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Author’s Note



Eight years ago I wrote Caught in the Crossﬁre, a novel in response to the new political climate created by the 11 September terror attacks. It was a love story between Rabia Khan, a Muslim girl, and a white boy called Mike Kelly. It is a book that is read with great affection by many but which provoked some abusive letters and emails.

Writing about peace and love can, it seems, be controversial.

Since, there have been a disturbing number of terror attacks and plots. These have emanated from unrepresentative fringe elements of the Muslim community and from neo-Nazis. I thought it was time to return to the issues involved and tell a story of two friends whose lives are changed forever by the aftermath of 9/11. Why do I choose such bleak subjects? Well, you only enter a dark room if you think you can light the way out.

I would like to thank Salma Owen and students from Crownhills Community College in Leicester for helping me with background material. I have also had conversations with soldiers serving in Afghanistan but it would not be appropriate to name them. I have made every effort to ensure authenticity. Any errors are mine and mine alone.

Salaam Alaikum.

Shalom Aleichem.

Peace be with you.

Alan Gibbons

Liverpool

July 2010


One



Chris

1 FEBRUARY 2011. 10.00 A.M.

You think you’re invincible when you’re a kid. Invincible, that’s a laugh. We’re easy to hurt, any of us, all of us. Physically, emotionally, we snap. Like a matchstick. Easy as that.

And the damage can last a day.

A week.

Forever.

I open my eyes. I crave daylight. There’s darkness inside me, stiﬂing, suffocating. It’s always there.

Since it happened.

Since the explosion.

The sky is clear and empty. Sunlight hammers into my vision just as it did on that day of pain.

‘Are you all right, son?’

It’s Dad. He is here, by my side. He has been with me every step of the way. That’s the thing about a parent’s love. It’s unconditional. My gaze drifts to his face and the lines of concern that seem deeper now than in those ﬁrst difficult weeks. He has a haunted look.

He has demons.

As I do.

I’ve seen that brooding shadow before, in men who’ve witnessed too much. I nod reassurance, ﬁrst at him then at Mum. A smile trembles on her lips. Tears threaten. That’s the other thing about love. It’s what gets you through the bad times, but I tell you, it can hurt like hell. It can damn near break you.

‘I’m ﬁne.’

Kelly squeezes my arm and I know things are going to be all right. The sun will rise in the morning. The breeze will touch my face in the afternoon. I will have peace in the evening. If not for you, Kell ... It doesn’t bear thinking about.

‘It’s your leg, isn’t it?’ she asks. ‘It’s hurting again.’

It’s not my leg, not this time. It’s the past, a thing as physical and tangible as human ﬂesh. Where there is memory there is joy ... and there is pain. Pain. So many times, when I close my eyes I am back on the banks of that canal, resting in the pounding heat of a Helmand morning.

I remember I’d checked the time as I got to my feet, shouldering my pack. It was seven thirty. I’d been walking since before dawn. I’d taken a step. For an instant the ground was spongy underfoot. I knew right away. Improvised explosive device. IED. Simultaneously the world roared, belching dirt and ﬁre. The earth lurched. It felt as if I’d been rugby-tackled. I would learn later that the shock wave had tossed me in the air like a scrap of rag. The explosion cracked in my skull. Grit and soil peppered my vision, making me blink wildly, gasping for breath. My comrades were shouting.

At me.

At one another.

‘Don’t touch the leg!’

‘Oh, Christ! Christ, no.’

Somebody was administering an ampoule of morphine.

I tried to speak. Hurts like ... I bit my lip until the blood came. I was grinding my teeth, trying to contain the sensations surging up from my legs. I’d never felt pain like it. It was intense. Total.

Somebody spoke. ‘Swear all you like, Hooky.’

So I swore. Over and over again. That had always been one of the things that separated me from the other guys. I didn’t really swear all that much. Until that moment.

There was a hand on my shoulder. Somebody was trying to comfort me. ‘Hooky. Chris mate, you’re going to be all right.’

The soothing voice didn’t fool me. It felt like my leg had just been forced through a giant meat-grinder. The speaker had a purpose though. He was holding me down, gently but ﬁrmly, making sure I didn’t reach for the limb, trying to stop me contaminating it any more than it already was. He didn’t want me making it worse. I was moaning and rocking my head. The morphine was beginning to kick in. The world was turning hazy, but I knew what had happened. I saw the mud walls of the compound, the fruit trees, the milky brown water of the canal. I had just become another victim of this distant war, another statistic on the evening news.

Minutes crawled by. I don’t know how long I was lying there in the open. Time stopped having any meaning. There was just endless present ... and pain. I was slipping in and out of consciousness. Powerful engines whined. Rotor blades throbbed. A Chinook helicopter, nose tilting forwards. It was hard to focus. I heard somebody say my name. Private Chris Hook. A face ﬂoated above me.

‘Are you OK, son?’

I nodded yes, but I had a question. ‘Am I still all there?’

The medic was used to that one. He nodded. ‘Yes, it’s just the leg. You’ll be OK on your wedding night.’

With some effort I break the spell and return to the present. I swallow hard and grip Kelly’s hand. I want that. I want to be married to you, Kell.

‘You won’t ever leave me, will you? Promise.’

See what I mean?

Easy to hurt.

Vulnerable.

Needing this girl so badly I can barely breathe as I speak.

‘Don’t be stupid, Chris,’ she says, insulted that I’m even asking. ‘We’re for keeps, you and me.’ She kisses me, full lips pressing mine, ﬁlling me with reassuring warmth. ‘I’m in this for the long haul, you great lump.’

‘I was back there,’ I whisper, ‘you know, the day it happened.’

I’ve been there every day since, in dreams and in nightmares. I’ve been there in sleep and in tortured waking moments. I wonder if there will come a day when I go a whole twenty-four hours without reliving the horror of that morning.

‘Are you OK to do this?’ Kelly asks.

‘I’m ready.’

She gives a squint of sympathy. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I’m sure. I didn’t go through all those months of rehab to fail now.’

She starts to answer but the clatter of rotor blades drowns her words. It’s the prince’s helicopter. He is attending in his role as colonel-in-chief. The chopper settles on the parade ground in a swirl of dust. Applause ripples through the crowd as the prince emerges in desert uniform. It is the same as the one worn by the soldiers he has come to decorate. I take a deep breath. ‘This is what I’ve been working for.’

Two of my comrades approach. Dave Nugent is ﬁrst. He’s an Essex boy. Donavan Barrow follows. Black guy. Welshman. Dave nods a hello in the direction of Mum and Dad. ‘Cent will take the wheelchair.’

Mum frowns. ‘Cent?’

‘The lads say I look like 50 Cent,’ Donavan explains. ‘He’s a rapper.’

Mum pulls a face. ‘How old do you think I am? I know who he is. But they don’t call you 50 Cent. It’s 40 Cent. I’ve heard them.’

Donavan grins sheepishly. ‘I’m not so big, see. Forty, not ﬁfty. So they call me Cent for short.’

I glance at the wheelchair. I can probably get by without it, but it is there as back-up. ‘Thanks Nugget. Touch wood I won’t be needing it.’ I sway a little then steady myself. ‘I just hope I don’t fall on my backside when I go up for my medal. I’m still getting the hang of this new leg.’

Nugget is in no doubt. ‘You won’t.’

I’m about to add something when my mobile buzzes. I recognise the caller’s name.

Imran.

What the hell does he want? Hasn’t he done enough?

Dad is shaking hands with the lads. Mum strokes my cheek. I’m six two and she still treats me like her little boy. I move my hand over hers.

‘I’m going to be all right, OK? Don’t fuss.’

I look beyond her at the broad expanse of the parade ground. There is a strong police presence, both military and civilian, there to guard the prince. That’s not the whole story. Nobody’s forgotten what happened when the Anglia regiment returned home a few years back. Angry protests greeted them in Luton. The community was torn apart. The TV news relayed the story into every living room, screaming difference.

White against Muslim.

Red, white and blue against Islamic green.

At least, that’s the way the media portrayed it. It made the evening news. Even though there were fewer than twenty protestors. Not enough for two football teams. But the words on those placards still dance through my memory, words that hurt nearly as badly as the IED.

British soldiers go to hell.

Troops are war criminals.

I imagine Imran’s face in the huddle. He took their side. I can almost hear his voice coming from their mouths. How dare he call, in this place, on this day? After everything I’ve been through. I clench my ﬁsts until my ﬁngernails cut half-moon shapes in the ﬂesh of my palms.

Nugget and Cent are chatting with Mum and Dad. Kelly is linking arms with me, watching the prince with the senior officers. Nobody knows what’s going through my mind. Nobody understands. How can they? They weren’t there. Only a soldier understands. My phone buzzes again. It’s a text. Imran again.

Stop the ceremony.

Oh, you’d like that, Imran. Imagine it. You think a text can succeed where a score of hate-ﬁlled protestors failed. Well, thanks for the advice, but no thanks. I want to tell him to drop dead. I’m not going to dignify his stupid games with a reply. I go to switch off the phone, but it buzzes again. The text is short. Two words from our childhood.

Blood brothers.

How low can he sink?

A lump rises in my throat. How dare he try to trade on our friendship? I scroll down and read the rest. The words chill me to the bone.

There’s a bomb.

Imran

1 FEBRUARY 2011. 10.01 A.M.

There are two Asian men in the white Lexus.

The younger man twists round in the passenger seat to talk to his brother. ‘He won’t take my call.’

There is panic in Imran’s voice. He starts crushing the phone in his hand. He wants Raﬁq to tell him what to do, like he did when they were kids. Raﬁq doesn’t return the look. He’s got his eyes on the seething traffic. Imran wants him to speak, to say something, anything. All Imran’s life, whenever there was something wrong, Raﬁq had the answers. Not this time. The skin is drawn taut over his cheekbones. Imran wonders how much Raﬁq resents him for what he’s done.

‘Keep trying,’ Raﬁq says ﬁnally, his voice tense.

Imran glances at the speedo. His voice rips back at his brother. ‘What are you doing, Raﬁq? Put your foot down. Can’t you make this thing go any faster?’

Tower blocks slip by. Concrete walkways curve against the cobalt blue sky. Not far ahead the city centre clutter will thin and give way to miles of suburbs. Beyond that they will come to the barracks.

Raﬁq snorts. ‘Two Asian guys speeding? That’s going to help. What do you think Five-O are going to make of that?’ As if to back up his words, a police car sweeps past, going in the opposite direction. Blue lights ﬂash. ‘They’d pull us up for sure.’

‘That’s it then?’ Imran cries. ‘There’s a bomber and we’re worrying about the speed limit!’

‘We’ve got no choice,’ Raﬁq answers. ‘We play this wrong and we’ve got a bloodbath on our hands. Try texting him. So he doesn’t want to talk. Maybe he’ll read what you’ve got to say instead.’

Imran snorts in frustration. ‘He’d better.’ His thumbs start working the keypad. ‘Why does he have to be so stubborn?’

Raﬁq shakes his head. He’s got something to say but he’s trying to keep a lock on it.

‘Say it, Raﬁq.’

‘Do you really want to know why he won’t listen? It’s down to you. You did this, Imran. You called him a kaﬁr. You called him a murderer of Muslims. He was your best friend and you treated him like the dirt on your shoe. What makes you think he’s going to have any time for you now?’

There are things Imran could say in his defence. About the war. About British and American boots on Muslim land. About the way Chris made another life with his racist, gora mates.

But he takes Raﬁq’s accusation on the chin. He drops his eyes and gets on with the text.

‘I’m not making excuses, Raﬁq. This isn’t about Chris and me. It’s about people getting killed.’

Chris

1 FEBRUARY 2011. 10.05 A.M.

My ﬁngers hover over the keypad. I think about calling Imran back. Can there be any truth in the message? Does he know something? Did he ﬂy that close to the ﬂame?

Dad sees me staring at my mobile. ‘What’s wrong?’

Nugget and Cent turn. They’ve picked up the crackle of tension in the air. I draw Dad to one side. I drop my voice and hope Dad follows suit. I don’t want anybody else involved. ‘It’s Imran.’

The very mention of his name makes Dad scowl.

‘What can you possibly have to say to him?’ he says. ‘No, I don’t want to know. Just switch your phone off. Leave him in the past where he belongs. This is your day. Don’t let him spoil it.’

‘Dad, you don’t understand.’

He gives a furious shake of his head. ‘What’s to understand? Hasn’t that lad done enough harm? Ignore him, Chris. Forget he ever called you.’

‘That’s easier said than done.’

He still doesn’t understand. ‘Why is it, Chris? He’s always been able to twist you round his little ﬁnger.’

‘Dad, that’s not fair.’

‘Isn’t it? You’ve given him more than enough chances to be a friend. He threw them all back in your face.’

‘It wasn’t like that. It’s ... complicated.’

He snaps back. ‘It’s pretty black and white to me.’

The others are starting to look. Just calm down, Dad.

‘Why can’t you stand up to him, Chris? He’s an extremist. He hates this country and everything it stands for.’

I know the speech inside out. I should do. I’ve had to listen to it a hundred times. What this country stands for. I would love somebody to tell me. I thought I knew once. That was before I went to war. Imran’s face comes to mind. Friendship is like a piece of information in a computer’s memory. You can try to delete it but it always leaves an imprint.

‘Well?’

When I hesitate he has another go.

‘All those months you were recuperating, who was there for you? It was me, your Mum, Kelly. Imran didn’t come near.’

Who’s arguing? ‘I know, Dad. I know. That’s not it. There’s something you’ve got to see.’

I hold up my phone and he reads the message. Blood drains from his face.

Imran

1 FEBRUARY 2011. 10.10 A.M.

The traffic has slowed as they crawl towards one of the city’s most congested junctions. Raﬁq glances at his watch. ‘Come on!’

‘Why don’t we phone 999?’

Raﬁq laughs. ‘You’re unreal, you know that?’

Imran is offended. ‘It’s an emergency, innit?’ Then he feels stupid. Innit. Like a kid.

‘I don’t believe what I’m hearing,’ Raﬁq says, shaking his head. ‘Oh, this is some turnaround, Imran. I thought you were the big man, preaching jihad, mouthing off about the dirty kuffar. Now all of a sudden you want them to bail you out!’

Imran retorts, fury boiling out of him. ‘Don’t keep throwing my past back in my face, Raﬁq. If you’re expecting me to crawl on broken glass, forget it. Look, I know I got myself into this, but I got myself out too.’

‘I know you did,’ Raﬁq retorts. ‘I gave you a helping hand, little brother. Or have you forgotten?’

‘I haven’t forgotten.’

There is a moment of silence, then Raﬁq softens. ‘You’re right. You’re right. We all make mistakes. Just look at my track record.’ He sighs. ‘So many wasted years. But think what you’re saying. You didn’t want anything to do with the gora state. Now you’re hoping the police can help you. Nice one. Just perfect.’

Imran tries to answer back. His words come out wrong, a pathetic admission of defeat. ‘It’s better than doing nothing.’

Raﬁq tightens his grip on the steering wheel. ‘Here’s how it goes. You’ll get through to some operator. Do you know anything about the people who answer the phones? Are they civilian staff, or trained officers?’

Imran pulls a face. He doesn’t know.

Raﬁq doesn’t expect his brother to be an expert. He keeps talking. ‘Say this person transfers you to some office plod. How do you think that’s going to play out?’

Imran doesn’t know.

‘This one thinks you’re some kind of prankster.’ Raﬁq hangs a left, making his point in the same machine-gun delivery. ‘They must get crank calls all the time. He doesn’t believe your story. There’s a shedload of stupid questions.’

‘You think?’

‘How should I know? I don’t do this kind of thing every day. You’re the one who was going to bring down the state. You tell me. How long do you think you’re going to be on the phone trying to convince them?’ He gestures at the road ahead. ‘Get real, Imran. What are we, ten, ﬁfteen minutes from the barracks? Chris is there. He’s our best chance.’

‘And if he won’t listen?’

Raﬁq gives a weary shrug. ‘We go straight to the barracks. We move in as close as we can. If we get that far, our story might just make some kind of sense. We look them in the eye. It beats a phone call.’

‘Do you think they’ll listen?’

Raﬁq laughs bitterly. ‘We’re relying on the same police who’ve been shaking our people down for years. Get out of the car please, sir,’ he mimics. ‘Is this your vehicle? Where do you live? Are you now, or have you ever been, a terrorist? It doesn’t give you a lot of conﬁdence.’

Imran leans back against the headrest. It’s a gesture of despair.

Raﬁq carries on talking. ‘I don’t believe I’m saying this, but try to see it through their eyes. A couple of Muslim guys appear out of the blue and walk up to the gates of an army barracks. We say our piece and they call in our details. Who’ve they got standing in front of them? Oh yes, it’s a jailbird and a radical. Sound about right?’

About right.

In their eyes.

Raﬁq drives the point home. ‘I think they’re going to lock us up and throw away the key.’ Finally, he meets Imran’s gaze. ‘But what else are we going to do? There are lives at stake. Tell me if you’ve got a better idea.’

Imran doesn’t speak. He sees a group of kids in a park and he remembers two excited boys kicking through the autumn leaves. It seems so long ago. What happened to us, Chris? he wonders. How did we screw things up so badly?

Chris

1 FEBRUARY 2011. 10.17 A.M.

There’s a round of applause from the crowd. It makes me turn. For once there’s no press scrum moving in on royalty. The reporters have had their orders. Dignity. Respect. This is the soldiers’ day so they hang back. The press pack is sticking to the rules for once. Wouldn’t it be great if that’s what we all did – stick to the rules? Any of us: the angry men, the politicians, Imran. Me. But nobody sticks to the rules, not really, not even the people who make them.

Dad leans forward and hisses in my ear. ‘This is exactly the sort of nonsense you’d expect from Imran.’

But I can’t get the doubts out of my head. ‘What if he’s telling the truth?’

Dad looks at me as if I’m insane. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Just look at the security. Everybody’s been vetted. It’s nonsense. Forget about him.’

Forget about him? For years we were inseparable. He wouldn’t call me out of the blue just to stir up trouble. ‘I know what makes him tick, Dad. We’re talking about my best friend.’

Dad isn’t in any mood to listen. ‘He was your best friend, Chris. Was. Past tense. Over. Finished.’ His words sting like wasps. ‘Are you so sure you know him? When he found out you were in the Army he called you a murderer. I’ll tell you what I make of Imran. He was a great kid, but his mind got poisoned somewhere along the way. He turned into a tinpot Islamist. Do I think we’ve got anything to worry about? No. He makes a lot of noise but he hasn’t got the guts to do anything about it. It’s his sick idea of a joke, son. It’s rubbish. Forget it.’

I know exactly what happened to Imran. I was part of it. My skin burns.

Dad presses on. ‘You go with your mates, Chris. There’s no way anybody could get past the checks. Look around you. It’s the police, the military and their families. Can you see anybody who looks like a terrorist?’

I’m tempted to ask what a terrorist looks like, but I know what Dad means. He looks and there’s a sea of white faces, a few black guys in uniform, some Gurkhas: surely nobody who could pose a threat?

‘Time to get a move on,’ Nugget says, interrupting my thoughts. ‘This is us.’

The boys from C company are among the uniformed ranks massing on the far side of the parade ground. Cent is speaking.

‘They’re on the way.’
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Two


Imran

NEW YEAR’S EVE 1999.

‘They’re on the way.’

The same four words, but from a different time – an age, if not of innocence, at least of not knowing. Those were the days before the world went crazy, before the phrase ‘the clash of civilisations’ was on every reporter’s lips.

Imran’s father’s sister and her family had just arrived. Aunt Haleema was locking the car. Imran’s cousins kicked off their shoes and made their way into the living room. There were hugs and kisses on foreheads. Uncle Syed followed and closed the door behind him.

Imran had just celebrated his eighth birthday. There were ﬁreworks at his party. He had watched them wide-eyed and begged Abbu and Ammi to hold a millennium party ... with more ﬁreworks. The family was gathering to see in the millennium. Naturally Aunt Haleema had to remind everyone that the Muslim calendar is different. As if nobody else knew. Ramadan fell in January that year. People had fasted until sunset. Now they were exploring the tables of food and drink. There was a spread made up of samosas, pakoras, Karahi dishes, daal. The rich fragrance of ginger and coriander hung in the air. Imran’s cheeks were already bulging with half-chewed samosa.

‘Hey,’ Raﬁq said, ‘leave some for the rest of us.’

Imran grinned impishly. His father appeared and clapped his hands. ‘The ﬁreworks are all ready. Does anybody have a reliable watch?’

Raﬁq had something to say as usual. ‘You can’t trust watches these days, Abbu-ji. Didn’t you hear the news? It’s the Millennium Bug. It’s going to change everything.’ He raised his hands in the air in a gesture that said be afraid, be very afraid. Imran was giggling already even though he didn’t know what his brother was talking about. ‘The computers can’t handle all the numbers. On the stroke of midnight planes are going to fall from the sky.’

Dad pretended to throw out a hand to slap Raﬁq across the head. ‘My eldest, everybody. He’s my joker in the pack. Just look at the grin on his face. He takes nothing seriously.’

Imran glanced up at Raﬁq. Raﬁq winked.

Aunt Haleema insisted it might be true. ‘It is all over the newspapers. The man on the TV said my washing machine is going to stop working.’ When Raﬁq rolled his eyes, she shook her head. ‘You think you are so clever. The reporter must have done his research. He said it’s all this software in the machines. The dates confuse it.’

‘That’s right,’ Raﬁq said. ‘The year 2000 has scrambled the poor machines’ brains. Your Zanussi won’t know what day it is.’ He lurched robotically around the room. ‘I’m Raﬁq. I’m a washing machine.’ He cocked his head to one side. ‘What day is it?’

Imran was giggling ﬁt to burst. Mum rapped her knuckles on the table to introduce a little calm to the proceedings. ‘Does anyone have the right time? We don’t want to set off the ﬁreworks too soon.’

Imran turned on the TV. His jaw dropped. An amazing display was taking place. ‘We’ve missed it!’ he cried. ‘Look, their ﬁreworks have already started.’

Raﬁq grabbed him round the waist and threw him up in the air. ‘That’s Australia, you lulloo. Don’t they teach you anything at that school? That’s the Sydney Harbour Bridge.’

Raﬁq swung Imran round and round. He did it so fast the room started to spin.

‘That’s the news you’re watching. They’ve already had their celebrations.’

‘The lights are still on in Sydney,’ Dad observed. ‘It looks like your washing machine is going to work after all, Haleema.’

Raﬁq was still swinging his little brother. ‘That’s Australia,’ Imran squealed. ‘It’s on the other side of the world. I bet the lights are working because everything is upside down.’

Raﬁq ﬂipped him over so his head was facing the carpet. ‘Now you’re the one who is upside down, my wriggling friend. Are you still working? Say tick tock.’

Imran yelled for him to slow down. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’

‘He’s still working,’ Raﬁq observed as he turned Imran the right way up. ‘You can tell because he never stops whinging.’

Dad wagged his ﬁnger. ‘Put him down, Raﬁq. You’re getting him over-excited.’

Imran pulled a face. Why did Dad always have to tell everybody what to do? There would be no fun if he had his way. Over-excited! There’s no point being under-excited.

Mum was growing impatient. ‘So what is the time?’

‘Four minutes to go,’ Aisha said. ‘It is right there on the TV.’

Everyone started to ﬁle out into the small garden. The air was crisp. The night was ﬁne and clear. There were only a few milky clouds at the edges of the vast darkness. It was a night that seemed to promise so much: a night to remember.

Imran wondered where Chris was. He was leaving it late. Imran glanced over the wall, expecting to see his best friend making his way round. The lights were on, so where was he? ‘He’s going to miss the ﬁreworks.’

Dad squeezed his shoulder. ‘Chris can’t come. His mum told me earlier.’

‘But they’re in,’ Imran protested. He refused to believe Chris wasn’t coming. ‘Look, the lights are on.’

‘Of course the lights are on,’ Raﬁq said. ‘They leave them on so they don’t get burgled.’

Imran was disappointed. They’d been best friends since they could walk. Chris had said he was coming. He’d promised. He was the one who’d said the millennium was such a big deal, not Imran. Raﬁq slapped his little brother on the shoulder.

‘Come on, the ﬁreworks are about to start.’

Right across the neighbourhood, rockets were climbing into the heavens. Lights streaked back and forth. Explosions cracked and ﬁzzed.

Mum smiled and adjusted her hijab. ‘It’s going to be a great New Year, a great new century too. I feel it in my bones.’

Imran smiled. Ammi-ji felt all kinds of things: the way the weather would turn out, the university careers her three children would have, prosperity for everyone. Her bones even knew the Millennium Bug was rubbish, way before anybody else did.

Dad looked down at her and smiled. ‘May there be many years of peace and happiness.’

Mum echoed the sentiment. ‘Inshallah.’

The word ﬂuttered from the lips of the guests then all eyes turned back to the sky where more rockets were racing ahead before bursting in great star ﬂashes of colour, illuminating the narrow streets below. Imran wondered if the ﬁreworks Chris was watching were as good.

Chris

NEW YEAR’S DAY 2000.

Everything was about to change but we didn’t understand. We were just kids, me and Imran.

I remember the way Imran described his night, turning me green with envy. ‘Are you kidding? You had a proper display. How long did it last?’

‘About ten minutes. Raﬁq organised it.’

‘Ten minutes!’ I was sure he was exaggerating but it was obvious he’d had a better evening than I did. I had to go to my grandparents. ‘You know what we had? One lousy box!’

Imran put on his superior look. ‘Grandparents are no good at ﬁreworks.’

‘You’re right there,’ I told him. ‘Grandad spent the whole evening telling everybody how people only used to set ﬁreworks off on 5 November and how nobody ever set them off on birthdays or New Year the way they do now. It wasn’t a party. It was a history lesson!’

Imran had a big smirk on his face.

I got the message. Serve me right for not going to his party. As if I had any choice!

‘It was so boring,’ I told him. ‘Dull as the dullest thing in Dull Town. Even when Grandad set them off he must have taken half an hour to do it.’ Now I was the one who was exaggerating. ‘He kept moving us back, saying somebody was going to lose an eye.’

Imran said that’s what happened to that Nelson guy – ﬁreworks. ‘Put his eye out.’

I laughed. ‘Yeah, right.’

‘It’s true,’ Imran insisted. ‘Captain Hook too. Banger took his hand clean off.’

‘Long John Silver,’ I said. ‘Catherine Wheel whipped off his leg.’

I thumped him on the arm. He thumped me back. I wrapped my foot round Imran’s calf and tripped him up. Imran came back shoving his head in my stomach. We wrestled for a few moments then Imran asked me if I wanted to see his birthday present.

I told him I’d seen them all.

Imran led the way upstairs. ‘Not this one. It’s the big one.’ He threw his bedroom door open. ‘Ta da!’

‘You’ve got a computer! They’re letting you have your very own computer. That’s so cool!’

‘I have to keep my door open when I’m on it,’ Imran explained. ‘You know, my dad doesn’t want me watching anything I shouldn’t.’

‘Like what?’

Imran shrugged. ‘I don’t know, naked ladies or summat.’

I was still staring at his computer. ‘So are we going to have a go?’

Imran declared that it was only for education. I stared at him dumbfounded. Then his face crumpled and he burst out laughing.

I shook my head. ‘What games have you got?’

‘Let’s play Doom. It’s Raﬁq’s.’

I watched it loading. ‘This isn’t the Doom I’ve played.’

‘This is Final Doom. It’s better.’

I tried to blag him. ‘Yes, I’ve played it.’

‘No, you haven’t. Liar.’

‘OK, I haven’t, but it’s not new. It’s been around for ages.’

‘I never said it was new, did I? What’s important is, I’ve got it and you haven’t.’

Doom was the breakthrough ﬁrst person shooter game. The player saw through the shooter’s eyes. The blood splashed when he made a kill. It looks dated now but back then it was state-of-the-art and we couldn’t get enough of it.

I gunned down the ﬁrst enemy. ‘Do you think this is what it’s like in real life?’

‘Nah,’ Imran said. ‘Real life’s better.’ He blasted away. ‘But not much.’

‘Do you think we’ll have to ﬁght wars?’ I asked. ‘Men ﬁght. That’s what they do.’

Imran shrugged. ‘Who are you going to ﬁght?’

‘Our enemies.’

‘Like who?’

I had to think for a minute. ‘It used to be the Germans, but my dad says we don’t ﬁght them any more. They just beat us at football.’ Something unpleasant occurred to me. ‘You don’t think we’d ever ﬁght each other do you?’

Imran pulled a face. ‘Don’t be stupid. We’re blood brothers. Besides, I’d kick your butt.’

Chris

10 JANUARY 2000.

We were sitting in the cinema.

Imran nudged me. ‘Told you Raﬁq would get us in.’

I shook my head. ‘What do you mean, get us in? It’s only a PG.’

‘We couldn’t have come on our own though, could we?’ Imran demanded.

Raﬁq told us to settle down. An hour and a half later we were jostling through the crowds leaving the cinema. Imran loved the feeling of coming out of the dark into the light. We hurried out of the cinema dark into the rain-slicked city dark. Tyres hissed on the damp, gleaming streets as we made our way home. Headlights sprayed through the showers. Cold rain dripped down our necks while we had a play ﬁght up the road. Raﬁq spotted a bus coming and the three of us ran, spilling through the doors, shouting and laughing.

‘If you could have a super power, any power,’ I panted as I tumbled into the seat next to Imran. I fought to get my breath after the mad sprint down the street, ‘what would you pick?’

Before Imran could answer, I interrupted him. ‘Oh, and you can’t claim the power to have any power you want.’

Imran grinned. ‘How did you know what I was going to say?’

‘I can read your mind. Go on, choose one.’

Imran gave it some thought. ‘Invisibility. No, ﬁre.’ He changed his mind again. ‘No, levitation.’

I howled in protest. ‘Only one power, you cheat.’

Imran thought hard. His credibility as a superhero depended on what he said next. One mistake and the forces of evil would rule the Earth. ‘Flight,’ he said at last. ‘I would ﬂy like a bird.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘It’s my turn. I would have super-strength so I could beat up the bad guys.’

Raﬁq was sitting behind us. ‘Which bad guys are these?’

‘Any bad guys.’

Raﬁq smiled. ‘It’s best to know who the bad guys are before you start ﬁghting them. What if you go beating up the wrong side?’

‘When you ﬁnd the bad guys, I’ll ﬂy over them,’ Imran said, ‘and poop on them from high up.’

I was laughing and pulling a face. ‘You’re disgusting.’

The old woman sitting next to Raﬁq thought so too. She pulled a face. Ra
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