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Prologue

The sweltering heat is what I remember most. It was 1976, one of the hottest years on record, and that day the sun beat down particularly fiercely on Birmingham. The air on Hobmoor Road shimmered like burning paraffin. I was on my way home from school and had stopped to take advantage of some shade, wiping the sweat from my forehead, when I heard the shout from across the road.

‘Oi, Paki, hold up!’

I stiffened and looked up, seeing three boys across the street. They were quickening their stride and heading towards me. They were bigger and older than me, probably at least sixteen. I was only thirteen but, with enough experience to recognise the threat they posed, my body took over. I felt the adrenaline surge straight to my feet.

Without looking back, I began running as fast as I could in the opposite direction.

My arms and legs pumping furiously, I tore along the pavement. Looking frantically for an escape route, I cut across the road diagonally, darting towards a side street. I dared to look back – and they were gaining on me.

But as I turned, I skidded. A cyclist was coming straight towards me and, dodging out of the way, I tripped on the kerb, rolling onto the pavement. They were upon me in a flash. A flurry of punches knocked me to the floor, the metallic taste of blood immediately filling my mouth. I curled myself into the foetal position, clutching my head with my hands as all three of them began booting, stamping, attacking me in a frenzy.

What saved me was a minicab, screeching to a stop in front of us and blasting its horn. As the three of them fled, the taxi driver jumped from the car and ran to my side.

‘You OK?’ he asked, helping to lift me. My ankle was badly twisted, and my face was swelling so quickly that already I couldn’t see out of one eye.

He whistled and shook his head.

‘They’ve sure done a job on you,’ he said. He offered to drive me home.

When I got there, it was Dad who opened the door. There was shock in his eyes as he pulled me inside. He held onto me for a minute, studying the bruising on my face. ‘Don’t let your mum see you like this,’ he said, as he guided me upstairs to the bathroom.

He was silent as he washed my cuts and bandaged my head to stop the bleeding, dabbing at my face with a foul-smelling antiseptic cream. He didn’t need to say anything. He knew.

‘They shouldn’t get away with this,’ I said, finally. I wanted to go to the police, I told him. I knew what they looked like, and I knew they were breaking the law. He furrowed his brow as I spoke.

‘I want justice,’ I said.

Dad sighed. I’d heard that sigh before. He seemed exhausted. ‘That’s a lot of big talk,’ he said slowly. ‘The law. Justice. Police. What do you honestly think will happen, Nazir?’

I didn’t know how to answer him.

‘The police are not interested in you,’ he said, softly. ‘They don’t care about us. Justice doesn’t mean anything to us. Just make sure you don’t walk home alone from school next time.’ He dabbed away at my face. ‘Stay one step ahead of them, right? Because there is no justice.’

I wanted to challenge him, to tell him that he was wrong, but I couldn’t. My mouth seemed to be on strike.

There is no justice.

Maybe he was right. And maybe, deep down, I knew it too. It wasn’t the first time this kind of thing had happened, and I certainly wasn’t the only person in my community to be attacked for the colour of my skin. The blows kept coming. Why now did I suddenly think the law could help me? Whenever I caught the ball in rugby at school, kids would shout, ‘Get the Paki!’, slam me to the ground and grind my face in the mud. And every time, I had kept quiet. When a group of boys at school ripped the sleeve off my new school jacket, I’d not only held my tongue but did my best to hide the evidence from Mum. I raided her sewing kit and inexpertly sewed the sleeve back on. I didn’t want my parents to know what was happening to me, and I certainly didn’t want them to think that I couldn’t handle the abuse I was getting. Even if they probably knew all along.

But this time, I had realised something. Racism wasn’t a test I had to pass. It wasn’t something I had to put up with. And I certainly wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life running from abusers.

‘There, all done,’ Dad said, taping a gauze patch above my eyebrow. ‘Get some sleep and don’t think about them. They’re not worth it.’

Later, when Dad came in to say goodnight, I asked if he could leave the hall light on. I couldn’t sleep that night, and its soft glow crept under my door. I stared at the ceiling, wide-eyed, the warm breeze floating through the open window along with the muted sounds of the neighbourhood. Dad’s words rattled around my mind.

There is no justice.

I tossed and turned in my sheets. But peace wouldn’t come. I lay for hours, my mind racing. And I waited for daybreak.
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I

It might not have seemed like it that afternoon, but Dad hadn’t always been so sceptical about the idea of justice. In fact, it was the reason that he brought us to England in the first place, and it was he who instilled in me from an early age the importance of doing your best to right a wrong.

Muhammad, or ‘Baba’ as we called him, worked for many years as a caterer in the British army. Born in what is now Pakistan, as part of his service to the British he had been stationed in India, first throughout the Second World War and then for decades afterwards. In 1960, he was offered the chance to work at a military base in Cyprus. Not long after he arrived, he was robbed of a sizeable sum of money. Under a hot sun in a tent in Akrotiri, he vowed to find the thief and recover what was owed.

Anyone who served in the British army at the time would have known not to mess with the caterers. Char Wallahs had a history of pursuing people across the globe if they didn’t settle their ‘tick’ book, and Dad was no exception. It took him less than year to find out who was responsible and that they were now in England. Never one to hang around, he boarded a plane to Heathrow.

It was the beginning of the swinging sixties and London was at its heart. Dad was in no rush to return home, so while he sought out his money, he chose to stay a while and explore the city.

Staying in a bedsit in West London with fellow immigrants, Dad was soon in demand for his skills with the English language. It wasn’t long before his neighbours relied on him to translate for them – and I bet those same people played a part in helping my dad get his stolen money back. Because in not much time at all, he had tracked down the thief and recovered his money (nobody was hurt in the process, I’m assured by my mum).

Dad, with his reinstated wealth, looked around him and began to wonder, Could this be home? There was something about the spirit of the city that appealed to him, and within weeks he had invited his wife and sons, my brothers, to join him. It was easier to emigrate back then and, being a member of the Commonwealth, Pakistanis were almost encouraged to come to Britain to help ease labour shortages.

The family settled in Ealing first, but found it isolated, and Dad soon tracked down a distant relative in Birmingham, discovering that a few new arrivals from villages near ours in Pakistan had also begun to settle in the Midlands. Dad thought that as he was moving with his wife and kids, he needed to be close to others like him. Support and protection – the things offered by a community – were uppermost in his mind.

Plenty of work of a menial nature was to be found in the industrial heartlands, and Dad immediately got a job in a factory making metal goods and building materials. He had his savings, along with an income of £7 a week and a roof of his own over his head. There was a world of opportunity before him. In England, he saw schools teaching kids for free. When he was sick, he could see a doctor for free, and receive medication for free. What was not to like? Well, OK, there were the skinheads on the street telling him to ‘go home’ – but once he closed his front door, they were outside, he was indoors. The decision was made. This was going to be our home.

A year later, in October 1962, I was born. What we lacked in space, in that cramped terraced house, we more than made up for in love. They say home isn’t a place, it’s a feeling, and in those four walls I always felt safe and loved.

My earliest memories of Birmingham are of its inner-city bustle. The crowds of people shopping, the double-decker buses lining the streets, everyone rushing to get somewhere. We were one of the first Asian families to settle there, along with Dad’s relatives. Living near to the football ground, we could often hear the clamour of fans on their way to St Andrew’s and later in the afternoon, the sounds of the terrace chants. I didn’t understand what the fans were singing and even though the sounds could be joyful, their volume made me anxious.

Birmingham City were a major force back then. They were the first English club side to take part in European competition and in 1963 they won the League Cup. Years later, as I grew up, I learned to avoid football fans, knowing that the cruellest taunts – and the biggest risk of violence – often came from them. As a small child, though, I would gawp with fascination at them, dressed in their club colours and marching down the street in the haze of noise and excitement.

The only memory as vivid as all that is of my first day at Marlborough Infant School. I stood alone in the playground, tears tumbling down my cheeks as I cried out for my mum. I adored her. My dad was a man of justice, but Mum was always the backbone of the family; I can’t remember a time when she wasn’t there for us. She had never left her village in Pakistan before she came to England, but when she arrived, she blossomed. She adapted so quickly to her new world and seized its opportunities.

We saw less of Dad, as he was forever working. It was rare to come in and see his jacket hanging on the bannister. But when he was home, he was frequently accompanied by strangers and our front room would become the setting for lively meetings. He was building a network, working hard to become the voice of an emerging Pakistani community in Birmingham. He thought that together, we would be stronger. He was driven by a need to help people: If someone needed something, he would be there.

Dad had always thought it was individuals that changed the world, not bureaucracy. He didn’t believe in institutions or government and he didn’t trust the authorities. The police walked by when we were attacked, so we certainly couldn’t trust them to keep us safe. Coming from a country where the government was riddled with corruption, he knew he couldn’t rely on the state to solve anything, let alone everything.

He could see there was a gap at the heart of our society. The community around us didn’t trust the authorities and needed someone to speak on their behalf. Dad believed passionately in civil society, in the idea that people were at the heart of change, and wanted to fill this gap – so our house became a kind of citizens advice bureau. It was a powerful lesson for me: from an early age I saw how small groups of people working together could make a difference.

Throughout my childhood, people would come to the house night and day seeking Dad’s counsel. They might want him to write a letter on their behalf to the local council about some matter, or give them his help to get their deceased relatives back to Pakistan for burial. Whatever the request, he would never say no. As his skills became known in the community, demand for his help grew, and it wasn’t long before I was his secretary, writing and sending out dozens of letters a week on behalf of our neighbours. I would come home from school wanting to watch cartoons or play with toys, and Dad would step into my room and clear his throat.

‘I have some letters for you to write,’ he would say.

And I would spend the next few hours sat on the settee with a notepad on my knee, taking on local people’s problems and trying to get things done for our community.

Not a lot came from those letters, in all honesty. However, they still had an important role to play: because of them, people knew that their views had been made known, that someone was working on their behalf. When we worked together, we didn’t always have power, but we did have a voice.

Sometimes, though, we did get results. I remember one man who was in a lot of pain visiting my dad. He had been waiting six months for a sinus operation and begged us to write to the hospital for him. He was in agony. So, Dad dictated a letter and I sat on the settee hurriedly writing (using big words for a ten-year-old) how this delay was causing the man serious consequences, asking for the situation to be remedied at the earliest available opportunity. Within only a few weeks, the necessary operation had been performed. Miraculously, the problem had been solved almost immediately. The man was elated, and it was an important moment for us too. After all, this was the early 1970s. There was no one and nowhere to turn to for help. No Watchdog, no Inspectorate. Nothing.

By 1968, Dad’s reputation preceded him, and his efforts to support the local community had grown to the extent that they could no longer be run from our living room. His work needed more structure, so Dad established the first immigrant organisation in Birmingham: the Pak Pakhtoon Association. Using funds collected by the community, a small property was purchased where people could meet and organise. The Association has since celebrated its fiftieth anniversary and today has over 10,000 members, representing all walks of life and professions from taxi drivers and labourers to doctors and pilots.

While Dad was busy either earning money for our family or working with the community, it was Mum that we all continued to count on. And with six sons, four of whom were under ten, and a baby girl, our home – a three-bedroomed terrace with an outside toilet – was chaotic at times. She would even breastfeed on the stairs, which was sometimes the only peaceful spot in our frenetic home. But it was a happy household, full of laughter, love and music.

Mum was also actively involved in the community. I didn’t understand it at the time, but Dad relied on her to encourage the women of the community to get involved with the Pak Pakhtoon Association, and she spent much of her time fighting on a different front, for the rights of the women at home. Being responsible for feeding and clothing everyone, keeping the home clean and liveable, all on a few pounds a week and with no visible support, Mum was all too aware of the hardships that women could face. She understood that dozens of other women were alone while their husbands worked to put food on the table and were struggling, often having moved thousands of miles from home and from their family. But Mum, like Dad, believed they could build a new community here. After all, these women were all within walking distance of our home. And so she would often take us all to see them. With me, two baby brothers and a baby sister in the pram or strapped to her side, she would stride into their homes, often without so much as even a knock on the door or an invitation, to check on them while their husbands were out. The visits weren’t just about making sure everyone was coping. Mum did much more than that. In one kitchen one afternoon, a neighbour told her that she had a fourteen-year-old daughter she was planning to marry off to a cousin in Pakistan. We watched as Mum argued animatedly.

‘You can’t do that! She’s far too young. What on earth are you thinking?’ she demanded, shaking her head. She told the woman not to bow to any pressure from Pakistan. ‘You need this girl here,’ she said. Lowering her voice, she added that it was against Islam to force a woman to marry.

In kitchens across Small Heath, Mum would wear women down like this. Once she knew the argument was won, she’d smile and put the kettle on. She was a force of nature.

‘Just think about the chances she has here,’ Mum would conclude, as she poured the tea. ‘She can work, she can study.’ She knew that, back in Pakistan, these opportunities were not easily available, and she believed wholeheartedly that education was the way to liberate girls.

My mum was fourteen when she married my dad, who himself was only sixteen. I wondered if that had been on her mind all those years, and contributed to her becoming such a tireless fighter for other girls. My parents seemed very happy together, but those kitchen confrontations about the rights of girls to have their freedom stayed in my mind. Years later, when I helped to make forced marriage become a crime, I would think back to those days, marvelling at how Mum had been such a pioneer and how I had, at the time, taken it rather for granted.

My mind was probably on simpler things. We had just got our first television, and we were beside ourselves with excitement, crowding around the black and white screen and fiddling with the knobs until we got the picture perfect. From our front room we were suddenly connected to the world. We all sat in silence watching the first landing on the moon in 1969, eyes agog as the lunar module descended and Neil Armstrong climbed down the ladder.

My memories of that time are warmed by the feeling of security that a tight-knit family brings. But there were other feelings too. Even though Mum was so confident in her family and community, I knew she didn’t trust many people outside of that core group. That was why I had been born at home, because she didn’t trust hospitals. And I knew my dad was unsettled by the hostilities often experienced by our community.

We often felt we were only visitors in England and there was an unspoken understanding that without any warning, we might be told to leave. This, I later discovered, was why Dad worked so hard, saving as much money as possible to take us back to Pakistan if and when the time came.

This became increasingly clear to me as I grew up, especially when I first expressed an interest in studying law. ‘No, no, no,’ Dad would sigh, exasperated. ‘We don’t need lawyers in Pakistan. There’s lots of them, and they’re all corrupt. You need to study to be a doctor or an engineer. That’s what Pakistan needs.’

It came as no real surprise when in the winter of 1969 Dad announced that we were going back to Pakistan, if only for a six-month trip. It was for my eldest brother Umar’s arranged marriage but it was also the first time I would visit Pakistan – and I suspect Dad wanted to give us a taste of where our future might lie if we were forced out of Britain.

Not a man to do things by halves, my dad somehow got hold of a twelve-seater white Ford transit van to take us all the way from Dover to Pakistan.

It had taken Aldrin and Armstrong four days to get to the moon but it was going to take us a whole lot longer to get to North West Pakistan. Indeed, to me, the distance to travel felt about the same: almost a month of hard road lay ahead of us. As the van shifted into gear and jolted forward off the ferry in Belgium, none of us knew what to expect.

At first, the thrill of adventure kept everyone in good spirits. It was crowded in the back with my mum, my brothers and sister, my six-year-old cousin Yasmin and me. We huddled together to stay warm when the temperature dropped, and Mum had a small cooking stove with a few pans that she used to keep us all fed. Through the Belgian countryside and on towards Germany we raced, playing games, singing and laughing, as Dad gripped the wheel and concentrated doggedly on the road ahead, keeping his foot pressed to the floor.

I watched the roads flash by and looked towards the German mountains and forests covered in snow. I spent the rest of the time talking to Yasmin. She was mixed race, with white skin, dark hair and beautiful brown eyes. Yasmin had come along with us because she was the firstborn of my uncle and his Irish wife, and they wanted her to see Pakistan. She also liked spending time with us and was particularly close to Mum and me. We were roughly the same age, but she had more confidence and quite the mischievous streak. Her smile alone was always enough to make me feel better, and I was over the moon that she had joined us.

Mum, on the other hand, was finding it less fun. She spent a lot of time in the back of the van praying, and though she said little, I knew she wasn’t impressed at having to drive through Europe in winter. As she protectively wrapped a blanket round my sister when the temperature dropped, I could see an angry glint in her eye.

Onwards we drove, through Germany and Austria to Yugoslavia where Mum’s mood darkened as Dad’s driving became increasingly erratic, beginning to put us in danger. The roads had been deteriorating as the miles passed, tarmac giving way to loose gravel and eventually becoming almost unpassable dirt roads. Dad, however, continued to plough on as though he was driving down the motorway, even on dangerous hairpin bends. Any apologies he made had little effect on Mum, who at one point refused to talk for what felt like days in silent protest.

As we drove through Greece the mood brightened a little, and Dad came alive with stories. He’d always believed he had some Greek blood and we smiled as he began to regale us with stories of Alexander the Great’s conquering armies. He told us how they had established outposts in the North West Frontier Province of Pakistan during the time of Alexander’s conquests, so that many now claimed to be descendants of Alexander the Great’s troops. Perhaps, I thought we might be too.

I usually loved hearing Dad’s stories, but now weariness descended upon us and we drove through Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan mostly in silence, the countries and days blurring together. I was desperate to sleep in a proper bed again. Finally, at the end of December, we crossed the Afghanistan border and arrived in the North West Frontier Province in Pakistan. After three and a half gruelling weeks, the van finally juddered to a halt at the bottom of a dirt path leading to my parents’ home village of Saleh Khana.

The name Saleh Khana derives from the Arabic, meaning ‘home of the good people’, and it more than lived up to its name. The welcome we received was rapturous, with dozens of members of our extended family – none of whom I’d ever met before – materialising on the path to greet us, staring at our dusty vehicle as though it had come straight off the set of a movie. There were no cars or vans in the village, only buses.

Our family home had been locked up for eight years, and was a very different proposition to our house in Birmingham. This one may not have had running water, but it did have large bedrooms and plenty of space and after being cooped up in a van for such a long time, it felt like the Ritz. But there was no time yet to catch up on lost sleep. There were people to meet, adventures to be had, and everywhere we went, people wanted to know about our life in England.

I spent the next five and a half months playing outside, eating at different houses, diving in water pools and fishing. Yasmin was my constant companion as we ran from one house and excitement to the next. As we watched the sunset over the high Cherat mountains one evening, my family alongside our new friends and extended family, I started to understand the sense of community that Dad talked about, and why he had been so keen to recreate a version of it in England.

There were other surprises too. One afternoon I saw a group of boys walking up the hill with large bowls of curry, rice and fruit, staggering slightly under their weight.

‘Where are they taking that?’ I asked a cousin, who was playing with me in the courtyard at the time.

‘To the hippies,’ he said, pointing to a big white house on the hill.

‘Who are the hippies?’ I asked.

‘Go and see for yourself,’ he laughed mischievously. ‘If you run, you can catch them.’

I ran after the boys, Yasmin at my side as usual, and asked if we could join them. As we approached the hippies’ house, strange music floated from the windows on the afternoon breeze. It didn’t sound like anything Mum or Dad would listen to. It was, in fact, the Doors – and Jim Morrison’s rich baritone urged us to break on through to the other side.

We knocked on the door and it was opened by a young blonde woman, wearing a floral print kaftan and patchwork leather hat. She beckoned us in with a smile, and we followed her into the kitchen where half a dozen skinny white folk sat hunched over what looked like a glass pipe. A cloud of smoke hovered despite the open windows and my eyes watered. The smell was terrible.

‘Food!’ exclaimed a long-haired man with a headband and lurid tie-dye T-shirt, leaping up from his chair. ‘Get the plates, Tina.’

Suddenly, the group huddled round the table came to life. Plates, cutlery and drinks rapidly appeared, and we were handed glasses of orange squash. We had barely sat down before they started hungrily devouring our offerings, shovelling away the curry and rice
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Epilogue

November 2020

At the turn of the millennium, we might have felt that we were starting to leave the injustices of the last century behind. But in recent years these hard-won gains began to slip through our fingers. Nothing, however, could prepare us for 2020, the year when everything really began to unravel. As Covid-19 ripped through the UK, it felt as though the pandemic was pulling at an invisible loose thread. Stitch by stitch, the justice system began to come apart at the seams. It became overwhelmed by a backlog that has continued to grow every week since the start of lockdown, and shows no signs of abating.

As I write this, over half a million criminal cases are waiting to be dealt with by the courts. Victims will have to wait years for justice to be delivered and, for those defendants left languishing in custody, some will have served longer on remand than they would have been sentenced to if convicted by the time their case comes to trial.

This is a monumental failure of justice and carries a heavy human cost. Long delays not only cause continued pain and, in some cases, the total collapse of trials. They also see public confidence, and trust in the system, drain away. The slower the wheels of justice turn, the less likely they are to ever reach their destination. Officers retire, witnesses forget, and cases go nowhere. Worse still, as trust in the system disappears, people lose hope in the very idea of justice. The Victims’ Commissioner Dame Vera Baird has warned of increasing numbers ‘giving up on justice and walking away’. I fear she’s right.

But it isn’t just advances in social justice that have been lost during the pandemic. As scenes of patients and medical professionals in dire straits were beamed into our living rooms on the news, showing a health service pushed to its limits, it quickly became apparent that many lives would be lost. The pandemic didn’t discriminate: it took tens of thousands of lives at will. Waves of grief followed its path – and I was not immune to its random cruelty.

On 8 April I took a call no one ever wants to receive. I was told my older brother Umar had died. The next day we found he had tested positive for Covid-19: the cruel disease that has defined 2020 had taken his life.

I knew he had been ill, but he had told me he was getting better and assured me there was no need to visit. He was the fittest in our family and, we thought, was stronger than us all, so there was every reason to believe him. When I got the call I felt numb with shock, and even now I still find it hard to accept he is gone.

Umar had supported me all his life. While I was at the library and all my brothers were working in the family business, it was Umar who defended me, telling my brothers to let me study and follow my own career path. He was always proud of everything I achieved and, when he eventually got to work in the courts, providing translation services for the Home Office and the police, he proudly told everyone that he was my brother.

And I was enormously proud to see him there too. He spoke half a dozen languages from the subcontinent and was never fazed by anything. And he was a kind, decent man: no one ever fell out with Umar. He was such a calming influence on our family and Mum adored him, her first born. For as long as I could remember she had prayed every day that she would die before her children, and so I knew that the loss would be devastating for her. She was also seriously ill at the time of his death, and a few months later she passed away. I believe that she died of a broken heart.

The weeks that followed were among the toughest of my life. I drove to my brother’s house to meet my family. We were given gloves and masks and went upstairs to carry Umar’s body down. Because it was the undertaker’s policy not to enter the house during lockdown, we had to put him in a body bag and on a stretcher ourselves. Before we handed him over, Mum – who was outside and was herself attached to an oxygen tank – asked if she could see her son for the last time. We zipped open the body bag just enough to show her his face through the window. It was absolutely heartbreaking.

Umar’s wish was to be buried in Pakistan with my father but this was impossible because there were no flights. It wasn’t going to be straightforward finding a burial plot in Birmingham either. We were advised by the coroner that they had a 300-body backlog and wouldn’t be able to get a death certificate for us until the following week.

The undertaker had another 14 bodies to pick up that day and told us there was no space in their morgue for my brother. So arrangements were made with a private undertaker, and in the meantime Umar was kept in a mortuary fridge. When we were eventually able to bury him nine days later, I wasn’t able to go to his funeral as only six people could attend; our family was too large to allow everyone to be with him as he was buried. My brothers and his son lowered Umar’s body into the ground and after 29 minutes they were told to leave the area, as the next family had arrived to bury their loved one.

It was all so cold, so rushed and inhumane. We couldn’t grieve together as a family. But, as painful as it felt, we accepted these conditions. Families everywhere were having to make extraordinary sacrifices as part of the lockdown. People had been shielding at home for months, not able to work or even get a hug from their loved ones. We did it because we obeyed the law, and because we wanted to protect others.

It was during this time, while I was trying to come to terms with my loss, that I saw reports of the Prime Minister’s special adviser Dominic Cummings travelling up and down the country. He journeyed up to Durham on 27 March and, we now know, was going on a day trip to Barnard Castle on his wife’s birthday while in Birmingham we were waiting to get a death certificate to bury my brother.

At the time there was strong national support for the government and its lockdown measures, as people generally recognised we were facing a national crisis and everyone had to pull together. There had been other public figures who had broken lockdown rules, but they had resigned when caught. But when it came to the Cummings affair, support in the government quickly began to collapse as ministers scrambled to try and defend what I considered to be the indefensible. The sole priority, it seemed to me, was to keep a man in his job after breaking regulations that he himself had helped to formulate.

The unedifying spectacle continued, with Cummings holding a Rose Garden press conference at Downing Street to justify his actions – something he should not have been afforded as a civil servant. Staring into the cameras and somehow managing to keep a straight face, he claimed he’d made a trip to Barnard Castle to test his eyesight.

Cummings’ apparently flagrant disregard of lockdown regulations was, in my view, to represent a turning point. The public could see he was taking us all for fools, and attitudes and behaviours started to dramatically change as a result. Research published in the Lancet would later confirm this and Durham’s former chief constable said Cummings’ reported behaviour had made it harder for officers to enforce the rules. One tabloid newspaper even printed a free Dominic Cummings mask on its front page. ‘Can’t be bothered with sticking to the rules like the rest of us? Simply wear our handy Dominic Cummings face mask’.

The mockery, however, missed the bigger point. Without public trust in the government’s ability to manage the pandemic, many, many more people like my brother were going to lose their lives.

Much of this book has been about trust. It’s the glue that binds society together. It’s how representative democracy works. Confucius once famously said that three things are needed for government: weapons, food and trust. If a ruler can’t hold on to all three, they should give up the weapons first and the food next. Trust should be guarded and maintained to the very end, as without trust we cannot stand. This much was obvious to me: one man was recklessly throwing it away, and as a result we had a government on its knees at a time of national crisis.

It was disturbing to watch. The UK had the highest levels of excess deaths in Europe and our efforts to contain Covid-19 were pitifully inadequate. Ministers had rushed to shield an unelected advisor while leaving care homes dangerously exposed.

I’ve spent a lifetime thinking no one was above the law and I knew then that if I was still a prosecutor I would have been looking at whether there was sufficient evidence to bring a case against Cummings. If those in power can’t be held accountable, then the law is meaningless.

As soon as I made it publicly known that I wished to get to the bottom of this debacle, witnesses began to get in touch with new information. We raised enough money through crowdfunding to instruct solicitors and gather evidence of what we believe are lockdown rules being broken. Within months I was able to submit a 225-page dossier to the Crown Prosecution Service, alleging that Cummings was responsible for six breaches of lockdown regulations. We believed the evidence was there to prosecute and that the public interest test was also met, especially given the impact that his behaviour had on public compliance with Covid-19 rules.

However, as I am no longer part of the Crown Prosecution Service, I have no idea what it will do with this evidence. What kind of Crown Prosecution Service would review the dossier? Was it one that honoured its first responsibility to the public, which prosecuted without fear or favour, and was robust and transparent? Or one that may feel constrained by the establishment, worried about how its actions would be perceived?

We await their decision.

It feels to me there was a time when being British meant you respected, and followed, certain codes of conduct. If you failed, you resigned. If you lied to Parliament, you resigned. But that no longer seemed to be the case. There was no honour anymore. We found ourselves in a Trumpian post-truth, post-shame era, where politicians did everything for power at the expense of legitimacy.

Meanwhile, injustices were emerging everywhere. Domestic violence cases surged during lockdown. Shocking conditions in garment factories in Leicester were exposed, with a retail giant accused of modern slavery after it emerged workers were paid below minimum wage and forced to work long hours in unsafe conditions. And ministers were accused of having ‘baked in’ educational inequality, as children from poorer backgrounds had their A level results unfairly downgraded by a government computer algorithm.

The problem of powerful sexual abusers hasn’t gone away either. In a year in which Hollywood mogul Harvey Weinstein was sentenced to 23 years in prison for rape and sexual assault, the #MeToo movement was still very much alive. But sadly our justice system failed to keep up. Rape convictions in the UK fell to such a record low in 2020 that rape was effectively decriminalised.

The growing gap between law and justice was matched only by an increasing sense of anger. Covid-19 was exacerbating inequalities, and resentment was building – and not just in the UK. In the USA, where the pandemic had been handled even more poorly by the government, one heinous act on the streets of Minneapolis would trigger a global movement.

On 25 May police officers arrested a 46-year-old black man called George Floyd on suspicion of using a counterfeit $20 bill. Floyd was handcuffed and pinned to the ground. A white police officer then forced his knee down on Floyd’s neck for over eight minutes. During this time, witnesses shouted at the officer to stop and recorded disturbing footage, later shared on social media, of Floyd begging for mercy and gasping that he couldn’t breathe. In his last moments he pleaded for his mother before slipping into unconsciousness.

Minutes later, the officer finally removed his knee from the prone Floyd, who was subsequently taken to Hennepin County Medical Centre where he was pronounced dead.

The footage of his brutal killing shocked the world and went viral, immediately becoming a rallying cry for change, sparking international protests. The Black Lives Matter movement showed there was only so much injustice people can stand before an uprising erupts.

Statues of confederate soldiers were torn down and the conversation around racism changed overnight, including in the UK where statues of slave owners were also toppled.

Covid-19 may have brought the world to a standstill and caused unbearable suffering to so many, but it also achieved something that wouldn’t have happened in more ‘normal’ circumstances: it forced the world to slow down, and made us stop and see things afresh. Our institutions may have been failing to deliver justice, but that didn’t mean the public’s appetite for it had diminished. In fact, in the ‘new normal’ people hungered for it even more, seeking news ways to redress the balance.

New leaders sprung up from many unexpected places, and Greta Thunberg observed that ‘people are starting to find their voice, to sort of understand that they can actually have an impact.’

In Manchester I watched with awe as a 22-year-old Manchester United footballer began an incredible campaign to feed hungry children. Drawing on his own experiences growing up in difficult circumstances, Marcus Rashford won huge public support as he mobilised hundreds of businesses and councils to provide food parcels to families that needed them. He also forced the Government not once but twice to u-turns on free school meal commitments and pledge hundreds of millions of pounds to supporting vulnerable families. It was a stunning success and remarkable example of a young leader speaking a powerful truth about poverty. ‘This system was not built for families like mine to succeed,’ he argued, ‘no matter how hard we are working.’

Rashford was alive to something that our leaders had failed to notice. Before the pandemic, a UNICEF report showed that 10 per cent of children in the UK were living in households affected by ‘severe food insecurity’, poverty that results in hunger. During lockdown this became worse as people lost their jobs.

‘This is not politics, this is humanity,’ Rashford said. ‘These children matter. These children are the future of this country. They are not just another statistic. And for as long they don’t have a voice, they will have mine.’

As a prosecutor I had spent my career fighting to give a voice to those invisible members of society. It was how I defined leadership – and here was a young footballer stepping up to do the same in an incredibly powerful way, with such eloquence. It was a sign that while our politicians and failing institutions could turn a blind eye to inherent unfairness, a new generation wouldn’t do the same – and I drew great inspiration from that.

From the growth of sustainable fashion, which takes into account the environmental and social impact of production, to the Build Back Better movement, activism during the pandemic continued to amplify the fight for social justice.

And that’s the thing about justice. It can seem to sleep for a long time, appearing virtually moribund. But then, when least expected, it awakes. And while I write this at a time when our enfeebled justice system is at its lowest ebb, jeopardising the rights of individuals and shredding our social fabric in the process, I am optimistic that better times are ahead – and that a new generation will insist on rebuilding a justice system that we can be proud of.

It can’t happen soon enough.
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