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‘Opens the door to the rarely seen inner world of British Pakistani men and the weight of social expectations they carry. A master of his craft, Kasim Ali writes with a tenderness that quietly breaks the heart’
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Dedication

To the man I could have been if I wasn’t such a coward.




Contents

Cover

Praise for Who Will Remain

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Epigraph

APRIL

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

MAY

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

Chapter Thirty-four

Chapter Thirty-five

Chapter Thirty-six

Chapter Thirty-seven

Chapter Thirty-eight

Chapter Thirty-nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-one

Chapter Forty-two

Chapter Forty-three

JUNE

Chapter Forty-four

Chapter Forty-five

Chapter Forty-six

Chapter Forty-seven

Chapter Forty-eight

Chapter Forty-nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-one

Chapter Fifty-two

Chapter Fifty-three

Chapter Fifty-four

Chapter Fifty-five

Chapter Fifty-six

Chapter Fifty-seven

Chapter Fifty-eight

Chapter Fifty-nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter One

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Kasim Ali

About the Publisher




Epigraph

‘British-Pakistani males (…) hold cultural ­values totally at odds with British values.’

– Suella Braverman, Sky News 2023




APRIL




One

‘Where were you last night?’ Amir’s mother asked him as he stepped into the kitchen.

Amir, wearing his salwar kameez, threads straining against his body, stopped for a second in front of the mirror that hung on the living-room wall. He looked like an adult dressed in children’s clothes.

‘Where were you?’ his mother asked again, stepping into the living room, and before Amir could speak, she pulled at his clothes, tutting, ‘These are too small for you, how have you grown so much?’ as if he were to blame. Amir opened his mouth to say that his father had bought these clothes for him when he was fifteen and now he was twenty, and that he hadn’t grown, not in height, reaching six foot two when he was fourteen and not growing an inch more, but he had filled out, like someone had put their lips to his fingers and blown air into him, but he decided against it. ‘You shouldn’t wear this,’ she said.

‘Dad said—’ Amir began.

‘I know,’ she said, standing back to look at him again, eyes up and then down, ‘but this looks stupid on you, take it off, wear something else, something nice.’ Then, realising he hadn’t answered her earlier question, she asked again, ‘Where were you?’

‘Out,’ Amir said, looking back in the mirror at himself. She was right, he looked ridiculous. But whose fault was that? He couldn’t be blamed for having changed.

‘Out where?’ his mother asked, heading back into the kitchen, where she was finishing the kheer she had said she would make for the day, the smell of it sweet, sticking in Amir’s throat.

‘Just with some friends from university,’ Amir said. He fought the urge to add, Like always, that’s who I always spend my time with, nothing is different about this time.

‘When did you get home?’

‘Past midnight.’

‘Late.’

‘Not that late.’

‘I heard you,’ she said, looking into the room, ‘it was past four.’

Amir didn’t meet her eyes. ‘It’s fine,’ he said, an answer to a question she hadn’t asked, and he heard her take a breath. He waited but nothing else came, so he reached for the door back to his room. What the fuck was he going to wear?

He rifled through his drawers. Maybe a shirt, he thought, taking out a black one that he used to wear to Foot Locker when he worked there over the summers between school and college, then all the way through the first year of university, but not this year, struggling to keep up in his classes, there was no space for a job.

Amir, telling his mother he couldn’t work anymore because his studying was hard, she, staring at him, saying, ‘I won’t tell your dad for you,’ Amir, having to go speak to his father by himself, telling him, ‘The work is hard, I need the time now to make sure I pass, not just pass, but pass well, and then I can get a good job, just like you want me to, then I can contribute, then I can pay for everything,’ and Amir’s father, smirking at him, saying, ‘Well, don’t expect anything from me, I’ve given you enough.’

He had some trousers here somewhere, Amir thought, he just had to iron them. He dug with his hands, tracksuit after tracksuit coming out, jeans with rips in them, some intentional, others accidental, T-shirts that needed to be thrown away, but who would replace them and with what money?

‘You good?’ Bilal asked, and Amir tensed at the sound of his brother’s voice. Then, ‘That does not fit you.’ Amir closed his eyes. He had told his mother the outfit wouldn’t fit him, that it had been years since he’d last tried it on, and yet she had still forced him to go find it, because his father had said so, to put it on for her to see, because it was her eyes that saw truth and no one else’s.

‘Just trying to find something for today,’ Amir said. He turned around to face his brother, who was wearing his salwar kameez, black and minimal, clean, and through the clothes, Amir saw the shape of his brother’s body. What had once been fleshy was now tight, all hard lines. ‘There’s a gym at work,’ Bilal had told Amir when he’d got the job, three years ago now, a start-up that had rooted itself in ­Birmingham, used its location to attract funding and investment, even though its employees were all made to go to London twice a week. ‘But,’ Bilal said, ‘the money is insane, and it comes with all kinds of benefits,’ one being the gym, and a personal trainer, if Bilal paid a little on top, which he did. It was as if they had slowly swapped over the last year, Amir putting on weight, his clothes stretching to fit him, Bilal melting into straight lines.

‘Do you want to wear one of mine?’ Bilal asked, pointing behind him, ‘I’ve got a white one and a blue one.’ He looked at Amir as their mother had done. ‘Though,’ he said, ‘you’ll be too tall for it.’ That, after all, was the one thing Amir had over Bilal, and always would have. Bilal had topped out at five foot eleven at sixteen, believing maybe he would find a couple more inches as he aged, but now, at twenty-six, he had accepted his height.

‘Nah,’ Amir said, ‘I’ll find something,’ and he turned back to the dresser, insides twisting with shame. He found a pair of black jeans, tore off his salwar kameez, put the jeans on, shrugged on the shirt and looked at himself in the hallway mirror. He looked like a waiter.

Fuck it, it would do.




Two

‘Come on, let’s go, let’s go,’ Amir’s father shouted from the car, Amir already sitting behind him. He put his hand down on the horn, the sound violent in the empty air, and then Amir’s mother came out of the house, Bilal behind her, holding the kheer in front of him.

‘Okay, stop, stop,’ she said, raising her hands to Amir’s father, who didn’t look at her but let go of the horn. She went to the front of the car, sitting carefully in the passenger seat, making sure her scarf wouldn’t be trapped in the door when she closed it.

The three of them, Amir’s mother, his father, Bilal, were all dressed like they belonged to the same family. Bilal in his black, Amir’s father in his white, Amir’s mother in her dark blue, the outfit she called her grieving outfit, stylish enough to let people know she had spent money on it, but not so glamorous as to be obscene. Then there was Amir, the ­servant they had decided to bring along with them.

‘Let’s go then,’ Amir’s mother said, as Bilal closed the door, holding the kheer tight on his lap, a towel underneath the pot.

They set off then, even though the janazah wouldn’t begin until midday, but they had promised to get there early, to help.

First, they needed to stop by Saqib’s house, the door open, Bilal carefully walking in with the kheer, for later, when people would come by after the janazah to eat. He was greeted by a woman, Saqib’s aunty, whom his mother waved at from the car, saying she would see her at the mosque, and then they were off again.

The mosque was already buzzing with people when they got there, Saqib’s mother there, his grandparents too. Amir stood back as his family greeted them, Saqib’s mother crying, a scarf covering her face, and when Amir went to her, he told her he was sorry, and then left before the rest of the words he wanted to say came out.

Amir and his family walked through into the mosque, his mother disappearing, his father too, leaving behind Bilal and Amir, who took off their shoes and walked into one of the prayer rooms, where the carpet was segmented into prayer mats, some men already there, sitting cross-legged on the floor. A man approached, asked if they were there for the janazah. They said yes, and he guided them to the other prayer room.

Now both brothers were surrounded by men who hugged Amir and Bilal tightly, said they were sorry for Saqib’s death, said, ‘Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji’un,’ and the brothers said it back, until the words felt strange in Amir’s mouth, like they no longer meant anything.

Amir was glad, then, that Bilal was there, because Bilal was the one who was good at this, who could talk to anyone, and after Amir had been hugged, after he said the words, Bilal was the one who remembered people, their children, birthdays and weddings, and when they asked him what he was doing, he’d say, ‘Still working at the start-up,’ as if they were in regu­lar communication, and whoever it was would laugh as if this was some old joke running between the two of them.

Their father found them, placed one hand on Amir’s arm, squeezed tight. ‘The body is here,’ he said, voice low, and he led them out of the prayer room, to the back of the mosque, to another, smaller room, and in the middle of it was a coffin, raised on a table. Amir looked at it, mouth dry, stomach tight.

Saqib’s mother was by the coffin, as were her parents and a few others from that side of the family, Amir recognising them all, but no names coming to mind, no memories. All he could see was the coffin, and when Bilal turned to him and asked Amir if he was okay, Amir said nothing, and when Bilal put a gentle hand on his arm, guiding him forward, Amir let himself be walked to the coffin.

Amir’s parents went right to Saqib’s mother, his father putting a hand on her head, even though they were around the same age, Amir’s mother giving her a tight hug and then standing next to her, squeezing her arm.

Bilal joined them too, and then Amir’s father looked up at him, tilted his head sharply to say, Get over here now, but Amir couldn’t. His mother looked too, tilted her head in the same way, a touch softer but with the same message underneath, and then Bilal looked at him, and Amir found himself walking to their side of the coffin, standing in the middle of them, and his eyes were dragged over to the window that had been installed over Saqib’s face, so they could look in.

It was like he was just asleep, Amir thought.

Amir’s mother and Saqib’s mother were first cousins, Amir’s mother a couple of years older than Saqib’s mother, and they’d become pregnant at the same time, Saqib born a few days before Amir. Saqib was the paler one, skin so white that people asked his mother if she had fucked the milkman to get him, and Amir was dark, even then, only growing darker as he aged. Amir was smarter than Saqib and, when he hit his growth spurt, taller too.

They were close throughout primary school, walking back home together when they were old enough that their parents stopped picking them up, and seeing each other on the weekends. Saqib was the first person Amir ever played pool with, the two of them, just ten years old, at the snooker club down the road, the air hazy because it was also a shisha place and everyone smoked, but this was before either of them did, they were just there to play, rocking balls into corners, cheering loudly when the balls went into the holes, groaning just as loudly when they didn’t. Afterwards they would walk to Dixy, sit in one of the red booths, eat the chicken down to the bone.

But then secondary school came and Saqib’s mother decided that he wouldn’t go to Park View, even though it was down the road from where they lived. No, Saqib would go to Washwood Heath, which everyone knew was a worse school than Park View, violent, dangerous, and even though his mother said she was doing it for him, that the school was a better option, the lie was clear.

Everyone said that Saqib’s mother used the death of her husband as a way to get out of going to funerals, birthdays, weddings, out of cooking when she didn’t want to, out of working, out of anything she didn’t want to do, even though she had never liked him anyway, how she’d fucked her childhood boyfriend when her husband was still alive, how she treated him like shit because he was uneducated and from Pakistan, their parents forcing them to marry when they were too young, and Saqib’s father was a nice man, a little too nice, everyone said, he could do well with growing a spine, with standing up to her, so meek, sitting silently in rooms as conversations happened around him, how hard it must have been to have a bitch for a wife at home, screaming and shouting at him, he would never be enough for her, the life he provided would never be enough for her, his wife, content not to work and to spend all his money, to make him sleep in a different room because he smelled like the food he spent all day cooking. Saqib told Amir all of this, about the arguments they’d have, on a loop, over and over again, and Amir didn’t know what to say, Saqib calling his mother all sorts of things over the years, a cunt, a raging bitch, a fucking demon, because even if all this was true, Saqib’s mother was still his elder, still his aunty, still worthy of his respect.

So Saqib went to Washwood Heath and Amir went to Park View, but their friendship didn’t falter. At least, not in the beginning. They still met up on the weekends, telling one another about the friends they had made, about what they were learning, how different secondary school felt from primary school, about the older kids that towered over them, who seemed so much more like adults than children, how they would be like that too one day.

Whatever story Amir had about Park View, about the boys who jumped the gates at lunch, who went to the park after school to smoke weed, who dealt it in the school itself, the odd knife alert here and there, the fights that erupted between groups of boys, Saqib would have something worse. Not just a knife brought in but an actual stabbing, not just weed but cocaine, not just fighting but hospitalisations and police.

As time pressed on, it started to feel as if a wall had appeared between them, small at first but growing steadily.

First, there was the rivalry between their schools. Park View and Washwood Heath hated one another, Amir and Saqib running into each other on school trips, squaring up to one another, then seeing each other at their grandparents’ house the day after, laughing about how stupid the whole thing was, never questioning what the point of it was, only agreeing that they needed to play the game. They were part of something now, a group, a living organism, and they weren’t about to be cast out because of who they were. Besides, they told themselves, every other boy was doing it, and who were they to go against the grain? This was just what teenage boys did, staying loyal to their school, to the boys, and they weren’t some star-crossed lovers, Saqib said one day, nudging Amir, destined to bridge the gap between their rivalling countries.

Then there was the weed. It was everywhere at both schools, all the boys were doing it in Year Nine, Ten, Eleven, spliffs handed to one another in the hallways, smoked behind the bushes, rolled up underneath desks. Saqib got into it before Amir did, not telling Amir at the time but later admitting that he had started when he was twelve, given the end of a spliff by one of the boys he ran with.

Amir started smoking when he was fourteen, his first time with Saqib, who had brought the weed with him, offered it to Amir, said, ‘We should at least try it,’ and maybe Amir should have known then, when Saqib was able to carry on without coughing, and maybe he should have realised, too, when he noticed that Saqib was always high before they started smoking, high whenever he met him.

Then Amir heard that Saqib was running with a gang. It was just a rumour, Amir’s mother in the kitchen, telling him someone had told her because someone had seen him somewhere, and she asked him, ‘Do you know about this? Are you doing this too?’ and Amir had said no to both ­questions, but his mother continued to look at him as if he hadn’t answered. Amir asked Saqib about it the next time they were together, laughing, because it couldn’t be true. There were boys at school in gangs, boys who would disappear during the school day, boys who would proudly show off their bruised knuckles and wounds, scars lining their arms, their black eyes, grinning at the girls, saying, ‘You should see the other guy,’ the boys that no one fucked with because they weren’t just boys who would fight, they were boys who would kill if it felt right, and everyone knew that it wouldn’t take much to get them there.

But Amir and Saqib weren’t like that. There were boys in their own family who were, the boys who everyone whispered about but never confronted, the shame of their parents, their mothers forced to attend social events with their heads down, pretending that their children weren’t there because they were working or at university or whatever other lie they could come up with. No, Amir and Saqib were loud, and they swore, and they got into trouble at school, and they smoked weed, but they got good grades, they were down to hang but studied hard, would get into university, get good jobs afterwards. That was who they were.

When Amir asked Saqib, Saqib told him the truth. There was a gang of boys that he was running with, he told Amir, older than him, he was one of the younger ones. ‘It’s just like school,’ he said to Amir, nudging his shoulder, except it wasn’t, Amir knew, because Saqib was fifteen and he was selling drugs and he was carrying a knife, and when Saqib told Amir this, when he showed Amir the knife, the small stack of money he had already made from selling the drugs, Amir’s second reaction was to tell him not to. His first was to consider it.

Later, he would tell himself he hadn’t, but in the moment, he’d considered that he, too, could have this money, what he could do with that money.

All the things he had to do now because he had nothing. Ordering just a burger on its own after school because he didn’t have the money for fries and a drink, saying no to hanging out in the city centre because he had no money for the bus, walking to Star City and getting there earlier than everyone else so they didn’t see him walking as they all turned up on their bikes. He just had to say yes.

‘It’s fine,’ Saqib had said, taking Amir’s silence as something else, ‘I’m not stupid, I’m not going to get caught up in anything, trust me, I’m not like the rest of them, it’s just good to have my own money, you know, and it gives me something to do.’

Amir had considered putting on Bilal’s voice then. Why are you doing this? It’s dangerous, you need to leave, you need to think about your safety, this is wrong.

But Amir had grinned, laughed, said, ‘Of course,’ and the rest of the day had played out as it normally would.

They stopped talking. Not with a fight or an explosion but with distance, the two of them slowly fading away from one another.

Over the years, Amir told himself it was on Saqib, that Saqib had changed when he had joined the gang. That because Saqib had stopped coming over to their grandparents’ house, because he had stopped coming to family events, to mosque on Eid Day, to a wedding or a birthday or a funeral, Saqib was the only person to blame.

But Amir had also stopped going to him, had stopped calling him, had stopped replying to his texts. Spending time with Saqib had become hard, even with all the weed in the world. Because Saqib had started to become paranoid and angry, telling Amir that someone was following him, he was sure of it, maybe someone who was sent by his mother, to find out exactly what he was up to, his mother would do something like that, the bitch, of course she would, or maybe someone from a rival gang, wanting to take him out, but it was going to take a lot more than just following him around, Saqib would say, his hand twitching, fingers curling around nothing.

The last time Amir had seen Saqib, on purpose, Year Eleven, just before their exams, Amir had worried about him afterwards, worried about what he might do, who he was talking about, what he might be pulled into. He considered telling Bilal, or maybe Amir’s uncle, but did neither.

It was easier just to pull away.

The last time Amir had seen him, by accident, was on the streets, Amir just stepping off the 14, walking home from college, second year, coming back after a day of lessons and studying in the library, and Saqib was walking up his road, two other boys with him. At first, Amir didn’t recognise him, wider, bigger, older, but then Saqib lifted his head and their eyes locked, recognition flaring. He nodded at Amir, who nodded back, and they passed one another.

Then, three days ago, Amir’s mother had walked into his room without knocking, Amir on his bed, an open book in front of him that he’d been staring at without taking anything in. She’d asked him, ‘Have you heard?’ and Amir had clenched his jaw, closed his eyes, because his mother did this all the time, ask him if he’d heard, a million possible things in the world that she could mean, and he would ask her, ‘What? What haven’t I heard?’ and she would say, ‘You ­haven’t heard,’ and he would ask again, ‘What haven’t I heard?’ and she would say, ‘I can’t believe you haven’t heard,’ and then, only then, would he get the fucking answer, whatever it was that she had just discovered from her network of gossiping women. So Amir did this dance with her, and this time, she said, ‘It’s Saqib, he’s dead.’

Amir asked her, ‘Which Saqib, Saqib who?’ because he knew it couldn’t be his Saqib, but she said, ‘Your cousin, Saqib, he’s dead,’ and she told Amir that he had been stabbed, not even that far from here, a few roads away, he was with a gang of boys and they had been in some postcode war, she said, and Amir knew she had no idea what a postcode war was, had heard the term on the news or from the lips of someone else and was now parading it around like she had invented it, and they stabbed him, she said, left him there on the side of the road, they all ran away. She moved to Amir then, sitting on the edge of his bed, showing him her phone, a video playing. Someone from a house nearby, from the top floor, the video angled down, had taken it, a dozen or so boys all running into one another, and Amir spotted him immediately, he would know that head, those ears, anywhere, right in the centre, saying something to another boy, hand waving in the air, face screwed up with anger, and then they went still, as one, and then they all ran, in whatever direction they could find, and only Saqib was left, who fell to the floor, a knife stuck in the middle of his chest, handle out. It looked fake, like the time Amir had gone to watch a play in school, Year Four, and a character was stabbed in the chest with a spear that flopped in the air as they had fallen to the ground. Saqib laid himself down, holding a hand to himself, just below the knife, and even though it had already happened, even though Amir was watching a video from the past, he wanted to scream at the person holding the phone to go and help him, call someone, save him.

‘He died before they got to him,’ Amir’s mother said, and her voice wavered then, taking the phone from his hands and looking at it before putting it away. She told him that the funeral would happen once they’d got the body back from the police, but Amir couldn’t hear her anymore, and when she said, ‘Not that the police are going to do anything, what are they even good at?’ Amir said nothing, and when she said that she had known this was going to happen, she had been right the entire time, it was a shame to have lost Saqib to something like this, Amir stayed quiet. Then she’d said, ‘I can’t imagine what his mum is going through,’ and Amir had looked at her, seen the tears in her eyes, and he’d reached out to her, put a hand on her arm.

He couldn’t bring himself to talk about it with anyone, not Bilal, who had knocked gently on Amir’s door the day they all found out, come in, sat by Amir, saying he had heard what had happened, had read about it actually, online, in the Birmingham Mail and other places, and showing Amir the articles on his phone, ‘There’s a few of them,’ he said, ‘I’ve read them all, it’s a real shame that they’re positioning it as endemic to young men in Birmingham, in the UK, and not what it really is, the loss of a person, someone’s son, cousin, friend, but that’s just what they’ll do, paint this as a broader thing, a South Asian problem, a Muslim problem, turn it on us, when really, it’s an issue of funding, there’s so little support out there for young men, what are they meant to do with themselves?’ he asked, and Amir said nothing, so Bilal continued, budgets had been slashed year after year, there needed to be more work done in communities like theirs to teach young men about their anger and how to manage it, and Amir sat on his bed, listening to Bilal say so much but so little, and when Bilal was done, all his words dried up, he seemed embarrassed, Amir’s silence teaching him something, perhaps, and he tapped Amir on the knee, said, ‘I’m here if you want to talk about it,’ to which Amir nodded, and Bilal left the room.

Everyone wanted to use Saqib’s death as a reason to talk about something else. It’s a problem with our boys, his mother said, a problem with the government being racist, Bilal said, a problem with white disinterest in problems like this, the internet said. No one wanted to talk about Saqib himself, no one wanted to talk about the fact that his father had died five years earlier, that when his father had died Saqib’s mother had started to hate him, his face too much like his father’s, had always seemed to hate him, that he was never enough for whatever dreams she had for a son, awful to Saqib when he was at home, so he left home. That there were so many other reasons for his anger, for his disillusionment with the world, as Bilal once put it, that other people were responsible for how he spent his time just as much as he was.

That Amir was responsible for how Saqib spent his time, for how he died. Because when they stood together at Saqib’s father’s funeral, Amir shoulder to shoulder with him, both only fifteen, how quickly their pretend adulthood had fallen away, exposing the children they were. Saqib had cried, openly, had told Amir that he was all alone in the world now, what use was there for someone like him? He didn’t know what to do with himself. Who was going to protect him? Amir hadn’t known what to say, and Saqib had wiped away his tears, looked at Amir, waiting, but Amir had stayed quiet, not meeting his eyes, and Saqib had walked away.

Now, here Amir was, looking at Saqib through that square of glass, eyes closed, face wrinkle-free, his frown gone, the anger and sadness around his mouth disappeared, and he thought, was it any surprise that this was where they’d ended up?

That there had been no one around to help.

That Amir hadn’t been around to help.

Maybe, Amir thought, it was already foregone, maybe Saqib was always going to be this person, maybe it didn’t matter what his mother was like, that his father had died, that Amir had distanced himself. Maybe it was easier for everyone else to pretend that it was the council cutting services, the government not caring about people like them, teachers not paying enough attention to their students, parents not talking to their children, their culture, which gave boys too much space. Maybe it was easier to place the blame there than to admit that maybe Saqib would always end up here.




Three

There was only space for Saqib’s mother, bundled into the front of the hearse, to go with the coffin to the grave. Everyone else needed to make their own way.

Amir’s mother, flustered, asked him, ‘Do you know where your dad is?’ and he shook his head. Words were hard to find after standing there, next to Saqib’s unmoving body. It had felt like a play rehearsal, with stoic men and wailing women coming in and out. Like Saqib would jump out of the coffin at the end, tell everyone they had done a good job, and they’d all go get something to eat.

Amir stood by himself outside the mosque, cars around him, people waiting for their turn to get out, other cars trapped by cars whose owners hadn’t made it outside yet, impatient, their faces twisted into a grimace, but today was not the day for anger, so they swallowed their desires to shout and press on their horns, and they waited.

‘Have you seen Dad?’ Bilal asked, coming up to Amir, shielding his eyes from the hot sun. It was warmer than it should be for April, the summer was coming along. Amir shook his head. ‘Mum’s going mad, she wants to get to the graves before anyone else does, but there’s no chance of that happening now,’ Bilal said, gesturing to the cars all lined up to leave, people weaving between them, like ants. ‘You good?’ he asked, looking at Amir.

‘Yeah,’ Amir said, forcing the word out. He kept his eyes on the cars. ‘I don’t think I’m going to come.’

‘Come?’ Bilal asked. ‘Come where?’

‘To the graves,’ Amir said, ‘I don’t want to.’

Bilal laughed, short, sharp, disbelief.

‘I don’t want to,’ Amir said, pushing himself off the wall he was leaning on. ‘I’m just going to go home, let them know, when they ask.’

Amir made to move and Bilal reached for him, hand around his arm. ‘Hey,’ he said, turning Amir around, ‘are you sure you want to do that? They’re going to be pissed if you do.’

‘I don’t want to go,’ Amir said, and Bilal looked at him for a moment longer, Amir avoiding his gaze, before letting him go. ‘I’ll tell them,’ he said, ‘that you were feeling sick or something.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ Amir said, and he turned, walking past the cars, the people, out onto the road, and he kept walking, his feet knowing the way home, and they carried him all the way there.




Four

When he got home, Amir went to his bedroom and tried to study. He’d taken a mock exam the day before, printed off at university, and he was going through it now, marking himself, and with every question that passed, he knew he had fucked it. Small, easy mistakes, all those marks fluttering away. Like his brain didn’t work anymore.

He got halfway through and then abandoned it, ripping the exam in two, throwing it to the other side of the room. He hadn’t changed his clothes since getting in, the shirt tight around his stomach as he sat on the floor. He pressed his palms into his eyes, pushing them in until it hurt.

He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when his phone rang. He reached for it, bracing himself for his father’s anger, his mother’s nagging, Bilal’s concern. When he saw Mohsin’s name on the screen, relief etched its way through him.

‘Yo,’ he said, putting the phone on speaker, standing up and undressing.

‘You busy?’ Mohsin asked.

‘Nah, just studying,’ Amir said. He hadn’t told Mohsin or the rest of the boys about the funeral. It had all happened so quickly. Three days and they were burying him, and what was there for Amir to say? That his cousin had been stabbed, because he was in a gang, because he sold drugs. He could imagine Mohsin smirking at him, saying, Isn’t that what happens to all you Alum Rock boys eventually?

‘Fuck that, come meet me.’

‘Where you at?’

‘I’m just getting back from the gym, give me, like, an hour and I’ll come get you.’

Amir glanced at the time, just past three, which meant that the burial was over, everyone would be heading over to Saqib’s house to pray, to offer their consolations, to eat. ‘Aight,’ Amir said, and then hung up.

He pulled out other clothes, clothes that felt familiar and comfortable, a T-shirt that was maybe a touch too tight, trackies underneath, and then he sat back down and reached over for one of his many revision books to read from, but though his eyes could see, he took nothing in.

Amir let the book go and picked up his phone. There were messages in the group chat with the boys, talking about Mohsin’s party that night.

Mohsin lived in an apartment building in the city centre, one of the new buildings that had stood as a construction site for years, marked off, forcing people to walk around the yellow lines and orange cones, the men in bright vests and hard hats, the diggers, vehicles with tyres bigger than people, all of it frozen in time before one day revealing itself as a tower block, all sharp lines and edges, balconies jutting out against the sky, so high that it must feel like being God looking down at the world.

Amir’s father complained about the new apartment blocks at any given opportunity, about how ugly they looked, reaching up into the sky like concrete fingers from the ground, how he remembered when the city centre was different, easier to get around, none of these fucking one-way roads, not to mention the congestion zone, and they kept saying this was good for business, these smart flats, these expensive buildings, they would bring new business to Birmingham, show that money could flow here too, not just in London. But it wasn’t good for his business, he’d say, spitting the words out at no one in particular, because there were too many taxi drivers now, he could barely get any work. ‘I spend my days driving around in the car,’ he said, ‘hoping that something will come through, just one person, one hand out,’ and Bilal, who had been in the room with him one day, had said, ‘What about Uber or Lyft or Bolt or any one of those other apps? Have you tried those?’ and their father had bared his teeth at Bilal. ‘Those fucking apps,’ he said, ‘do you know what those fucking apps have done to my livelihood? Do you know how little money I make on them? Barely enough to afford the petrol that goes into driving you little fuckers around, and it’s always men like you, men who work at companies that don’t even fucking exist, sitting in the back of my car, on their little phones, sending emails, ignoring any questions I ask them, headphones in, they don’t even look at me as they sit in my car, don’t ask me a single goddamn thing, you are the problem, you’re what’s wrong with this world, and you sit here, in my house, and you ask me if I’ve downloaded Uber to my phone, you pathetic fuck.’

This had happened a handful of times, when Uber had come to Birmingham after it had bulldozed its way through London, Bilal telling his father its every move, how it had decimated the black cabs in London, how the people had protested, wanting the Mayor of London, a Pakistani Muslim, he’d said, looking at their father, as if to say, Aren’t you proud that one of us got there?, to take away Uber’s licence, but the moment it arrived in Birmingham, Bilal had downloaded the app, telling everyone he was just happy there was an easier way to get around. ‘I don’t have to worry about carrying cash with me, it’s all through my phone,’ he’d said, waving it in the air, and their father had reminded him, again, that taxis had card machines too, telling him, again and again, to just get a car. Bilal ignored his first comment and refused on the second, saying it was bad for the planet to get a car, he wouldn’t even get an electric one, all the metals they needed
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