about to give up because my arms were tired . . . I . . . there was this sort of explosion in my hips.

It was proper weird and nice. I stopped after that and got down, lucky no one was looking at me. I wonder if it was just a fluke?

I thought about telling Hassim and Shibz, but I thought, What if they laugh at me and it’s baist? So I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t wanna risk losing my cornflake tart.

Tuesday 25th February

Ms Williams went round class and handed an envelope to each student today.

‘Remember to get your slips signed by your parents, to show that they’ve read your Records of Achievement,’ she said.

Yeah. Yeah. Just give me mine, please.

I can’t tell if mine is good or bad. This is what I got, and compared to my first two years (out of 5: 1 is excellent, 5 is shit):



	SUBJECT

	YEAR 9

	YEAR 8

	YEAR 7




	Art

	2

	3

	2




	English

	3/4

	2/3

	2




	Geography

	2/3

	2

	1




	German

	1

	1

	1




	History

	2

	3

	2




	IT

	1

	1

	1




	Maths

	2

	3

	2




	Music

	No music teacher

	2

	1




	PE

	1

	2/3

	2




	RE

	2

	2

	2




	Science

	2

	2

	1




	Technology

	1

	1

	2





I mean, that English score is well bad. I shouldn’t be getting less than 2 in anything – look at Year 7!

I turned to Hassim. ‘What did you get in English?’

‘2. But I got a 3 in maths.’

‘2! Why did Mrs Place give me a 3/4?’

‘Read quietly, please.’ Ms Williams sounding exactly like Mrs Place there.

‘You know what’s a piss-take?’ I whispered to Was, Shibz and Hassim. ‘This is an effort score, but it’s what’s on top of our report. It’s not about how clever we are, or how well we did in exams. It’s about how much effort the teacher thinks we making.’

‘So, basically, if they don’t like you, they give you a shit score, innit.’

‘Exactly.’ Was gets it.

I carried on. I was on a roll: ‘Last year, I got a hundred per cent in my history exam. A hundred per cent! But Mrs Watson gave me a 3!’

‘Yeah, but remember that time Mrs Watson told you not to push your luck and then you wrote luck on your hand and started pushing it with your other hand and she caught you?’

Shibz has got a good memory.

I started replying but Ms Williams piped up: ‘Tehzeeb, will you shut up, or do I have to move you?’

I sat quietly. I took Was’s and had a look at what he got. I quickly gave it back to him.

‘They must really hate me,’ he laughed. Actually, maybe my scores aren’t too bad!

In the summary part, Ms Williams said that I talk too much, which was the exact same in Year 8 and Year 7. Ammi wasn’t happy.

Monday 10th March

Big news in school today. All the teachers were really excited. Excited or nervous? I think they were nervous actually, but pretending to be excited.

Basically, there’s something called an Ofsted inspection next week. That’s where these government inspectors come and look around the school and then tell the school if they’re a good school or not.

In every single lesson the teachers banged on about it.

All right, we get it. We’ll be good. It can’t be that hard.

Tuesday 11th March

It finally happened.

We got caught. Big time.

For the last three years, nearly every dinnertime, the gang* I’m in go sneaking into the woods.

I love doing this. At dinnertime, loads of us – me, Was, Shibz, Boojo, Haider, Kelloggs, Chucky, Immy, Mushy, Golly, Geery, Kalpesh, Zameer and Master – head down to the pavilion by the athletics track, grab some horrible £1 chips (sometimes they’re soft, sometimes they’re hard, make your mind up, man) and then go off exploring.

It’s proper beautiful. We climb trees, do roly-polys down hills, skim stones in ponds, jump across streams. The boys that smoke, smoke, which I hate. It feels proper like I’m in the Famous Five or Secret Seven. I never told anyone else that – they already think I’m a proper ‘speccy four-eyed swot’ as it is.

Every day we see how far and deep into the woods we can go, before we have to turn around and get back to school by bell time.

Today we went too far.

Okay, what I’m gonna write next sounds worse than it actually was in real life.

We came to a big clearing and saw some sheep. And . . . and we started chasing them. Just for a laugh. We weren’t gonna shag ’em or anything!

BANG!

We all froze. The sheeps legged it. Birds flew out of trees.

‘What the hell was that?’ My ears were ringing but I could just about hear Hassim’s voice.

‘DON’T MOVE!’ a voice boomed in the valley.

We looked up, and at the top of the hill there was a big truck, like the ones they have in American films. Pick-up trucks, I think they call them: the ones that have a big, long, empty boot at the back. There were two dogs either side of the truck. Someone was obviously driving the truck, it wasn’t Knight Rider, but I couldn’t see who. In the back of the truck was a farmer stood up with a shotgun. The shotgun was pointed at us!

‘RUN!’

I don’t know who shouted it. But I was absolutely frozen to the spot. The dogs and the pick-up truck started motoring down the hill towards me.

I felt a tug on the back of my coat, Shibz pulled me in front of him and I started running. We heard a shout . . .

‘OI! THIS WAY!’ I looked up, and Was and Hassim were heading towards some trees, so me and Shibz snaked our way up and into the trees too. Clever. The car can’t chase us in the actual woods. We ran and we ran and ran. I have never run so fast in my entire life. My heart was pounding.

‘Don’t stop, Terry,’ Shibz kept saying, staying behind me. He has long legs and is much faster than me, but he made sure to stay behind me so I wouldn’t get left behind.

We’d never been that way before, but we kept heading in the general direction of what we thought was the school.

Eventually, we came out near North Building, right by the playing fields. We looked at each other, we were all very muddy! We dusted each other off as best we could and went around to the front of North. Hassim tried to make us feel good: ‘Listen, we’re fine, as long as—’

‘LOOK!’ It was like Punch and Judy: Hassim, it’s behind you!

THE PICK-UP TRUCK WAS ON ITS WAY. Up the hill to North. Not only that, there were some Asian boys in the truck with the farmer. He’d caught some of us!

Shit.

We had a strict no grassing up rule in the gang, but the teachers aren’t daft. They know who’s friends with who. Plus, that rule never said what to do if a farmer pointed a shotgun in your face.

We ran inside North Building, through the canteen and split up.

I went through the hall, through the corridor, past the boys’ changing rooms and sports hall and came out the other side. I spotted the Indian boys from my year playing football on one of the yards. I stood on the sidelines watching them, pretending I’d been there all dinnertime.

The bell went. No one had come for me. Phew.

I blended in with the other students as we went back into the building. I went into Ms Williams’s class and sat down. No Was, no Shibz, no Hassim.

Shit.

Ms Williams asked me where they were. I said I didn’t know. Which was true. She asked me why I was so muddy. I said I fell playing football. Which was not true.

Right at the end of tutor group, they came in. Hassim gave Ms Williams a piece of paper, she looked at it and told them to sit down. She looked at me. It was weird. I knew she knew and I’m sure she knew that I knew that she knew, but she didn’t say anything. Did she just cover for me?

On the way to next lesson, I asked Shibz and Hassim what happened (Was’s lesson was somewhere else).

Hassim started: ‘Basically, Mr Cameron, yeah, he went around gripping anyone he thought would be hanging around with Kelloggs and Kalpesh because them daft bastards got caught, innit.’ Shit, Mr Cameron’s our deputy head and a proper serious guy, you don’t wanna mess with him. He was a teacher when Dad was here, and Dad said he was strict then as well.

Shibz added, ‘Yeah, so he gripped us, and then the painchod* farmer said he recognised us. How could he have recognised us from so far away?’ Shibz sounded annoyed that the farmer had guessed that they were there. Even though they were there.

‘Well, your clothes are muddy.’ I didn’t know if that helped, but they couldn’t really deny it.

I’m just grateful they didn’t grass on me. Everyone who got caught has got detention for two weeks.

I think the teachers were so angry because just yesterday they were telling us about the Ofsted inspection and how we had to behave ourselves. And today we did this. I think if Ofsted weren’t coming, they would’ve got suspended.

Lucky.

Wednesday 12th March

Dinnertime was proper boring today. Halfway through I went to the detention room and just sat with Shibz, Was and Hassim lot.

Now I’m in voluntary detention for two weeks too, but unlike them, at least it’s not on my record.

Monday 17th March

The Ofsted inspections started today. The school looks really nice. All last week they had people coming in painting and cleaning. I was thinking is a shame they don’t make the school look this nice for us anyway, not just when inspectors come.

The teachers are definitely nervous because they are overreacting to everything. Mr Taylor screamed at Tommy for having muddy shoes. But also, I was happy Tommy got shouted at. He’s this boy that I hate in my year. Actually, probably who I hate the most in the whole school. He’s this strawberry-blond shit and he’s only the same size as me – what’s he got to be cocky about? Plus, I definitely think he’s racist. Just by the way he talks about apne*.

‘I don’t wanna sit next to Junaid, sir, he smells funny.’

Sometimes people don’t actually have to say summat racist, you can just tell by the way they be.

Mr Cameron made a deal with the detention kids, and he said there would be no detentions this week, as long as everyone behaves themselves.

If they behave, the teachers will halve the original detention, but if they mess about, they’ll double what’s left. That’s the difference between having only two days left next week or an extra seven days on top of the seven days left. Pressure.

At least we can have our dinnertimes again this week.

Friday 21st March

That was a proper stressful week. Every lesson, the teachers were acting strange. Speaking in this nice soft almost sing-song voice. Even Mr Hutchinson was being nice. That was well weird.

In some lessons an inspector would be there, sat in a corner just watching us and taking some notes, like Mr Claw in Inspector Gadget.

I don’t know about other classes, but everyone in ours was on their best behaviour every lesson. We put our hands up before we spoke and only spoke when the teacher said our name.

Even I shut up, and I queued for dinners instead of pushing in. I could tell that it meant a lot to the teachers, I didn’t want to let them down.

I think it went well, to be honest. It’s a good school, the inspectors must have seen that.

Tuesday 25th March

Last day of voluntary detention today. I hope my friends appreciate my sacrifice.

My sacrifice of not wanting to hang out with anyone else/ having no other friends.

Sunday 30th March

My little brother Zaheer turned four years old yesterday. He’s still cute but he’s got so big so fast. He’s definitely not a baby any more.

What’s exciting today is there’s gonna be a brand-new channel on TV, Channel 5. It’s called that because it’s the fifth channel.

It starts at 6 p.m. It’s nearly time, I’m gonna grab Baj, Saeeda and Zaheer and we’re gonna watch it together. I’ll write what I think about it in a bit.

Update: Er . . . okay. So, I watched Channel 5 for two hours. At the beginning it was exciting, the Spice Girls sang a song and then there were loads of highlights of the shows that are gonna come on. We’d already lost Zaheer by this point.

The first proper show that came on was Family Affairs and it was like Coronation Street, proper boring. Saeeda left halfway through.

Then the next programme was boring as well. Baj looked at me like it was my fault. As if it’s my dad’s channel. I mean, if it was, it’d be her fault too.

I don’t know what we were expecting, but better than that crap.

Tuesday 8th April

I’m fourteen today!

I actually love my birthday. Even if it’s only a small celebration like today.

Ammi brought the cake into the living room, Saeeda switched the lights off and they and Baj and Zaheer started singing ‘Happy birthday to you . . . ’

It felt really nice. I could feel my cheeks going red. Poor Tany was just staring at us. He doesn’t know the words yet.

Ammi put the cake in front of me, it was a football! There was one candle on it, and I made a wish (Rovers to win the league again!) and I blew it out.

Ammi gave me a big hug and kiss.

‘Do you want to cut the first piece, puttar*?’

Er . . . Yes! I can tell I’m growing up now, because usually Ammi holds the knife with me when I cut a cake, but this time she let me cut it by myself. It was Victoria sponge, my favourite.

Baj gave me my present, she said it was from everyone. I opened the bag . . . Mortal Kombat II for my Mega Drive.

‘YES!!! Thank you!’

I hugged my brothers and sisters one by one. When I hugged Tany and Zaheer, I joked that they must’ve paid the most for my present.

Good job Abu wasn’t there, that would’ve been awkward. He probably would’ve made a face if I tried to hug him.

Ammi gave me my birthday card. I opened it and £5 fell out.

‘From now on you get £5 pocket money every week.’

What the hell?!

‘Thank you, Ammi.’ This time I gave her a hug.

‘I love you.’ Ammi squeezed super tight.

I was thrashing Saeeda in Mortal Kombat II with Kitana and I looked round the front room, Baj playing with her glasses while reading a book, Tany and Zaheer playing Lego, Saeeda bashing the buttons of the joypad and I thought, kasam*, I’m proper lucky, you know.

Monday 14th April

Eid Mubarak!

As you will remember, diary, last Eid me and my cousin brothers said we gonna do something more fun for Eid. Was has it figured out, but he hasn’t told us what it is yet. I can’t wait.

So far it’s been normal. I went to pray Eid namaaz in the morning and then I came home, hugged Ammi and got changed into my new Eid clothes: jeans and a cream jumper, and Hi-Tec trainers. I put some thail* in my hand and rubbed it in my hair, and then combed it into a side parting. I looked well fit. Ammi and Baj said cute. Which is not the same thing.

Ammi made us some roast, kebabs, chawal, lamb saalan, doodh sawiya* (I warmed mine up, I don’t like it cold) and I washed it all down with two glasses of Coke.

Every Eid I eat in the morning and think, how am I gonna eat any more? But I always manage to squeeze it in.

Ammi gave me £10(!) Eidi. Woah!

I can’t wait for the rest of the day. I’m just about to leave to go to Shibz’s.

Update: Er. Wow.

So, the early afternoon was normal. Went Shibz and Shiry’s house, ate some more food, got some more Eidi.

Then we went to Was’s house.

‘What’s the plan then?’ I asked him straight away.

He quickly looked around him nervously and goes, ‘Sshhh. I’ll tell you.’

After saying Eid Mubarak to Dad, Wadi Ammi, Baaji, Aunty, Saira, Yasmeen and Taya and Tayi, and having some food, me, Shiry, Shibz and Was left Randal Street about 2 p.m. We walked all through Blackburn town centre: past Tesco, Boots and WH Smith, past the cathedral and Midland Bank and Morrisons. We kept asking Was where we were going but he wouldn’t tell us . . . until we got to the train station.

‘We going Preston.’

‘Sick.’ Shiry was excited. I had a question:

‘Why?’

Shibz nudged me. ‘Yaraa*, just buy your ticket, we’ll find out when we get there.’ Fair enough, Shibz.

The return ticket (I today learnt ‘return ticket’ means there and back. It’s cheaper than buying a single ticket there and a single ticket back. And I was definitely planning to come back) cost £3.50. Normally I would think that’s a lot of money, but it was Eid, so I had £35 in my pocket. We got on the train, which was small and old and smelt funny.

‘How shit is this train?’ I’m glad Shibz said it!

Was said, ‘Imagine we stayed on and just went all the way to Blackpool?’

I glared at him. ‘No way, Was, that’s too far!’ I wasn’t ready to go to Blackpool.

They all laughed at me. ‘He’s joking, man,’ Shiry goes.

At Preston train station, which is like ten times bigger than Blackburn train station, we got in a black cab and Was told him where to go. I didn’t recognise the name (so far, I’d spent £5 and we’d just had a train and taxi ride).

When we got there, Was got out first.

‘Ta-da!’

Now I was smiling. We were stood outside this massive arcade. It looked well fun. We spent all afternoon playing games and tenpin bowling. On this one turn, I threw my ball in such a daft way that it landed in the lane NEXT to ours and rolled and knocked all their pins over. STRIKE!

‘ALLAH!’ Was shouted. It was too funny; we pissed ourselves.

Shibz shushed us, though. We couldn’t make too much noise because the people playing next to us didn’t even realise what happened. When they turned around, we pretended we were talking about our own game. They looked so confused about where their pins had gone.

‘Ay ay ay you flukey guy. Kasam,’ Shiry grinned. Except it didn’t count because it wasn’t our lane! You’re welcome, whosever turn it was, because I just got you a strike! Ha ha.

We had a McDonald’s after all that excitement. Filet-O-Fish, obviously. I had large, but Allah di kasam*, I could’ve had another one. It was proper tasty, but. It’s only the second time I’ve had McDonald’s. The first time was on my tenth birthday, when Ammi took me and after we went to Argos and I got Street Fighter II for my Mega Drive. That was one of my most favourite days ever! This was four years later, so I guess next time I’ll have McDonald’s will be when I’m eighteen, then.

After that we went cinema and watched Space Jam. What a sick film. I love going to the cinema!

The first film I ever watched in cinema was Jurassic Park. Four years ago – Dad took me, Was, Shibz, Shiry and Muj to Blackburn cinema as a wicked surprise. We got popcorn and a drink each. The popcorn was so big, I couldn’t even finish it all. What a day.

Abu’s never taken me anywhere.

When the film finished, Was realised that it was getting a bit late and home lot might be worried as they didn’t know where we were, so we had to leg it all the way back to the train station. If we missed the 8.05 p.m. train, we wouldn’t get home till after 9.30 p.m. and that is TOO late.

We ran and ran and ran. I was SO tired. But luckily, we got there and I was the last one on just as it was about to set off. Phew.

We all collapsed on some seats and laughed.

‘Top day, kasam,’ Shibz said. I agree, Shibz.

That is, until we got back. I would’ve sacrificed Rovers’ next three wins to have just gone straight home. Instead, we went back to Was’s house, because that’s where we had set off from.

When we got there, Was’s sister Asma met us in the park behind their house.

She said, ‘They know.’ By ‘they’, she meant the grown-ups.

As we walked back into the house, Was was really panicking:

‘Shit, shit, man. What we gonna say?’

‘I’m sure it’ll be all right, man,’ I said. I couldn’t see the big deal.

Shiry said, ‘We’re back in one piece,’ which was a good point. No harm done. Oh boy, were we wrong.

When we walked into Was’s house we were met by a committee. Dad, Wadi Ammi, Taya, Tayi, Poupoh and Uncle were all sat inside, looking really angry and upset. Bajis Noreen, Shaheen, Shanaz, Rosey and Asma were there too.

‘Sit down.’ That wasn’t a request from Taya, it
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