
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: ]


MANISH CHAUHAN
BELGRAVE ROAD


[image: ]




For Ba


Contents

Title Page

Dedication

MIRA

1

2

3

TAHLIIL

4

5

6

MIRA

7

8

9

TAHLIIL

10

11

12

MIRA

13

14

15

TAHLIIL

16

17

18

MIRA

19

20

21

TAHLIIL

22

23

24

MIRA

25

26

27

TAHLIIL

28

29

MIRA AND TAHLIIL

30

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright


MIRA



1


She was twenty-three and it was her first time on an aeroplane. The man sitting beside her, who must have been her father’s age, swapped seats with her so that she could look out of the window. As they descended over England, he laughed and told her that she would have to wait for summer to see any real sunshine and that the winters were particularly gloomy. Not like in India.

On entering the airport, Mira went straight to the bathroom, where she reapplied her make-up: a lipstick that went by the name ‘Raspberry’, which she knew to be a fruit but one she hadn’t yet tasted; kohl, which her husband had said made her eyes look sexy; a smudge of vermilion to the parting in her hair. Her fingers were trembling, and she held her breath so as not to make a mess of things. Assessing her reflection, she saw how different she looked from the woman who had boarded the plane some nine hours ago. Different in a bewildering, disorienting way.

Everything was going to be fine, she told herself. Yet the trembling had spread from her fingers to the rest of her body, and as she made her way through passport control – rehearsing whatever little English she knew, the lines she had memorised – she hoped the immigration officer would be kind, and that she would be able to find the right words and put them in the correct order.

As it happened, the officer – a Punjabi woman named Manpreet Brar – had the shiniest black hair Mira had ever seen, and a face that revealed absolutely nothing. ‘How long have you been married?’ she asked. ‘Is somebody coming to collect you?’

‘Six months. My husband is coming.’

‘It was a love marriage, I suppose?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what does your husband do?’

‘Consultant.’

‘Can you show me your papers?’

Mira handed over her passport and the bundle of documents she had kept ready in a plastic wallet. The officer looked through them with vague interest, as though she had seen them before, hundreds of times, and Mira wondered how many women – women like her – had passed before the officer’s eyes over the years.

Mira had hoped to feel better by the time she lifted her suitcases off the conveyor belt and made her way through the arrivals gate, but her nervousness refused to dissipate, and she felt beads of sweat erupt along her upper lip and across her forehead, threatening to ruin her make-up. This feeling, which she knew to be a culmination of many things, had finally laid claim to her and she gripped the luggage trolley to steady herself, all the while searching the arrivals hall for the people who had come to collect her.

‘Mira!’

She heard them before she saw them, but once she had, they were all she could see. Her mother-in-law, her saasu, a thin, nervous woman who wore a flower in her hair and a sari too bright for the airport. Her father-in-law, her sasra, a serious, sturdy man who had lost some of the fullness of his face since the wedding. And between them, her husband, Rajiv. The man with whom she was to spend the rest of her life.

Mira thought she might be sick, but before she could do anything at all, they had raced towards her, taken control of her trolley and pulled her into their embrace.

‘My beautiful daughter-in-law!’ said her saasu, her eyes wet, her face barely able to contain its smile.

Mira knelt down to touch their feet, but once she reached Rajiv, he pulled her into a tight, awkward embrace that left her flustered and pink. As they came apart, she looked at him – his angular face, the crisp T-shirt that showed off the sculpted mass of his torso – and felt relief. That she still found him attractive. That he was there to protect her, though from what she couldn’t say.

‘Here, put this on,’ said her saasu, pulling a coat from a Lidl carrier bag. ‘You must be cold.’ Mira was. The cardigan she wore over her sari wasn’t enough to keep her teeth from chattering, and as soon as they were inside the car Rajiv turned on the heating. It was early afternoon. The neat, grey blocks of the airport felt like stepping inside the future and Mira wondered how much longer it would be before she saw some grass, some snow.

She had met these people three times before in her life: the first, when they arrived at her house in search of a bride; the second, on the day of the wedding itself; and the third, a week later, when she and Rajiv had returned from their honeymoon in Udaipur and she and her parents had gone to see them all off at the airport. In among those times there had been a flurry of text messages and awkward Skype conversations.

Now, as the car moved along the motorway, it felt like she was meeting them for the first time. This was their soil. Their country. And this fact alone granted them further dimensions, as though before her eyes they were reimagined.

It had been six months since the wedding, but it felt longer, with the doors to her old life swinging shut and the doors to her new life flinging open. Although, as people kept reminding her, she was lucky to have secured a passport and visa without much trouble and in such a short time. Blessed.

‘Welcome to Leicester!’ said her saasu, pointing to a sign on the motorway.

Later, as Mira looked out onto Narborough Road, she saw rows of shops selling food, jewellery, chaotic jumbles of things. It made her feel hopeful, that the country might still reveal itself to be familiar in ways she hadn’t anticipated. As they reached Belgrave Road, however, some fifteen minutes later, the question she wanted to ask was: ‘Where are all the English people?’ But it was too soon and she went on looking out the window in silence, watching as women scurried along the pavement, their saris and Punjabi suits flapping around their legs, their cardigans wild plumes of colour against the January gloom.

*

When they pulled into Flax Road, Mira saw that two large dustbins had been dragged into place outside the house to reserve a parking space and a huddle of people – strangers – had gathered by the front door.

‘Who invited so many people?’ asked her sasra from the front seat. ‘Look at them.’

‘We agreed on the list together,’ said her saasu.

‘I didn’t invite all these people.’

A nervous silence ballooned to fill the car.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Rajiv. ‘In a few hours everybody will be gone.’

‘Yes,’ said her saasu, her voice quiet. ‘It’s only a matter of a few hours.’

One after another they got out of the car. Mira felt the prickling gaze of people she didn’t recognise. Her suitcases were lifted out of the boot and carried inside, and she and Rajiv were told to wait by the door. Shortly afterwards, her saasu emerged from the house with a large plate filled with water and vermilion and Mira took off her shoes and socks and, with her feet red, walked into the house over white sheets, leaving behind a trail of red footprints.

Inside, everybody was fussing, although about what it wasn’t immediately clear. Rajiv, who seconds before had been beside her, had gone into the front room where the other men were sitting, leaving Mira surrounded by women and their whinging, boisterous children.

‘Here,’ said somebody, smiling, clearing a space for her on the sofa. ‘Sit here.’

Forbidden from helping, Mira wondered how much longer it would be before they all left. She felt tired. Her face was tired too, from all the smiling.

The house was much smaller than she had imagined, with a front room, a living room, a tiny rectangle of a kitchen and a bathroom all arranged compactly, one after another in a single row. There was a garden too, if one could call it that, the same size as the kitchen and completely paved over, with a washing line running diagonally across the length of it, on which a pair of Nike socks had been hung out to dry. She thought of her house in Ahmedabad, with its big veranda, its open agaasi where she and her sister, Shreya, slept each summer. Its almond trees staining the ground with their red, rotting fruit.

*

It would be another three hours before the last of the guests left. In that time, a celebratory feast was ferried from the kitchen and once people had eaten and the plastic plates were cleared away, her saasu boiled chai for everybody in a large saucepan.

Mira tried to recall the names of the people she had been introduced to but couldn’t. Aside from Rupal, Rajiv’s cousin, who she remembered because of her long, straight hair, which cascaded all the way down past her bum, and the teal lehenga she wore, which looked expensive.

‘This is Rupal,’ Rajiv had said, introducing them, ‘the artist in our family.’

‘Hiya,’ said Rupal, taking Mira into her embrace. ‘Looks like Rajiv is punching above his weight, as per.’

Mira didn’t know what that meant, and in the space of a moment the gulf of the English language opened up between them.

‘Shut it,’ said Rajiv. Then, having sensed Mira’s confusion: ‘It’s an English saying. It means she thinks you’re too good for me.’ This he attempted to explain in Gujarati, but his words were broken and clunky and all anybody could do was laugh.

‘It must be so weird,’ said Rupal, ‘landing up in Leicester by yourself.’

‘From what I’ve seen,’ said Mira, ‘Leicester looks just like India.’

Rupal laughed. ‘Yeah. I suppose it does.’

Of all the people in the house, Rupal was the only one remotely near Mira’s age. Even Rajiv, at thirty-three, was a decade older.

A round woman with perfectly shaped eyebrows carried cups of chai to and from the kitchen. Sitting in the middle of the beige leather sofa, Mira felt like a visitor. As though at any moment she would get up and make her way back to the airport and back to Ahmedabad and to her parents and her sister. That was all it took, for them to be pulled from the peripheries of her imagination to its centre.

How many hours had it been since she last saw them? How many hours since they had all sobbed at the airport, the fact of her marriage to a man who lived on the opposite side of the world finally hitting them? Her eyes grew wet at the thought of it, and she went to wipe her tears, but somebody saw and the woman with the perfect eyebrows came and sat beside her. ‘It’s always hard in the beginning,’ she said, looking around the room for affirmation. The other women smiled and nodded, murmuring their assent. Then, as if having sensed Mira’s upset, her saasu emerged from the kitchen.

‘Mira beta, why don’t you send your sister a WhatsApp to let her know you’ve arrived safely? Then we can give your parents a proper call in the morning.’

*

Once the last of the guests had left and she and Rajiv had gone upstairs to bed, Mira felt exhausted.

It was agreed that she would wait until the following day to unpack her suitcases and when she finally entered her bedroom, she saw that it had been decorated in a way that wasn’t dissimilar from the room she and Rajiv had spent their first night in as a married couple. Wilted rose petals lay scattered across the duvet, and two towels – both folded into the shape of swans – were positioned at the centre of the bed.

The bed itself was too big for the room it occupied, sharing the space with two wooden wardrobes that were positioned against one wall, stuffed full of clothes. The addition of her three suitcases made it almost impossible to move about, but she was too tired to think about it.

She and Rajiv sat beside each other, and he pulled out a hamper from somewhere and placed it on her lap. It was wrapped in shiny plastic. Inside was a designer handbag, a watch, some earrings, a box of chocolates, and an expensive-looking make-up set. She took each item in turn and admired it, offering to open the box of chocolates, but Rajiv said he was too full. She left the hamper by the side of the bed, on top of one of her suitcases.

‘You missed the best bit,’ he said, and she must have looked puzzled, because he emptied the contents of the hamper to reveal a neat pile of lingerie, wrapped in tissue paper, at the very bottom. She blushed, conscious of how her body would look in something so revealing. It hadn’t occurred to her that a man – any man – would buy her underwear, and she wasn’t sure what to think of it. She had brought with her a pair of silk pyjamas, which now felt plain and inadequate.

Her mother had given her a single piece of marital advice: that during her first year of marriage she should not disagree with Rajiv on any matter, and that she should do exactly as he said. If she did that, her mother assured her, he would be in the palms of her hands. So, when the time came for them to have sex, Mira didn’t protest, even though she would rather have slept. And as Rajiv’s mouth slid over her lips and her neck, she forced herself to recognise how lucky she was to have married somebody like him, who desired her in this way. But aside from this, she didn’t say or do much, submitting to him in the way she thought she should.

As the bed began to creak, however, and the headboard bumped repeatedly against the wall, Mira found herself distracted, embarrassed that his parents would hear them. Whatever little desire she had felt evaporated, and she wanted him to stop but didn’t know quite how to say it.

*

The next morning, Mira woke while it was still dark. She hadn’t been able to sleep properly – the bed too strange, too soft. She turned to face Rajiv, whose trembling eyelids she could just about make out in the dark, and wondered what he was dreaming of. The room was silent save the hum of the central heating, and she lay awake, thinking of everything and nothing, until she heard somebody walk past their bedroom and down the stairs. Something about the quickness of the steps assured her that it was her saasu and she slipped out of bed, pulled on yesterday’s clothes and followed her.

The radio was on; she heard bhajans floating out from the kitchen. As she went inside, she saw her saasu pottering about at the sink, finding a home for the dishes. She looked like a different woman – her hair loose, her face without make-up. She was dressed in a light-blue dressing gown. ‘Mira,’ she said, the moment she saw her. ‘You needn’t get up so early.’

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

Her saasu nodded, as though she understood. ‘Some tea?’ The kitchen felt peaceful at that hour, despite the cluttered dining table along one wall covered entirely in jars and saucepans, the darkness slowly dissolving beyond the windows, the heating having made things warm. ‘We should remember to call your parents.’

Mira nodded. ‘What does everybody usually eat for breakfast?’ she asked.

‘Me and your sasra like to have chai and puri. Rajiv likes thepla sometimes, but mostly he eats eggs. It depends on his mood. You know how men are.’

Mira wasn’t sure she did, but she nodded anyway. She felt relieved; these were things she knew how to cook.

‘You’re going to be lucky for this house,’ said her saasu, standing at the stove about to knead some dough. ‘I can already feel it.’

Mira watched as her saasu went about preparing breakfast with an ease and efficiency that could only have been the result of years of practice. Standing beside her, Mira helped fry the puri once they were rolled, and as they puffed up in the oil, she thought of her own mother, who had taught her to cook, and who would have eaten something similar earlier in the day, when it was her morning.

Once the food was ready, the women showered and dressed and by the time Rajiv and his father came downstairs, everything was laid out on the coffee table in the living room. Rajiv switched on the television, and they watched the news as they ate, the men sitting beside each other on the sofa and the women on the floor opposite, because there wasn’t enough room.

‘Where’s my mango pickle?’ asked her sasra, his voice mildly accusatory, and immediately her saasu shot up from the floor and hurried into the kitchen.

‘I must have forgotten,’ she said, lowering the jar onto the coffee table beside the other pickles, which it had been Mira’s responsibility to bring in.

Mira watched her sasra eat, scooping up bits of yogurt and pickle with his puri, slurping his chai, his gaze glued to the television. He had his own business – a garage he had set up almost thirty-five years ago, when he arrived in England after marrying Rajiv’s mother. He looked exactly the way she imagined a mechanic would, his face etched with tales of manual labour. Mira was reminded of her own father, who had worked as a builder for many years before setting up a scaffolding company. Both men had faces and bodies that managed to look both strong and worn at once.

*

While Rajiv was in the shower, Mira took the opportunity to unpack. She had come to England with two large suitcases and one small. The smaller suitcase contained the entirety of her possessions: clothes mostly, some jewellery, cosmetics. The larger suitcases were filled almost entirely with gifts for her new family. Rajiv’s parents hadn’t asked for a dowry, but her father would not have sent her to England without something that resembled one. There were new shirts for Rajiv and her sasra, tailored to fit their measurements. An abundance of saris for her saasu with matching blouses. Mira had brought mangoes too, toasted wheat, roasted black chickpeas, a variety of kitchen utensils and nearly twenty boxes of mithai to be distributed among her newly acquired friends and family. Her father had said it was important that her in-laws had no cause for complaint, and she saw how hard he had worked to afford the things he put into those suitcases. So it upset Mira to see the bewildered look on her sasra’s face when she presented her gifts. ‘We can get these things in Leicester,’ he said, eyeing the items with suspicion.

‘Everything is so lovely,’ said her saasu, ‘but your parents really shouldn’t have! All we wanted was you!’

‘I suppose we’ll have to drive around the city delivering these boxes of mithai,’ said her sasra, ripping one open to look inside, so that Mira wished her father hadn’t bothered.

*

Upstairs, she tried to find room for her empty suitcases, kneeling on the floor to check whether there was space under the bed. There, she discovered tubs of protein powder, a pair of dumbbells, some tattered books that looked to be novels. There was a book called Animal Farm, which she knew to be Rajiv’s favourite – a fact he had asked her to memorise in case she was asked about it at her spousal visa interview. She had learned several things this way – that his favourite colour was dark blue, that his favourite food was biryani, that his favourite band was Coldplay. That he was a chartered accountant working for a consultancy, although what a consultancy was she still couldn’t say. He had told her she should say their first meeting had been through friends and not through family, as had been the case.

She discovered a box of women’s perfume still in its wrapping, which she knew wasn’t meant for her, and an open packet of condoms, the contents of which she resisted every urge to count.

Mira pushed her suitcases under the bed as far as they would go, hoping they might eradicate her new discoveries, all the while listening out for Rajiv’s footsteps on the stairs. Once she came up off the floor, she looked at the bed where she and Rajiv had spent the night and wondered whether any other women had ever slept in it.

Her curiosity took her further. In one of the drawers at the base of the wardrobe, she found a photo of Rajiv and his friends. They were sitting around a dinner table, laughing, their glasses raised in a toast. They were dressed in tuxedos and ball gowns and Mira wondered who they all were – these people her husband knew – and whether she would meet any of them. It had surprised her how few of Rajiv’s friends and family members had attended their wedding in India.

In the end, that was all it took – a quick glance under his bed and in his wardrobe – for Mira to realise what strangers she and Rajiv still were.


2


A few weeks later, she and Rajiv were getting ready for a night out with his friends. It had come about unexpectedly, and Mira felt nervous and unprepared.

‘What about that black dress?’ asked Rajiv, but she pretended not to hear him, looking instead with greater determination at the small pile of clothes that constituted her portion of the wardrobe.

Rajiv had taken off work the week immediately following her arrival, and they had driven around Leicester, all the way up to Birmingham, where he said the shopping was better. He took her to Fosse Park and to the National Space Centre, which she had spotted along the horizon one morning and asked him about. There was hardly a moment they weren’t together, and it had granted her relief to see the way he cared for her. He insisted on buying her clothes – T-shirts, dresses, skirts he liked the look of – that were like nothing she had ever worn. He picked out a dress made entirely of black lace, that hugged her body and ended above her knee. He said it made her look like a model. It was expensive, like something from a magazine. Not able to refuse him, she let him buy it.

Mira had come to England with two hundred and fifty pounds her father had given her, half of which she had handed over to Rajiv. The other half she had kept for herself, in case she ever needed it, wrapping the notes tightly in a bra that she pushed to the back of the wardrobe.

Now, she tried to think what else she might wear instead of the lace dress, but she could see that Rajiv’s heart was set on it. ‘It’s too revealing,’ she said, pulling it reluctantly off the hanger, the material crumpling in on itself, reducing the dress to nothing more than a handful.

‘This isn’t India,’ he said. ‘You can wear what you like. It makes you look hot.’

Whether that was true didn’t matter; she wasn’t used to wearing such things, and before they went downstairs, she pulled on her long winter coat, so Rajiv’s parents wouldn’t see her.

*

Her saasu drove them into town and dropped them off by the clock tower. It was a Saturday night, and the city centre was glistening with fallen rain. They saw people walking along the sepia roads, alone and in huddles, preparing for a night out.

‘Look after Mira,’ said her saasu, as they stepped out of the car.

Rajiv laughed. ‘She isn’t some little girl.’

‘She’s your wife.’

They made their way up Gallowtree Gate and past shops with their shutters half drawn, Rajiv charging ahead like he was in a rush. But her heels were new, and she knew that before long her feet would begin to hurt.

His friends were already at a table, laughing and drinking, when she and Rajiv arrived, their laughter dying down a little as he and Mira approached. They were school friends, Rajiv had told her, had known each other decades, and as she took off her coat she wondered whether they would like her.

‘Here they are,’ said one friend, Ruma, standing up, hugging Mira and kissing her on the cheek. She was a big-boned woman with a determined jaw that softened when she smiled. Her eyes were big too, brimming with politeness. ‘Lovely to finally meet you.’

‘I’m trying to get her to be ballsier with what she wears,’ said Rajiv, as Mira took off her coat and draped it over the back of her chair. Mira didn’t know what that word meant, but she could guess.

‘Wear whatever makes you happy,’ said another of his friends, Sheetal. She was taller than the others, with a crop of black hair and a body that was flat and very thin. ‘Nobody cares.’

‘Really?’ said Ruma. ‘You should see the daggers my mum shoots me every time I wear something off the shoulder.’

Mira had to listen carefully to catch every word, but even then it was difficult to understand their meaning.

They sat down and Rajiv summoned the waitress.

‘How are you settling in?’ asked Mick, sitting directly opposite Mira. The only English person among them.

Mira went to reply – had practised a response – but before she could, Rajiv intervened.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I think she’s getting there.’

Mick must have seen the half-formed words on Mira’s lips because he gave her a look that seemed to double as an apology.

Soon enough, the table was overflowing with quick, furious conversation that was impossible for Mira to follow, and she turned her attention instead to the legs of cured meat that dangled against a wall at the far end of the restaurant. It was the first time she had seen anything like them, and she wasn’t sure what animal they had once belonged to.

She had grown up vegetarian and had taken to eating chicken only recently. Rajiv, on the other hand, ate everything; it was one of the first things he had told her about himself.

Each time anybody attempted to ask Mira a question, Rajiv answered on her behalf, and she wasn’t sure whether it was because he was trying to protect her or because he didn’t trust what she would say. If their first few weeks together had taught her anything, it was that she had been naive to assume that any language barrier could be easily overcome. Even though Rajiv could understand Gujarati, he struggled to speak it – the same way she did with English – and she had to ask him to speak slowly and repeat himself over and over. She had downloaded a language app on her phone while she was in India in order to prepare for her visa test, but now that she was here, she felt as though she knew nothing.

The waitress brought over a menu and as Rajiv read over it, Mira felt Mick’s gaze on her, his eyes small, blue, piercing. ‘How are you?’ she asked him.

‘I’m all right,’ he said, before taking a sip of his wine. ‘What do you make of sunny Leicester then?’

‘Just like India,’ she said.

In the time she had been there, the city had revealed itself to be a bewildering mix of strange and familiar.

Mick laughed. ‘I’ve always wanted to visit India,’ he said. ‘I was supposed to come to your wedding, but I couldn’t in the end.’

She nodded, then began to read through her menu.

‘What do you fancy?’ asked Mick.

‘She won’t know half the stuff on here,’ said Rajiv, pulling the menu from her hands. ‘You’ll like this,’ he said, pointing at something on the page, but before she could ask what it was, he ordered it for her.

‘Rajiv says you’re a budding entrepreneur,’ said Mick, once their starters arrived.

‘She’s got a diploma in beauty therapy,’ said Rajiv. ‘She might start doing stuff at home. But it’s hard. There are already loads of women doing eyebrows and waxing on our street.’

‘Well, you’ve got to start somewhere.’

‘One day I want to have my own beauty parlour,’ said Mira.

‘India’s full of entrepreneurs,’ said Rajiv, bringing a forkful of salami up to his mouth. ‘Starting your own business is literally the only option. Especially if you’re poor and uneducated.’

Mira listened. Was that how he thought of her? Poor and uneducated? She had relatives on her mother’s side who were highly educated, who were wealthy, who worked for big companies. She had an aunt who earned lakhs making and selling tiles in Morbi. If her father hadn’t pulled Mira out of college so early, she might have ended up like them.

These were things she wanted to say, but she knew that once she started, her English would fail her. So she said nothing, and before long Rajiv and his friends had moved on to talking about a holiday they had taken together the year before, trekking through the Amazon rainforest in Ecuador and Peru. Every now and then somebody said: ‘Sorry, Mira, this conversation must be so boring for you,’ but they went on talking anyway. Still, she envied the ease with which they spoke with each other, the way they laughed at in-jokes that didn’t need explaining, and it occurred to her that Rajiv might so easily have married Ruma or Sheetal, or any other girl from England. Yet he had chosen her, a girl who was as different from him and his life as anybody could be.

As they finished their desserts, the noise around the table increased significantly until they were talking over each other, their wine-soaked voices loud and unrelenting.

‘I was talking to my mother about you,’ said Ruma, her words directed at Rajiv.

‘Oh yeah?’

‘She was giving me grief for saying no to an arranged marriage. She accused me of being racist because I said I wouldn’t marry somebody from India. “Look at Rajiv,” she said, “he’s done it. He’s happy.” Anyway, so we were arguing about it, and it got me thinking whether she was right.’

‘And?’

‘Well, there’s definitely a superiority complex, no?’ said Ruma. ‘That people from the West have about their own lives. In arranged marriages, it’s almost always the person from India who ends up having to give up their home and their life. Usually the woman.’

‘We’ve both had to make adjustments,’ said Rajiv. ‘Mira wanted to come here. Nobody forced her.’

‘But did it ever occur to you that if you wanted to marry her, you could have gone and lived over there instead?’

‘Where? India?’

‘Why not? You’re educated, you could probably get a decent job. You’d have a good life: decent money, cooks and cleaners, the whole shebang.’

‘But I’m happy here.’

‘What about you, Mira? Would you have been happy staying in India?’

‘Yes,’ said Mira, without having to think about it. ‘It was my father who wanted me to marry abroad.’

‘Exactly,’ said Sheetal. ‘How easily we women are expected to fall in line with what men want.’

‘I don’t think any one country is better or worse than any other,’ said Ruma.

‘Agreed,’ said Mick.

Rajiv began to laugh. ‘Says the girl who’s had the best education, who is able to earn her own living, who can drink and smoke and take drugs and have casual sex without anybody batting an eyelid.’

‘Pah!’ said Ruma. ‘If only!’

*

They paid the bill, pulled on their coats, and made their way to one of the nightclubs off Belvoir Street.

‘I need a vape,’ said Sheetal, once they were on their way.

The sky was thick, black, without a single cloud. If she squinted, Mira could make out the odd star. Occasionally, puffs of vape and cigarette smoke rose in front of her.

‘Do you want one?’ asked Ruma, offering her a cigarette.

‘Nah,’ said Rajiv. ‘She doesn’t smoke. But I’ll have one.’ He hadn’t told Mira he smoked, and it made her want to ask for one herself, just to see what he would say.

*

From the outside, the nightclub looked too small to fit so many people, but there they all were, crammed in with not an inch of space between them, doused in vapours of noise, heat and sweat. Rajiv told the women to wait in one corner while he and Mick went to buy their drinks. Even though they were standing close to one another, the noise was too loud and they had to shout to be heard.

‘Rajiv’s such a great guy,’ said Ruma. ‘You’re so lucky. My mother used to joke that he and I should have got married.’

Mira smiled. ‘Why didn’t you?’

A look of surprise pierced Ruma’s eyes, which she attempted to conceal. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘we’re just friends.’

Rajiv and Mick returned with their drinks, spilling them as they made their way through the heaving crowd. They were drunk. Everybody was, apart from Mira. She could see it on their bodies and in their eyes.

‘Let’s dance!’ shouted Ruma.

Mira’s feet had begun to hurt. It was her first time in this sort of nightclub, and she wondered what her parents would make of it if they saw her. The music was strange, pulsing, devoid of real melody. Sheetal and Ruma gyrated against each other on the dance floor and after a while Mick joined them, sandwiching his body between theirs. If Mira hadn’t been there, might Rajiv have done the same? It made her uncomfortable, as though she had gained access to a private party she wasn’t supposed to be at. Even though there wasn’t anything private about it.

She and Shreya had been forbidden from going to clubs and it struck her as odd, that marriage to a man in England should grant her such easy access to a world previously off-limits. She was as curious about the club as she was nervous, wanting both to look away and to examine more closely. It was difficult to relax. As Rajiv held her by the waist and gently pulled her into the curve of his body, she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to respond.

In the end, it was easier to submit and be guided by him. She felt his beery breath on her neck, the sweat seeping through his shirt and onto her arms. How strange it was, this world into which she had descended, where people had to be out of their senses in order to believe they were having a good time.

*

The following morning, she and her saasu were preparing breakfast in the kitchen.

‘Well? How was it?’

‘Another world,’ said Mira.

‘Let me guess. Lots of drunk people, girls wearing skimpy clothes. The kinds of girls who leave the house wearing one thing and change into something else the moment their parents are out of sight.’

‘But you grew up here. You must have been to nightclubs before?’

‘Nightclubs? My father would have thrown us out of the house.’

‘Your father sounds like my father.’

Her saasu nodded.

‘Everybody seemed to be having fun, though,’ said Mira.

‘Fun! If we had been allowed to wear such skimpy dresses at that age, in order to have “fun”, my life would have ended up completely different.’

‘Would it?’

‘I would have grown up with more courage, I suppose. A lot more courage. I would have known how to talk to men for a start. I might have found myself a husband from Leicester. Who knows?’

* * *

Two weeks passed. Mira could hear whispering in the living room. They had just finished their evening meal and she was clearing things away in the kitchen. She heard Rajiv’s voice through a small gap in the door that separated the rooms.

‘I’m going out to see my mates,’ he said. ‘Don’t make me feel bad about it.’

‘She’s new here,’ said her saasu. ‘She doesn’t have any friends.’

‘I had a whole life before I married her. You can’t just expect me to forget about it.’

‘Nobody is asking you to forget anything.’

‘Stop trying to make me feel guilty, then.’

‘Do as you please. But you’re a married man now, you—’ But before the sentence could be completed, Rajiv had left the room and stomped upstairs.

Mira thought of her own friends – girls mostly, who lived on the few streets surrounding her house in Ahmedabad – with whom she had grown up and spent big swathes of her free time. She knew they still met up in the evenings, to gossip and play cards on the agaasi. Once or twice, they had tried to include her via Skype, but their timings rarely aligned, and it was something she had come to accept was now gone.

She thought of Rajiv’s friends and wondered what it was about her that made him want to keep them apart – her bad English, her inherent un-Britishness or some other aspect of his life and culture she had unknowingly failed to grasp.

Once Rajiv was gone, she sat on the living-room floor and let her saasu massage coconut oil into her hair the way her own mother had, these small things growing in their significance the longer she was away from India. The rest of the evening was spent alone in her bedroom, practising her English, repeating words and phrases relentlessly, until her mouth was dry, her mind numb. She went to bed early and was woken some hours later by the smell of alcohol on Rajiv’s body as he climbed into bed beside her. She tried to ignore it, until she felt his hand creep across her stomach and towards her breast. She waited – patient, feigning sleep, completely still – until, at last, he moved it away.

In the morning, she woke irritated, her body clogged up, and she made a point not to ask him how his night had been.

As soon as everybody had gone to work, she arranged a Skype call with two of her friends back home. It felt important that she produce evidence of a life that was as full and as independent as Rajiv’s.

‘Is it true they don’t have cooks and cleaners in England?’ her friend Reema asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You have to do it all yourself.’

‘You would have been better off staying here,’ laughed Lalita, her head resting on a cushion, her legs dangling off the edge of the bed she and Reema were sitting on.

‘Will they make you work?’

‘I want to work,’ said Mira. ‘It’s boring being at home all day.’

‘What about your threading and waxing?’

‘There’s too much competition.’

Her friends looked perplexed.

‘I want to learn English,’ said Mira. ‘Then I’ll be able to get a proper job.’

‘Then you can speak like the Queen.’

‘Yes,’ said Mira, in as proper an accent as she could muster, until they all fell over laughing.

‘Aren’t you going to show us around your palace?’ asked Lalita.

Mira was reluctant, but there was no way of getting out of it, and she led them from room to room with the help of Rajiv’s iPad, positioning it strategically so they would only see what she chose to show them.

‘Wow,’ said Reema, once they got to the big television in the living room that took up half the wall. Perhaps the only thing in the entire house that looked expensive. ‘It must be great to watch films on that.’

‘They’ve got all the Indian channels,’ said Mira. She led them into the front room, which was the best decorated, with black leather sofas and two styles of cream wallpaper sealed together with a patterned border. It was the only room where clutter was discreetly hidden, in low cupboards on either side of the chimney breast.

‘You’re so lucky,’ said Lalita.

‘Tomorrow I’ve got a boy coming to see me,’ said Reema. ‘He’s from Australia. His family is wealthy.’

‘Don’t believe everything they tell you,’ said Mira, before she knew she had.

‘Will you let me borrow your luck for one day?’

‘My luck?’ Mira couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Here. Have it. Keep it.’

She let them believe whatever they wanted about her life, when all it would have taken was to show them the cramped road on which she lived, the tiny house that was nothing like what she had imagined, that made her claustrophobic enough that she had to open the windows, even in winter.
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To pass the time, she took to opening the front door and standing in the doorway. Both sides of the narrow road were taken up with parked cars. Tall grey dustbins were left out ready for the binmen. Where the road met the pavement, bits of rubbish had collected: empty crisp packets, cigarette butts, chocolate wrappers, something that looked like a used condom.

She had begun to recognise some of the women who lived on their road. Women who had come to England as brides, the way she had, and given themselves over to a foreign land, foreign people. Now that she understood what this entailed – sacrifice, resilience – she had a new respect for them. She had been in England three months and there was a palpable sense that things weren’t going to be as easy as she and her parents had once imagined.

Her neighbours leaned out of their doorways and waved their children off to school, their patterned dressing gowns billowing in the wind. They smiled, offered Mira food they had made, cups of tea. They wanted to know about her life in India, as though it were a portal through which they could temporarily disappear. Most of them had lived on Flax Road for as long as Rajiv and his parents had. The sorts of neighbours who believed they knew everything about each other. Many remembered Rajiv from when he was a baby.

‘It’s difficult enough getting a job when you’ve got qualifications,’ said the woman who lived in the house directly opposite theirs.

‘I’ve got a diploma,’ said Mira.

The woman smiled. ‘Every girl who comes from India has a diploma in beauty therapy. There are only so many eyebrows that need threading in Leicester.’

‘I’ll find something.’

‘Can you sew?’

‘I can put a button on a shirt.’

‘No, on a machine.’

Mira shook her head.

‘Why don’t you learn?’ said the neighbour. ‘Then you could work in a factory, like your saasu. It’s not as if you haven’t got the paperwork. Ask Rajiv to sign you up with a proper agency. Sometimes they let you work even if you can’t speak proper English.’

‘How long did it take you to learn?’

‘Learn what?’ asked the woman. ‘English? If you asked my children, they’d argue I still can’t speak it. Now that they’re at secondary school, they think they’re professors. They’re always correcting me and making fun of my accent. But I understand English, of course I do. After this many years, you pick it up. You can’t help it. But I want my children to be fluent in Gujarati. Otherwise, what is the point of having me as their mother?’

Mira liked the ease with which they could all speak with each other. From what she understood, there were only Gujaratis living on their road, but even with their different accents it was easy enough to understand each other and to laugh and joke in ways she couldn’t with Rajiv. He had no interest in improving his Gujarati. As far as he was concerned, he understood most of what she said and that was enough. The onus was on her to improve her English.

When she next looked at her watch, Mira saw that an hour had passed. In that time, other women had come out to join them – housewives who had pulled on their thick cardigans and taken a break from their domestic chores to drink a cup of chai. They told each other stories, laughter ringing between them, rising to fill the air.

‘Don’t worry about getting a job,’ said one of the women. ‘You’ve got your whole life to work. What’s the hurry? Let that husband of yours look after you for a while.’

But Mira already knew she couldn’t. Wouldn’t. She was bored. Bored by the mundanity marriage seemed to entail.

*

She began venturing outside by herself, pulling on her coat and her scarf in the hope of stifling the cold. If she didn’t, she was in danger of spending the whole day in front of the television or scrolling through her phone. She walked in the direction of Gipsy Lane then further up towards Catherine Street, past the temple carved entirely of wood and marble, which looked as though it should belong in India. She took photos of almost everything she saw and sent them to her friends and to Shreya, occasionally posting them to Instagram.

Beyond Flax Road the houses were bigger, with more space between each one and gardens that reached all the way back, covered in grass and big enough to accommodate a shed. She tried to guess how much one of those houses would cost, how long it would be before she and Rajiv would be able to afford a place of their own. She couldn’t fathom having to spend her entire married life living on Flax Road the way her neighbours had.

She went inside every shop she passed, mostly just to have a look, the price of things still containing the power to rattle her. She understood the value of a single pound as being equivalent to nearly a hundred rupees and every calculation was completed within this framework. At the same time, she recognised that if she continued this way, she would not buy a single thing.

Rajiv gave her money for groceries at the beginning of each week, and she kept the receipts and saved up all the change, even though he never asked her to account for any of it.

Once, as she was complaining about the price of okra, a woman picking from the same box laughed at her and said: ‘The best way to think of it is that for one rupee you get one plate, and for one pound you also get one plate.’

‘Everything feels so expensive.’

‘Rupees belong in India, my dear,’ said the woman. ‘Why not leave them there?’ She must have been in her fifties, with a puff of bright, hennaed hair and a hoodie pulled over her sari. Briefly, Mira wondered how her own mother would look dressed that way.

Whole days went by without sight of an English person, and she felt disappointed that England wasn’t as foreign or as mysterious as she had hoped. How much longer would it be before she and Rajiv left the confines of Belgrave, she wondered, and went somewhere where not everybody was South Asian? Though, if ever she expressed this to Rajiv, he rolled his eyes and tutted. ‘But I’m English!’ he would say, as though that was the answer, even though they both knew it wasn’t.

*

Her saasu worked as a seamstress in a factory at the opposite end of town. Each morning, she took two buses to work and when she returned home in the evening, Mira had cooked most of their evening meal, which she set out in various saucepans and Tupperware along the kitchen counter. Together, the women would then set about making rotli, which the men preferred to eat hot off the stove.

Mostly, Mira prepared their meals exactly as her saasu instructed, typing recipes into her phone so that she would have something to refer to. In the time she had been there, she had come to recognise that theirs was a house of rules and routines. Dinner had to always be eaten before eight, with certain dishes being prepared only on certain days.

Still, there were times, such as tonight, when Mira craved something that reminded her of the food her mother used to make, and she prepared it on the side to accompany their regular meal.

Once the rotli were ready, her saasu began to carry the saucepans into the living room.

‘What’s this?’ Mira heard her sasra ask.

‘Mira made it. She wanted to try something different. Don’t worry, everything else is as usual. I’m just about to bring it in.’

Back in the kitchen, her saasu began to lift jars and things off the dining table, muttering nervously to herself. ‘Just making sure I don’t forget anything,’ she said, when she noticed Mira watching.

‘The kitchen’s only here,’ said Mira. ‘If we forget something, we can come back.’ But her saasu behaved as though she hadn’t heard.

Once they were all sitting down, her saasu spooned some of the side dish Mira had prepared onto her sasra’s plate and Mira watched his expression to see whether he liked it. But it was impossible to tell. Then, he reached for the salt and began to sprinkle it over.

Before she came to England, Mira hadn’t spoken directly to Rajiv’s father. She had assumed him to be a quiet, shy man. But after living with him for three months, she understood that what she had mistaken for blandness was in fact the opposite, and that each time he opened his critical mouth, the room was sapped of some vital energy, which Rajiv and her saasu would have to clamour to resuscitate.

As they went about their meal, it occurred to Mira how accustomed they all were to living under that spell. She recognised it from the mild panic that seemed to linger about the house whenever her sasra was in it. But while he imposed the rules, Mira also knew that they derived their ultimate power from Rajiv’s, her saasu’s and – increasingly – her own strict compliance with them.

*

After they had eaten, they were sitting in the living room watching television when her saasu’s phone rang. It was her line manager from the factory, asking her not to go in the following day.

‘The work is drying up,’ said her saasu, once she had put the phone down. ‘There are rumours they’re going to let us all go.’

‘But you’ve worked there longer than all the others,’ said her sasra.

‘All the work is going off to Bangladesh and China.’

‘People seem to have forgotten all about loyalty,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘It’s the same at the garage. We keep lowering our prices but there’s always somebody willing to do it cheaper. At least Brexit has put a stop to some of that.’

Rajiv tutted. ‘Not this again,’ he said.

‘No arguing,’ said her saasu. They fell quiet and turned their attention back to the television. Mira had begun taking an interest in the Indian soap operas her in-laws liked to watch, which she hadn’t paid much attention to while in India. It granted solace to imagine she was watching an episode of something her parents might have watched earlier in the day. And although he was in the room with them, Rajiv spent the entire time scrolling through his phone, looking up once in a while only to say: ‘I can’t believe you watch this crap.’

Occasionally, if it wasn’t too cold, he would offer to take Mira for a walk along Belgrave Road, where they would stop to eat paan, or venture into one of the dessert parlours for a coconut milkshake or an Oreo ice cream sundae.

She watched him typing furiously on his phone and quashed an urge to pluck it from his hands so she could see who he was messaging. Then, in a moment of clarity, it occurred to her that what was annoying her wasn’t his texting, but the fact she didn’t have any friends of her own to text, or any sort of life that stretched beyond the mile radius of Flax Road.

*

A few days later, as she and Rajiv were upstairs getting ready for bed, she placed a small leaflet on his pillow.

‘What’s this?’ he asked, lifting it up to take a closer look.

‘English classes,’ she said. ‘I want to learn.’

‘Who’s stopping you? You’ve got every app going.’

‘It’s not the same,’ she said. ‘I want to learn from a real teacher.’

‘How much is it?’

She motioned for him to look on the back.

‘Not cheap,’ he said.

‘I’ll give you the money back once I’ve earned it.’

He looked at her and smiled, as though he didn’t believe that she would – get a job or earn enough to pay him back – and she wanted to snatch the leaflet away.

‘Once my English is better,’ she persisted, ‘I’ll be able to get a job.’

‘You haven’t got any qualifications. Next, you’ll say you want to go back to college.’

She took a deep breath. Had she kept all the money her father had given to her, instead of giving half of it to Rajiv, it would have covered a good portion of her course fees. ‘Please,’ she said.

‘Let me have a think,’ said Rajiv, throwing the flyer onto her side of the bed before he got in under the covers. She switched off the bedside lamp and got in beside him. She couldn’t say why it felt so crucial for her to learn the language, but it did. Like her life depended on it. And with this thought drumming in her head, she fell asleep.

In the morning, she took the leaflet downstairs and into the kitchen, where her saasu was slicing apples to put into a packed lunch.

‘Mummy.’

‘Yes, beta?’

Mira cleared her throat. ‘There’s an English language course running in town,’ she said. It was the first time she had asked for anything, and briefly she saw a spark of something – surprise, curiosity, she wasn’t sure – punctuate her saasu’s eyes.

‘I thought Rajiv was teaching you. I thought you downloaded some apps onto your phone.’

‘He always laughs at me,’ said Mira. ‘If I had an actual teacher, I would learn quicker. Then I could get a job. A proper job.’

‘How long is the course?’

Mira handed over the leaflet, which her saasu studied carefully. ‘It would stop you getting bored at home, I suppose,’ she said.

‘If I could speak to Rajiv the way his friends do …’

‘Have you asked him?’

‘Yes. But I wanted to ask you too. Maybe if you spoke with him …’

Her saasu nodded reassuringly, as if having understood the formation of a female pact. Pushing the leaflet into the pocket of her dressing gown, she smiled. ‘Leave it with me,’ she said. ‘Let me have a word with him.’

* * *

Mira was pulling the last of the dry clothes off the washing line when she received a text from Rupal asking whether she was free and wanted to visit an art exhibition in town. Mira said yes, partly because she hadn’t done anything like that, but mostly as a way of freeing herself from the confines of the house. Forty minutes later, she heard the loud beeping of a horn and peered through the net curtains to see Rupal’s car waiting outside.

It was a crisp April afternoon, the first signs of spring beginning to unfurl on the trees. Beneath her jacket, Mira wore a jumper and a new blue skirt with white flowers painted along the bottom.

‘You look nice,’ said Rupal, as Mira stepped into the car. Mira saw that there was already somebody in the front seat. An English girl with a face full of freckles and flowing red hair that was almost as long as Rupal’s. Her name was Chantelle.

‘We’ve been dying to see this exhibition,’ said Rupal, as they turned left onto Melton Road. Her hair was tied in a bandana, and she wore a white jumpsuit.

They drove to a gallery in the centre of town, just around the corner from the Adult Education College where the English classes Mira was hoping to attend were due to take place.

Inside, the gallery was cool and dimly lit. The paintings, which were all in black and white oil, had a certain anger running through them, a certain abrasiveness. They were of women – nudes – painted in black, the outlines drawn roughly on the canvas so that it wasn’t always clear where the background ended and the bodies began. There was an absence of curves too, Mira noticed, each body formed of angry, straight slashes. It wasn’t clear what the artist was attempting to convey, and Mira wasn’t sure she liked them.

‘When the artist was alive,’ said Chantelle, ‘she lived undercover in Pakistan.’

‘Undercover?’ asked Mira. ‘Why?’

‘Because her paintings were considered obscene, and she would have been thrown into jail or whatever. In fact, I think she was for a while.’

‘Can they put you into jail for painting?’ asked Mira, observing the paintings with a new fascination.

‘Homosexuality was a crime,’ said Rupal.

As Mira looked more closely, she saw that the women were posing in provocative positions, often with their legs apart in a way that was almost pornographic, despite their calm expressions. ‘Why aren’t the models wearing any clothes?’ she asked.

‘It says here that the models were her lovers,’ said Rupal. ‘She painted them as she saw them.’

‘Do you have a favourite?’ asked Chantelle.

Mira didn’t, but didn’t want to admit that, and so she looked again more closely. Two metres from where they were standing was a painting depicting two women. They lay beside each other sharing a cigarette, the tangles of their long hair weaving together. It was called Jannat, a word she recognised. Paradise. ‘This one,’ she said.

‘Why?’ asked Chantelle.

‘They look peaceful. They look happy.’

‘The artist only became famous once she was dead,’ said Rupal. ‘Typical.’

‘Huh?’

‘Women either have to get very old or die before anybody takes them seriously.’

It wasn’t something Mira had ever considered, and she wondered whether it was true. ‘Why didn’t she draw men?’ she asked.

Rupal laughed. ‘Maybe because she wasn’t interested in them.’

Rupal and Chantelle exchanged a look, and Mira wondered what it meant, and whether she had said something wrong.

They left the confines of the gallery and walked back to the car park, buying coffees on the way.

‘We wanted to tell you something,’ said Rupal.

‘What?’

‘I know we don’t know each other that well, but I hope you’ll understand.’ They paused by the side of the road. ‘Chantelle and I, well, we’re not just friends. We’re, um, girlfriends. We’re together. We’re gay. Lesbians. In a relationship.’ The words emerged quick and confused, hovering between them until Mira felt a kind of heat push through her that left her feeling uncomfortable.

‘Oh,’ she said. It was all she could think to say, and immediately she saw a twinge of disappointment crumple Rupal’s mouth.

‘Do you know any other LGBTQIA people?’ asked Chantelle once they were walking again.

‘No,’ she said, which was the truth. It wasn’t the sort of thing people spoke about where she came from. It was the kind of thing that happened to other people. And if it did happen, it happened in secret. But Rupal and Chantelle had no interest in hiding – she could see that – and, as if to make the point, they took hold of each other’s hands.

‘Well,’ said Chantelle, ‘I hope we haven’t offended you. Now that you’re in Rupal’s family, we wanted you to know. We think it’s important.’

Mira nodded, conscious of the weird energy that had engulfed them.

‘Though to be honest,’ said Rupal, ‘I’m tired of offending people. Think of it this way: what we feel for each other is exactly what you feel for Rajiv.’

Mira didn’t know what to say. Whatever she did or didn’t feel for Rajiv was still being formed. But now did not feel like the correct moment to say it. ‘Does everybody know?’ she asked instead.

‘Yup.’

‘What do they say? Are they happy?’

Rupal seemed taken aback, but appeared to give the question due consideration. ‘I think they’re waiting for me to come to my senses and tell them it was a phase.’

‘Don’t say that,’ said Chantelle. ‘Your mum isn’t like that.’

‘She’s not as progressive as she likes people to think. Especially not when it concerns her own kids.’

Before they got back into the car, they threw their empty coffee cups into the nearest dustbin. They drove back to the house without speaking, the earlier conversational ease having dried up, and when they were back on Flax Road, Rupal stopped the car in the middle of the road so that Mira could get out. Mira might have invited them inside, offered them tea, food, but for some reason she didn’t.

‘See ya, then,’ said Rupal, leaning out the window.

‘Bye,’ said Mira, forcing a smile, feeling the weight of something she couldn’t quite describe.

*

That evening, as soon as she and Rajiv were alone, she asked him about it.

‘Everybody knows,’ he said.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘What is there to tell?’

There were things she wanted to say, but she recognised that in saying them, she would further cement Rajiv’s view of her as somebody uneducated and old-fashioned and whatever else, and she didn’t want to hear it. Still, the truth was that she didn’t know any gay people, and that to have one in their family felt both defiant and radical.

She pulled one of Rajiv’s shirts from a pile of clean washing and began to iron it, getting it ready for the week ahead. ‘Don’t they worry what people will think?’ she asked.

Rajiv roared with laughter. ‘Rupal doesn’t give a rat’s arse what people think.’

‘Huh?’

‘Oh, never mind.’

‘Do your parents know?’ she asked.

‘Yup! Whether they want to know is a different matter.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Rupal and Dad don’t see eye to eye. They don’t get along.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s complicated,’ said Rajiv. ‘We’ll discuss it another time. I’m off to have a shower.’ He leaped off the sofa and rushed out of the room.

Just when she thought she knew enough about her in-laws, some new detail emerged to remind her that she knew nothing. She supposed Rupal’s sexuality was simply another facet of English life – one in a list of many – that she was expected to understand and embrace without question.

She pulled Rajiv’s ironed shirt onto a hanger and laid it across the back of the sofa so that it wouldn’t crease. As she continued ironing, she heard the soft buzz of his phone on the sofa; he had forgotten to take it with him. The screen flashed to reveal a message and she took the phone into her hands to read it. It was from somebody called Shab:

How long will you ignore me? I need closure. Is that too much to ask? It’s the least you could do. I’m losing my shit—

She read the words over and over, attempting to memorise them so that she could work out what they meant later, once she was by herself.

By the time Rajiv emerged from his shower, she had finished his ironing.

With one arm, he lifted his shirts from the sofa, where Mira had stacked them, ready to be taken upstairs. With the other, he lifted his phone off the coffee table and slipped it into his back pocket.


TAHLIIL
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Tahliil was willing to take whatever job he could find, but the businesses along Belgrave Road were run by Indians who looked at him with suspicion, who were quick to say no, often before he had asked the question.

Still, he persevered, moving from shop to shop, careful not to miss any, until he reached the cash and carry with its metal shutters partially drawn in preparation for closing. It was approaching seven o’clock in the evening and the sun was setting, the sky lit up pink. It was the beginning of spring, and after the onslaught of winter, there was a sense of possibility that he carried with him, like a wallet or a set of keys.

He lowered his head and went through the small gap in the front door and was surprised at how big the place was inside, betraying its own shopfront. Each wall was taken up with large, deep shelves packed with sacks of flour, rice and lentils, drums of cooking oil, big yellow containers filled with ghee. At the far end was a small room that housed a desk, a computer, three battered lever arch files. The lights were switched off, which made it difficult to see. Tahliil heard a flushing sound and realised there was a toilet hidden inside there too. Soon after, a man – tall, with a long beard and wearing a turban – emerged from inside.

‘All right,’ said the man, his voice strangely soothing. As though they were friends. He nodded towards the metal shutters. ‘We’re about to close.’

Tahliil offered his hand, but rather than shake it, the man kept his arms folded and held on to his smile. ‘My name is Tahliil,’ he said. ‘I looking for job. I living in this area.’

‘You live in this area, do you? Whereabouts?’

Tahliil thrust his hand in the direction of his house. ‘Nearby Ross Walk,’ he said.

The man walked past him and towards the till. ‘Where are you from?’

‘My home country. Somalia.’

‘Somalia. Have you got any experience?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I having many jobs. In the past. In my home country.’

The man appeared to consider it, but looked unconvinced. ‘What’s your name again?’

‘Tahliil.’

‘How old are you?’

‘I twenty-six.’

‘And you live by Ross Walk.’

Tahliil nodded.

‘Well, Tahliil, you might just be in luck. I need somebody for a few hours Monday to Friday. I haven’t got anything full time. Just a few hours here and there.’

Tahliil wasn’t sure what to say, then wondered whether he had misunderstood. ‘I’m having other job already,’ he said, ‘in the morning. Is okay I coming at eleven?’

The man began to laugh. ‘Hold your horses,’ he said.

‘I not understanding.’

‘You don’t know what the job is yet. It’ll mostly be keeping the place clean. Keeping things tidy, organised. Stacking the shelves. That kind of thing. We get deliveries almost every day. It’ll be a lot of lifting.’ The man paused and looked Tahliil up and down. ‘You’re pretty skinny,’ he said. ‘Will you manage?’

‘Yeah,’ said Tahliil, wishing his muscles would pop a little, the way he had seen in cartoons. ‘I do lifting. I do good job. No problem.’ He smiled, to show that he meant it, and to soften the traces of desperation he could hear creeping into his voice.

‘How about we start off with a trial? A week to see how things go.’

‘No problem. Thank you, brother.’

‘Eleven is fine by me. We could say eleven to two or three. Depending.’

‘Okay.’

‘I just had to let somebody go. Caught him stealing – the fucker. I don’t want a repeat performance. Understood? You want a job, right? I’m giving you a job. I’m trusting you. So long as you keep to your end of the bargain, we’ll get along just fine. I’m fairly chilled, but I don’t want any funny business. Clear?’

‘Okay. No problem. Thank you, brother.’

‘It’ll be cash in hand. Five pounds an hour.’

‘Okay,’ he said, once more offering his hand, which the man shook.

‘Your name?’ asked Tahliil.

‘Kuldeep. Kuldeep Matharu.’

‘Mr Matharu.’

The man shrugged, as if it didn’t matter what Tahliil called him. ‘So, I guess I’ll be seeing you tomorrow.’

‘Yeah,’ said Tahliil. ‘Tomorrow. Eleven. Thank you.’ He left before Mr Matharu changed his mind.

Outside, it had begun to rain. Erratic fistfuls of water descending from above, washing the road clean. Lights from cars and shops shone brightly in the aftermath.

His jacket didn’t have a hood, but he didn’t care. He had a second job. Raising his hands above his head, he made his way home, walking then running. Relieved. Unable to believe his luck.

*

Once he was home, he wiped his face on a towel drying on the radiator, changed into some dry clothes and made his way into the living room. After hours of trying to get by in English, it was a relief to be able to slip comfortably back into Somali. His jaw ached from all the effort.

His sister, Sumaya, was arranging bowls of bariis and salad along the coffee table. The room was pungent with the smell of fried onions. Both siblings ate their mounds of rice sitting on the floor in front of the television while their mother sat on the sofa, her arthritic legs stretched out in front of her.

‘A job is a good thing,’ said his mother, as if this were something he didn’t already know. ‘But don’t let those Indians take advantage. If you put in extra hours, make sure you get paid for them. Keep a note of everything.’

‘He seems like a good man,’ said Tahliil.

‘Well, if he’s a good man, he’ll pay you for every hour you work.’

They went on eating. One of the legs of the coffee table was shorter than the others. His mother had salvaged it from one of their Somali neighbours who lived a few doors down, who had left it out for the binmen. It rocked whenever anybody touched it.

‘That’s it,’ said Tahliil, and not for the first time. ‘I’m going to buy us a new one.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with it,’ huffed his mother, pulling a handkerchief from somewhere and motioning for him to wedge it beneath the table leg.

‘Why can’t we buy a new one?’ asked Sumaya. ‘How expensive can it be? It’s only a stupid table.’

‘Only a stupid table?’ snapped his mother. ‘Perhaps if you had a job like your brother, we could afford a new coffee table. Or a dining table, with chairs.’

‘She’ll get a job when she’s ready,’ said Tahliil. ‘When the time is right.’

‘Pah!’ said his mother. ‘For people like us, there is no such thing.’

He said nothing. Instead, he lifted the remote control off the table and turned the volume up on the television.

*

That night, it took him longer than usual to fall asleep. Thoughts of Mr Matharu and the new job crowded his mind, until he began to wonder whether the offer would still be there in the morning. He couldn’t trust his luck, and it made him impatient – to start, to complete his first shift, to show what he could do, how reliable he was.

When sleep did come, it brought with it the same, tireless nightmares. The ocean. Always the ocean. Black and frothing. Relentless waves. The screams of young children.

He woke panicked, doused in sweat, and it took some time for things to settle and for him to realise he was safe. At the other end of the room, he heard Sumaya churning through her own misery – the soft whimpers, the grinding of teeth, the clenched jaw barely able to stifle its screams.

Tahliil looked up at the ceiling and waited for it to stop. How much longer would they have to wait before new memories eradicated old ones? He lifted his phone off the floor and saw that it was approaching four in the morning. Closing his eyes, he attempted to get back to sleep.

The next thing he felt was the warmth of Sumaya’s hand on his forehead. ‘Time to get up,’ she said. ‘You’re going to be late.’ It was morning. They could hear their mother through the ceiling, moving around her room, exercising her legs before morning prayer. Tahliil showered, dressed, drank the tea Sumaya had boiled, ate his banana and left for the day. It was eight o’clock and the sky was a single tone of pale grey that offered nothing other than a threat of rain. He walked all the way down Ross Walk before turning into Asha Margh. When he got to the house, he rang the bell the way he always did, before using his key to let himself in. He could hear Mr Stevens in his bedroom – the breathless, angry sighs emitted each time the old man went to move his unwieldy body.

‘Fuck, bugger,’ said Mr Stevens, when Tahliil knocked on the bedroom door and went in.

‘Good morning,’ said Tahliil, walking straight to the bedroom window and opening it to relieve the room of its whirling stench of medicine, sweat, old age.

‘What time d’you call this?’ said Mr Stevens. ‘In my day, work started at six.’

It was the same complaint each morning, even though Tahliil’s hours were eight thirty to ten thirty, just as his mother’s had been before him.

‘He’s a cranky old man,’ his mother had warned, ‘talks too much, but he’s harmless. He needs company. It’s what all old people need.’

She had taken Tahliil to meet Mr Stevens as soon as he and Sumaya had arrived in Leicester. Around that time, her arthritis had begun to flare up and she found it increasingly difficult to walk. ‘If I can no longer look after you,’ his mother had said to Mr Stevens, ‘then my son can.’ Reluctantly, Mr Stevens had agreed to a trial period of a month. That had been six months ago.

Now, as Tahliil put his arms around Mr Stevens’ body – the soft wreck of bones – and helped him into the wheelchair by the side of the bed, he wondered where that time had gone.

He wheeled Mr Stevens into the bathroom and closed the door so that he could use the toilet and take a shower. Even after this many months, it wasn’t clear what Mr Stevens could and couldn’t manage with his own body. Sometimes he walked around the house all by himself. A king. At other times, it felt as though without his wheelchair he’d be nothing more than a pathetic heap on the floor.

Tahliil came across a large yellow patch in the centre of the bed and he ripped off the sheets and threw them into the washing machine. He couldn’t understand how his mother had done this job for as long as she had. If her legs weren’t so bad, she’d probably still be doing it.

In the space of two hours, he changed and washed the sheets, washed the dishes, vacuumed the whole of the downstairs and hung up the washing in one of the spare bedrooms. He could see that Mr Stevens had ordered a pizza the night before; uneaten bits of crust lay scattered in a cardboard box at the foot of the bed.

Tahliil had begun to notice a pattern. When he arrived at the house in the mornings, Mr Stevens was almost always an angry, hissing, bumbling mess. As Tahliil’s shift came to an end, however, his speech and overall mood had improved, his voice becoming softer, more animated, until there emerged a different sort of man – funny, gentle – that it had taken the morning to release.

Perhaps his mother was right. Perhaps it was loneliness that killed elderly people more than anything else.

Mr Stevens had neighbours who took him on walks occasionally, and a helper sent by the council who came for an hour twice a week. But it wasn’t enough. What Mr Stevens needed was somebody to sit and listen as he rattled through his past. Somebody to remind him he was still significant. Twice a week, usually on Sunday and Thursday, Mr Stevens’ daughter, Marie, telephoned from Scotland. He had a son too, who lived in Leicester, but Tahliil’s mother said they weren’t on speaking terms.

‘That’s the problem with some English people,’ she said. ‘They just leave their elders to fend for themselves. His son lives fifteen minutes up the road. His own flesh and blood. Imagine!’

Once Mr Stevens emerged from the shower, he told Tahliil that Marie had promised to take him up to Scotland with her in the summer, when her boys were off from school.

‘I’m looking forward to seeing her,’ he said, ‘course I am. But she’s married a terrible man. A buffoon. Have I told you about him?’ They were sitting at the dining table as Mr Stevens finished his bowl of cereal. ‘That man can’t hold a job down, he’s a drunk, a layabout. When she was younger, Marie had so much potential. We thought she’d be a doctor or something. An engineer possibly, like her old man. But she fell in love with that twat, and he took her off to Scotland.’

Tahliil had heard this story before, but humoured Mr Stevens the way he always did.

‘I also studying to be engineer,’ said Tahliil, ‘in the past.’

‘Since when?’

‘In Mogadishu.’

‘Then what the hell are you doing here?’

He knew the answer was too complicated to explain in English, but Mr Stevens was gawping at him. ‘We trying to make better future,’ said Tahliil. ‘Is difficult to make better future in Somalia. We not wealthy people.’

‘If you’ve got brains you should use ’em,’ said Mr Stevens, as though it were as simple as that. He shook his head and brought the cereal bowl up to his mouth with trembling hands, to finish the last of the milk. ‘Why would you want a job like this?’ he asked, when he had lowered it back down to the table.

*

As soon as his shift was over, Tahliil walked along Loughborough Road and up towards the cash and carry. After six months, Belgrave had begun to feel familiar. He knew where to find things, which shops sold what and for how much, how to get to the park, to the city centre. Though, as he made his way through the area, he saw hardly any Somalis. Once he was away from Ross Walk and the council houses where they lived, all he saw were Indians.

‘They will take every penny from you and still want more,’ his mother said of the Indians. ‘They think because they were here first, they can do as they please. Well, there is no room in this world for such greedy people.’

‘Indians are hard-working,’ Tahliil had said. ‘Somalis are lazy.’

‘How can you say such a thing about your own people?’

‘If Somalis were more shrewd, more hard-working, they’d be the ones running Leicester.’

‘Our people have had many struggles,’ said his mother. ‘In time, we will have everything. We are waiting for the right moment.’

‘For people like us,’ he smirked, ‘there is no such thing.’

His mother had shot him a look.

Now, as he stepped inside the cash and carry, Tahliil saw Mr Matharu simultaneously working the till and speaking to somebody on his mobile. He raised his hand when he saw Tahliil. ‘New deliveries out back,’ he said. ‘Can you start unpacking? Fill those shelves over there.’

Tahliil hung his coat up in the storeroom and went out into the yard – a small, paved rectangle on which wooden crates had been stacked high. Along the back of the yard ran a wooden fence, over which he could see somebody else’s garden.

To the left of the cash and carry was an Indian sweet mart where, the day before, he had asked about a job and been turned away. Through a window at the back, he saw a woman washing dishes at the sink. The back door had been left ajar and the smell of fried food wafted out and made him hungry.

When Mr Matharu came out, he took Tahliil on a tour of the shop, pointing out where things were stored, how deliveries were made via the passageway along the side, and how best to go about unpacking things. He also showed him how to operate a trolley, to ease the burden of having to lift heavy sacks of rice and flour. ‘One wrong move,’ he said, ‘and you’ll do your back in. No joke.’

Tahliil listened carefully. Once he was alone, he wrote everything down on a piece of paper, which he slipped inside his tattered wallet.

Three hours went by as though they were one, and when he finally looked at the clock, he saw that his shift was over.

‘I’ll pay you at the end of the week if that’s okay,’ said Mr Matharu.

‘No problem,’ said Tahliil, even though he would rather have been paid there and then. He consoled himself with the fact that this meant there would be another day. Another week, at least. And the money would follow. Even from the few hours they had spent together, he could see that Mr Matharu wasn’t the sort of man to cheat him.

*

At home, Sumaya was sorting through a large plate of lentils, picking out stones and throwing them into a bowl beside her on the floor. ‘How was your shift?’ she asked.

‘Fine. There’s enough work. As long as I work hard, he’ll keep me.’

‘If only people paid you properly,’ she said, in that tone of hers.

‘Money will come,’ he said.

‘Everybody wants to take advantage of us!’

‘First you need to find yourself a job,’ said his mother, hobbling into the room just then on her walking stick, ‘then we can worry about people taking advantage of you.’ She made her way towards them and collapsed onto the sofa with a deep, painful sigh. ‘How much longer will we survive on what little the council give me? What about your future?’ Tahliil watched her as she spoke – this strange, irritable woman who was their mother. ‘At least keep the house tidy,’ she said, although as Tahliil looked around there was not a single thing out of place.

‘Let me do that,’ said Sumaya, repositioning the cushions behind their mother’s back. ‘Otherwise, we’ll have to hear you whinging all night.’

‘Where did Allah give you such a long tongue?’ shouted his mother.

He couldn’t understand why she was so cantankerous, making them feel as though they were intruding on her life. It was as if she had forgotten how far they had travelled to be with her, how deeply they had suffered. They had lived apart for fifteen years. She was the reason they were in Leicester at all, but he couldn’t help feeling as though she didn’t want them there, despite the countless phone calls she had made to Mogadishu over the years, telling them how much she missed them and needed them.

‘I’m going for a walk,’ said Tahliil, wanting suddenly to be away from the house, away from her.

‘You’ve just got in.’

‘Do we need anything?’

‘Milk.’

‘Chocolate,’ said Sumaya, putting on her childish voice. Immediately, Tahliil thought of their father – still in Mogadishu, being loved and looked after by his second wife. When Tahliil and Sumaya were still living there, his father would always bring back a bar of chocolate for Sumaya whenever he went out.

If their father had been with them, things would have been easier. He would have known how to look after Sumaya, how to deal with their mother. But he wasn’t, and Tahliil knew he would have to figure these things out for himself.

*

Tahliil left the house and walked past a clump of younger Somali boys on their bikes, who looked as if they were plotting something. He got the sense they feared him, though he couldn’t say why. He had seen them before, knew some of their names but not where they lived. Though his mother would. She knew everything. Which town or village people were from. Which clan they belonged to. What they did for work. How long they had been in the country. What benefits they were claiming, if any.

He walked down Cooper Street and towards the shops on Melton Road, where he bought a litre of milk, a Cadbury’s Flake, two pomegranates and three small guavas. When he returned, the street was empty save for two people, a man and a woman – both white – who were standing outside number twenty-three. They turned to look as Tahliil passed. A Somali woman was standing in the doorway talking with them, casting her gaze nervously over the road before inviting them inside.

‘Hooyo!’ shouted Tahliil, stepping into the house and pulling the door closed behind him, but his mother didn’t answer. He went into the living room, where he found her and Sumaya watching television with the volume turned up. ‘Some people are at number twenty-three,’ he said. ‘They look like officers.’

His mother looked at him. ‘What kind of officers?’ She sighed. ‘Why won’t the government leave our people alone?’ Getting up from the sofa, she pulled apart the curtains to look outside.

‘Don’t make it so obvious!’ said Tahliil.

‘Shh! Calm down!’

An hour later, once they were certain the officers had gone, his mother telephoned the neighbour in question, a woman named Halima, who told her the police had come looking for her son. They said they knew he had entered the country using a fake passport and they wanted to speak to him. Halima had said she had no idea where he was and offered to let them look inside her house.

‘Of course she knows where he is,’ said his mother, after she had put the phone down. ‘He’s her son.’

‘Then why isn’t he staying with her?’

‘He’s in London making money. And besides, she never treated him well – that’s what everybody says.’

‘What if they come looking for us?’ asked Tahliil, a familiar nausea beginning to set inside his stomach.

But his mother simply shook her head. ‘Why would they come here?’ she asked, settling herself back on the sofa. ‘They don’t know you’re here. And besides, we’ve got a plan. Soon, everything will be out in the open.’
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Early in the morning, a few days later, Tahliil and his mother took a bus into Highfields. She knew which buses followed which routes, how many stops before they crossed over into a different area of the city. She even recognised some of the drivers – men who winked and smiled and said things like: ‘All right, love?’

It had begun to rain, needles of water hitting the windows as the bus charged along the road. His mother shook her head, looked pitifully at the battered umbrella in her hand. ‘Back home, we could always rely on the weather,’ she said. That she still considered Somalia home surprised Tahliil. What kind of home was it, to which a person had no desire to return?

When they stepped off the bus, she handed him a slip of paper with a name and address on it and they huddled beneath her umbrella as they followed the directions on his phone.

Sumaya should have been with them, but his mother had managed to get her a job interview at one of the garment factories near Humberstone, so she had come in Sumaya’s place. ‘Your sister thinks she is a princess,’ said his mother, stopping every so often to catch her breath, her thin walking stick scraping the pavement. ‘She thinks people will be desperate to hire her. Stupid girl!’

‘She’ll find a job when she’s ready,’ said Tahliil. ‘Inshallah.’

‘God only helps those who first help themselves.’

‘She isn’t lazy. She’s suffering.’

His mother shook her head. ‘Tell me, who in this world doesn’t suffer? It’s Allah’s way of testing us.’

Tahliil felt the familiar fizz of his own anger at her words and tried to ignore her. It was the same whenever she spoke this way – without understanding or compassion – and he had to force himself to blow air out through his mouth, to expel his irritation. He didn’t have the courage to tell his mother he no longer believed in God. That he had stopped believing the moment he and Sumaya left Mogadishu, perhaps before. She would not understand. So, he said nothing. Accepting that she would mistake his silence for agreement.

They completed their journey without speaking, the only sound the incessant slapping of his mother’s flip-flops as they hit the wet ground.

Soon after, they found themselves on a residential street that went up a hill. From the moment they got off the bus to the moment they arrived at the house, all they saw were other Muslims. ‘All Pakistanis,’ said his mother, twitching her nose as if there were a funny smell in the air. They walked past a mosque, a butcher, an Islamic school.

‘How did you find out about this man?’ asked Tahliil.

‘The Doctor gave me his number. He heard about him through one of his patients.’ The Doctor was his mother’s friend. He and his family were some of the first Somalis she had encountered when she arrived in Leicester all those years ago.

Tahliil knocked on the door and a long few minutes passed before a young girl with uncombed hair opened it slightly and peered at them through a gap.

‘As-salamu alaykum,’ said his mother, but the girl looked on in silence, and another minute passed before a man appeared behind her, prised open the door and told her to go back inside. Tahliil’s mother asked whether the man’s name was Assad Ali and when he confirmed that it was, she explained why they had come. The man hesitated before inviting them inside.

The house was dark, the lights switched off, each of the doors closed. The air was thick with the smell of rose-scented air freshener. Assad Ali led them into a small room towards the back – completely bare save for a small desk at its centre with two chairs on either side. On the desk was a computer that looked to be gathering dust. There was something unsettling about it all, though it was difficult to say exactly what. Still, what choice did they have?

‘First things first,’ said Assad Ali. ‘There are no guarantees. We can try our best, but no guarantees.’ His voice was loud, his English and Somali crisp and clear in a way that was both affirming and intimidating. He didn’t look like somebody who would be able to speak so well. Part of the reason his mother had chosen Assad Ali was that he wasn’t a part of their immediate community, and because as much as she was involved with other Somalis, often she didn’t want them knowing her business. ‘Why don’t we start by you telling me what you already know about the process.’

His mother looked uncertain. ‘Not much,’ she said. ‘I came here fifteen years ago with my uncle. He sponsored me. He had money.’

Assad Ali nodded, seemingly satisfied. Then, turning to Tahliil: ‘How long have you and your sister been in the country?’

‘Six months,’ said Tahliil.

‘And who do you have here, apart from your mother?’

‘Nobody.’

He pulled out his mobile phone and began to show them what looked to be multiple government websites, flicking quickly between them so that it was difficult to follow.

‘Why can’t you show us on your computer?’ asked his mother.

‘I’ve been having issues with the internet,’ said Assad Ali.

‘What’s the process for applying for asylum?’ asked Tahliil. ‘Can you help us? What are your fees?’ He looked around the room. How many others had sat in these chairs before them, he wondered. To their left, the young girl pushed the door open a little and stood in the doorway looking in. All they could see was a thin sliver of her face – a single eye, half a mouth. Assad Ali looked at her, then back at them.

‘Most immigration specialists, solicitors, charge sixteen hundred pounds per application but I’m charging only eight hundred pounds. I’m not interested in money. I want to help people. So that’s four hundred pounds per person upfront and the rest once we’ve been through your application together and submitted it to the Home Office.’

Tahliil and his mother looked at each other. ‘We will give two hundred now and the rest later,’ said his mother.

Assad Ali cleared his throat. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Then you’ll have to find somebody else.’

For a while, they were quiet. Tahliil looked at his mother, and after some time she nodded, reluctantly. ‘Okay,’ she said, ‘okay.’

Assad Ali brought out an A4 notepad and asked Tahliil for details of the journey he and Sumaya had made across Africa and into Europe. Tahliil told him only what he had to. Telling him everything would require a certain strength and resilience he wasn’t sure he possessed. Still, once they had been through it, he felt raw. Enough that during the course of his recounting, he had forgotten the many questions he had formulated over the preceding week, to do with timelines and appeals, that he had thought might be important.

‘What happens next?’ asked Tahliil.

‘I’ll draft the application and we can run through it before I submit it. In about two weeks.’

‘Will we need to book an appointment?’ asked his mother.

Assad Ali smiled. ‘Leave everything with me,’ he said. ‘I’ll call you as soon as it’s ready.’

They handed over the thin wad of ten pound notes his mother had hidden inside a pocket stitched into her abaya. By the time they emerged onto the street, Tahliil felt nervous but also relieved, having taken steps he knew were important, and that granted them hope. But that had cost him over a month’s wages.

* * *

The following day, as Tahliil turned into Asha Margh, he saw a black Mazda parked in Mr Stevens’ driveway – a small, shiny car he didn’t recognise. He stood where he was and resisted the urge to turn around, watching to see whether anybody emerged from inside. When they didn’t, he pushed his fear aside and walked the thirty steps to the front door. This was his job. He needed the money.

He rang the bell the way he always did before using his key to enter, but as he stepped into the hallway he was met by a large, ferocious woman with dishevelled blonde hair who came thundering down the stairs in her robe. ‘Jesus Christ!’ she shouted. ‘Who the heck are you?’ He could see that beneath her booming voice she was frightened, pulling the ends of her robe tightly over each other.

He stood looking at her, unsure what to say.

‘Is that you, Tahliil?’ shouted Mr Stevens from inside his bedroom.

Relief.

‘Yeah,’ he managed.

‘That’s the young man that looks after me in the mornings, Marie,’ said Mr Stevens, and Tahliil realised that the woman glaring at him was, in fact, Mr Stevens’ daughter.

Seemingly dissatisfied, Marie stomped up the stairs and into her father’s bedroom, pushing the door shut with such force that it opened back on itself. ‘I thought you had that African woman looking after you,’ she said. ‘You didn’t say anything about a man.’

‘Yes, I did,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘I did tell you. She couldn’t do it no more; she’s got bad legs. That’s her son.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Marie. ‘Did I forget or something?’

‘You must have! He’s a good lad, Tahliil. Don’t you be rude to him.’

‘What about your valuables? God, Dad, you’ll trust just anybody!’ She must have seen that the bedroom door was ajar because she pushed it closed, but before she did, Tahliil heard her say: ‘Can he even speak English?’

He wanted to leave, but he knew that if he did, he would be accepting whatever she said about him, so he stood where he was until she came back out onto the landing.

‘Do you have any experience?’ she asked, calmer this time. ‘Looking after the elderly?’ Tahliil wanted to say he did – that he had been looking after her father for six months and that if he wasn’t any good, Mr Stevens would have fired him, but the words were all tangled up inside his mouth.

‘Yeah,’ he managed. ‘I looking after Mr Stevens. I doing good job.’

She laughed, but in a way that had nothing to do with humour, before narrowing her eyes and folding her arms across her chest. ‘All the stuff you buy for him,’ she said, ‘all his shopping. Do you keep receipts? I’ll need to see the receipts.’

Tahliil wasn’t sure what to say. Mr Stevens hadn’t asked for any receipts.

‘What hours do you work?’ asked Marie. ‘What’s your address? What’s your number?’ On and on she went, her suspicion raining down on him, hacking into the peace and pleasantness of his and Mr Stevens’ established routines. By the end of it, Tahliil felt tired and angry, but powerless to do anything about it.

* * *

At the end of Tahliil’s first week at the cash and carry, Mr Matharu gave him his money. Seventy-five pounds.

‘Come back next week,’ he said. ‘You’re getting the hang of it.’

‘Thank you, brother,’ said Tahliil. ‘I coming back Monday.’

To celebrate, he bought sambusa from the sweet mart next door, which he knew his mother and Sumaya liked. They were still hot; he could feel the warmth through the paper bag. As soon as he put his key in the lock, however, he heard Sumaya’s voice boom through the house, followed by his mother’s.

‘Lower your voice,’ shouted his mother, ‘or God help me—’

‘Maybe if you listened—’

‘Did you really think you could come to this country and sit around all day doing nothing?’

‘I’m not going to work like a slave for four pounds an hour,’ said Sumaya. ‘I have dignity.’

Tahliil hung his jacket up and took the sambusa into the living room, where the women were sitting at opposite ends of the sofa.

‘Dignity!’ scoffed his mother. ‘You think you’re a queen. Just look at your brother. Working hard. Never complaining. Saving money so he can make a better future.’

‘What future? What future will five pounds an hour give him?’

‘Anybody would think you were an amiirad from the way you talk.’

‘Leave her,’ said Tahliil.

‘Don’t defend her! You know she went for that interview and they offered her the job and then Madam argued about the salary and they retracted the offer. Ungrateful girl. Stupid girl.’ His mother looked upwards. ‘Why does my daughter have to have the longest tongue?’

‘Hooyo—’

‘Fine. Sit at home all day watching television. What do I care?’ She stood up, put her hand on her hip and hobbled slowly out of the room.

‘I bought some sambusa,’ said Tahliil, but his mother ignored him.

Even after she had gone, the house felt heavy with the echoes of their argument, and it took the best part of an hour for calm to return.

‘Who are these people?’ asked Sumaya, to nobody in particular, ‘who work like dogs for such little money?’

Tahliil laughed.

‘Not you,’ she said. ‘That’s not what I meant.’

‘Woof,’ he said. ‘Woof, woof, woof, woof.’

She looked at him and laughed, her laughter growing louder with each breath until it filled the space around them. He caught it, until they were both laughing, their laughter a kind of self-fuelling fire. It went on and on, their bodies heaving, until his stomach hurt, until it was no longer clear what had started it, or what it meant. Until all that mattered was the laughter itself, which came from a place deep inside where, not long before, he had feared it had been lost forever. He couldn’t remember the last time they had laughed that way. It had been a different world. A different universe.

* * *

If ever he wanted time to himself, he walked to Abbey Park. It was big enough for him to get lost, with its canal and its ruins and the small zoo where birds and other animals were kept. With each visit he followed a different route, searching for things he hadn’t yet discovered, his phone with enough charge that he could take as many photos as he wanted.

Often, he stayed for hours, enjoying the stillness born of solitude. Mining nature for the perfect shot. As soon as he had enough money, he’d buy a proper camera. Then he’d train to be a professional photographer, attending weddings and parties, entering his work into competitions. He didn’t know whether he was any good, but for the time being it was enough just to be immersed in a world of his own creation.

While in Mogadishu, he had taken thousands of photos on his phone, but he’d had to leave it behind, too afraid it would become lost or damaged. It was probably gathering dust in his father’s house. In the end, there hadn’t been enough time to upload the photos onto his computer. Perhaps later, once he and Sumaya were settled, he would ask his father to post it to him.

He lay on the cool grass and looked up at the powdery orange sky through the branches of a tree. Click. Turning onto his side, he zoomed in on the grass, each blade magnified until it looked closer to a bamboo forest.

He still wasn’t sure what he thought of Leicester. Its solid, smooth roads. Its steady brick buildings. Its parks, like this one – drops of green among the labyrinth of brown and grey. Its people, who were of every shape and colour imaginable but who preferred to stick to themselves and their communities. Not that he had had much choice in the matter. Leicester was his mother’s home. The place she had chosen. And wherever she went, he and Sumaya would have to follow. Still, it would have been nice to have been closer to other Somalis, to be living in an area like Spinney Hills or Stoneygate, where he knew people would look at them with something other than suspicion, and where the colour of their skin and where they came from wouldn’t matter.

He walked further along the park and in the direction of the canal, taking photos as he went, which he would spend the evening editing. After thirty minutes, he felt rain on his skin and looked up at the flat, greyish sky stretching out above him. Pushing his phone deep inside his pocket, he put his hands above his head – a makeshift umbrella – and ran home.
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Three weeks into his new job, Tahliil carried two sacks of flour out to where a customer had parked their car over a double yellow line.

‘We need to price up new stock,’ said Mr Matharu, once Tahliil had returned, nodding in the direction of a pricing gun and a few stapled pages he’d left out by the till. Earlier that morning, new crates had been delivered, which were now taking up most of the yard. Tahliil picked up the pricing gun and began to read through the pages with interest.

‘You still looking for extra work?’ asked Mr Matharu, later, when they were both outside in the near-empty yard.

‘More work? Yeah.’

‘One of my mates has got his own cash and carry. He’s looking for a guy. It would be the same kind of work as here. Only snag is, it’s in Evington. You’d need to get a bus. I take it you don’t drive?’

‘I driving,’ said Tahliil, ‘but I not having car.’

‘It should take about twenty minutes on the bus, I reckon.’

‘Okay, I take job.’

‘Hold your horses, sonny. You’ll need to meet him first, but I’ve already put in a good word. I can give you a few more hours here too, if you want. Over the weekend.’

‘Thank you, brother.’

‘No worries,’ said Mr Matharu, bringing his arms across his chest, a look of satisfaction working its way across his face, as though he were proud of his own generosity. He was a solid bulk of a man – broad and tall, taller even than Tahliil. He wore a thick white turban that gave him an air of importance. Tahliil wanted to ask what it meant – to wear one – but decided against it. ‘It would be for a few hours in the evening every now and then,’ said Mr Matharu. ‘Once you finish up here.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’d think it would be easy to find decent workers in Leicester. Well, take it from me, it ain’t.’

Tahliil wondered how such a thing was possible. That in a city sprawling with such hard-working, desperate people, so few were considered decent. He finished unloading the last of the crates, and when the task was complete, took pride in the way the newly stocked shelves appeared and the overall cleanliness of the yard. He had been in the job just under a month and already there was the prospect of another. More money. A better chance at saving. A step closer to building the future he wanted. All he had to do was to keep going.

*

On the day of the interview, he took a bus he thought was headed to Evington only to realise, once he was on it, that it wasn’t. When he arrived at the red-brick building with the words ‘Royal Prince Cash and Carry’ written in gold lettering above the doorway, he was already twenty minutes late.

‘Punctual, I see,’ said the owner – a man called Rishi, who looked about Tahliil’s age. He wore a white tracksuit that looked too big, a gold chain, a gold earring. As they shook hands, Tahliil noticed the flurry of rings on his fingers, which he knew some Indians wore to attract good fortune.

‘Sorry,’ said Tahliil, out of breath, rocking back and forth, his hands on his hips, his sweaty shirt clinging to him.

The interview was conducted in one corner of the shop floor, with both men standing. Every so often Rishi halted, distracted, as though having remembered something. Tahliil got the impression he was the sort of man whose attention darted from place to place without warning, but who noticed everything. A few times, one of the workers appeared with a question, and it was clear from even those short interactions that Rishi was their boss. Tahliil had the sense working for a man like Rishi might prove tricky, but he tried not to dwell on it.

‘I don’t put up with any bullshit,’ said Rishi. ‘Ask anyone. You come on time, do your work and we won’t have any problems. I’m giving you the job because Kully recommended you. But I can just as easily find someone else. Understood?’

‘Sorry I’m late.’

‘Stop apologising.’

‘Sorry.’

‘What did I just say?’

Silence.

‘When can you start?’

‘I starting tomorrow. Is possible?’

‘Yep, that should work. As you can see, there are already plenty of people working here. They’ll be able to show you the ropes. Some have worked here for years, since my old man first opened it in 1996.’

Tahliil nodded.

‘Six pounds an hour okay? Cash in hand? I usually start people at five, but seeing as Kully says you’re a good worker …’

‘Okay.’

‘I can’t guarantee regular hours, though. This week should be okay, but going forward I’ll give you a call the day before if I need you to come in.’

Tahliil nodded and with that, the interview, which had lasted about fifteen minutes, was over.

‘See you tomorrow,’ said Rishi. ‘And try to be on time.’ They shook hands and Tahliil noticed how small Rishi’s were compared to his own. Small and soft. As though he hadn’t ever had to use them.

Before he left, Tahliil spent some time wandering around the place, taking it all in. It was much bigger than the other cash and carry and seemed to go on endlessly, with huge stacks of things pushed up against the walls and along the aisles. He watched the workers go about their jobs, stacking shelves, moving things from place to place, mopping up spillages, sweeping the floor. There was a grocery section at the back too, and he watched as two women made their way from one box of green vegetables to the next, lifting out things that were rotting or that didn’t belong and throwing them onto the floor or into the correct box. With a broom they gathered up the waste before throwing it into one of the larger bins by the side. Tahliil looked at the prices. Things were more expensive here than in Belgrave, although everything looked fresher, cleaner, more appetising. The kind of food that would last for a week, maybe two, in the fridge.

He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and saw a string of messages from Marie. A shopping list, with prices included. Photos of specific products she wanted him to buy. As though his common sense couldn’t be trusted. Whenever he received a message from her – something that was occurring with more frequency – he felt a fist form inside himself. He pushed his phone back into his pocket and tried to forget about it. He would look at it later, once he was on the bus home.

Ordinarily, he would have waited until receiving his first wages before buying something to celebrate, but seeing as he was already here, and seeing that he had been promised the job, he bought a small fruitcake covered in a thin layer of white fondant. It cost £4.99, but that didn’t matter. It was a one-off.

Further along the aisle, he saw a young woman inspecting a row of chocolate cakes, lifting each one to take a closer look before returning it to the shelf. She was comparing either ingredients or prices, it was difficult to tell. She had long dark hair that fell over her cheek and hid most of her face. But she must have felt Tahliil’s gaze because she looked up and, briefly, their eyes met. Then he heard a voice.

‘Mira,’ said somebody, and he turned to see an older woman approach. ‘Do you want to buy one?’

‘No,’ said the young woman, but the other lady picked up the chocolate cake nearest to them and put it into her basket anyway.

*

Later that evening, after he, Sumaya and his mother had finished eating dinner, he boiled some tea and cut the fruitcake into thick slabs, which he set out on plates and passed around.

‘Mmm,’ said his mother, sinking deeper into the sofa with each bite. ‘At last. At last it feels like our luck is changing. As soon as Sumaya finds a job, everything will be on track, Inshallah.’

‘Inshallah,’ said Sumaya, her voice low, her attention on the television.

‘Your father always liked fruitcake,’ said his mother. ‘When you were both little, we would buy it from Salim’s. Do you remember? The big, round cakes in the silver foil. We would finish one cake in one evening. I haven’t eaten a cake like it since, aside from this one maybe.’ She handed her empty plate back to Tahliil to refill.

He did remember. In fact, the night before he and Sumaya left Mogadishu, their father had brought home that very cake, soft and studded with dried fruit, thick with icing that nobody apart from Tahliil liked to eat. They had eaten it together – he, Sumaya, their father, Aisha.

Now, he wondered whether that would be the last meal he ever shared with his father, and as he thought this, the image of the old man sprang up in his head. Their father. Who people said Tahliil looked like, with his slim face and his sharp nose and the eyes that were big and round and always searching.

‘I bet that slut doesn’t let your father eat any cake, does she?’ said his mother. ‘I bet she has him on a diet, eh?’

Tahliil ignored her. Instead, he took another bite and tried to recover the image of his father. He thought of him asleep in Mogadishu and felt a familiar wave of guilt pass through him. Since arriving in England, he had spoken to his father only three times. He hadn’t known what to say, how to smooth over the deep crevices of his and Sumaya’s experience. His father wouldn’t have been able to bear the truth. Tahliil didn’t know how to explain to his father what a terrible son, a terrible brother he had been, unable to protect Sumaya when she needed him. But he was still their father. The man who loved them like nobody else. Who had sold his house, his possessions, so that his children could have a better chance at life. Who had given it all up and asked for nothing in return. And after all that, Tahliil still didn’t have enough courage to pick up the phone.

Once the cake was finished, he gathered their plates and took them to the sink.

‘Your phone’s ringing,’ said his mother, as he was washing them. When he picked it up, he saw that it was Marie. He still hadn’t responded to her earlier messages.

‘Hello,’ she said. ‘I was speaking to Dad, and he seems to think there’s a leak in the bathroom. I’ve arranged a plumber for tomorrow. If you could let him in?’

He had to listen carefully to catch every word.

‘Okay,’ he said.

‘I’ll pay the invoice myself, so you don’t have to worry.’

‘Okay.’

Then she was gone, and he went back to washing the dishes.

‘If she cares so much about him,’ said his mother, ‘why does she live so far away? She should be living here. Or she should take him to Scotland. Instead of harassing my son!’

* * *

He compiled a list of questions for Assad Ali – all the things he had forgotten to ask the first time around – and the following Saturday took a bus to Highfields by himself and to the house where their initial meeting had taken place. He had tried calling in advance to arrange an appointment but hadn’t been able to get through. He and his mother had even tried searching the internet themselves using Tahliil’s phone, but it wasn’t clear whether they were looking at the right information. It had made them glad to be paying somebody to help them.

He found the house with its blue door, the worn paint exposing the wood beneath. It was late morning – a steady stream of cars moved up the hill. The beginning of June. The city finally unshackled from the cold and the rain, a clean brightness filling the air.

Around him, he heard the incessant beeping of horns. Sometimes, that was all it took – the sound of a car in the distance – to take him back to Mogadishu and to the expanse of life that had once been his. He thought of all the people he had left behind, most of whom didn’t know where he and Sumaya were now. As soon as the government allowed them to stay, he would get in touch with his friends to see how they all were. But not before then.

He rang the doorbell and waited. Then he put his ear against the door and rang the bell once more, hearing the buzzer going off inside. But there was no answer. He remembered the young girl they had seen the first time around, who had let them in. He tried to peer through the window, but the curtains were drawn. Finally, he pushed open the letterbox, put his ear against it before looking inside. The hallway was just as he remembered – bare, devoid of light and life. Perhaps they had gone out. Perhaps they had gone on holiday. Although nothing about Assad Ali suggested he was the type of man to go on vacation.

Tahliil waited outside for thirty minutes, banging on the door every so often as though that might change things, until one of the neighbours came out in response to the commotion. A middle-aged man with a cotton-wool white beard and a hat. He came and stood beside Tahliil, so they were both facing the door.

‘What’s going on? Who are you looking for?’

‘Where is this man?’ asked Tahliil, pointing at the house.

‘I haven’t seen him in a while. I think they moved out.’ The man swayed from one foot to the other, as though struggling to stand still.

‘He gone? Where?’

‘There was a van here last week. The family were only here a few months. We never spoke to them. They kept to themselves.’

‘Where they going? You have phone number?’

‘No,’ said the man. ‘Like I said, they kept to themselves. What is it you’re after?’

‘Sorry, my English not good,’ said Tahliil, willing the man to slow down.

‘Who are you? Where are you from?’

‘I living here. In Leicester.’

‘But where are you from?’

‘Where is this man?’

‘What do you want with him?’

‘He doing job for me. Very important job.’

‘What job?’

Tahliil knew he had to stop talking before he said too much, but the man appeared to give up of his own accord and walked back to his own front door. ‘Probably something dodgy,’ he said. ‘We all knew what was going on. You don’t have to be a genius.’

Tahliil felt his anger rise and, before anything more was said, he turned and walked to the end of the street. He went on walking, until he was far enough away to be able to stand alone against a wall. He knew precisely what would happen next. The desperate calls he and his mother would have to make, the quick sapping of hope, the necessary self-delusion that it was only money they had lost. Money that could be re-earned.

He thumped the brick wall, once, twice, three times. Hard. It was all he could do to stop himself from shouting. When he next looked at his hand, he saw drops of blood where the skin had come off. Eight hundred pounds. Gone.

He went back to Assad Ali’s house four times after that, at different times of the day and night, as though that might help.

‘Don’t worry,’ said his mother, ‘Allah is merciful. Nobody can treat us badly and get away with it.’ But Tahliil wasn’t sure he believed her.

When they called the Doctor to complain, he said he didn’t know anything. He said he had simply passed them information he thought might be useful.

‘It’s only money,’ said Sumaya, resting a hand on Tahliil’s back.

‘Only money?’ shouted his mother. ‘If it’s only money, you’ll have no problem earning it back for your brother. If it’s only money, you’ll leave the house right now and get yourself a job.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ said Sumaya.

‘We know precisely what you meant.’

‘It’s useless,’ said Tahliil. ‘It’s gone.’ And as that stark realisation hit them, it sapped the house of its energy, rendering them silent.


MIRA
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The Adult Education College was an unremarkable building, tucked away in the city centre, that smelt as though its windows hadn’t been opened in a long time. As Mira made her way along its pale corridors and towards the classroom, she heard echoes of her classmates’ voices, loud and ringing, even with the door closed. They looked up as she walked in, and she pulled up a chair beside Masha, a Polish lady she had become friends with.

Before their tutor arrived, Mira poured herself a glass of water from a small dispenser in the corner and took out her notepad and pen and the loose bits of paper that constituted her homework. The class had been running only two weeks and she was surprised how much better they already were at communicating, the English language blossoming between them, thick and fragrant.

Aside from Masha, Mira’s classmates included Rafeeq and Haider from Bangladesh, Ioana from Romania, Noor from Iran and Juan and Clara from Spain. Within the confines of their small classroom, the world had expanded to become an endless, fascinating place.

In the beginning, when they were still struggling to find the right words, it had surprised her just how much could be communicated through one’s hands, one’s eyes. Now that they were more comfortable, their words were fluid, quick, unapologetic, and it seemed to matter less if people made mistakes. Their tutor, a red-haired woman named Valerie who wore large turquoise stones around her neck and along her fingers, said mistakes didn’t matter. What mattered was that they tried.

‘We’re going to fake it until we make it,’ she had a habit of saying, and although Mira was dubious, it seemed to be working.

Each night, after dinner, she went up to her bedroom to practise and complete the day’s homework. But no matter how hard she tried, her accent was rough and unrelenting, and she began to wonder whether she would ever rid herself of it.

‘There’s nothing wrong with your accent!’ said Valerie when Mira attempted to voice her frustration. ‘I’m not here to turn you into British people. I’m here to teach you English, so that you can live well in this country. But I want you to remember who you are, where you’ve come from. That’s important.’

Whenever Mira and Rajiv went to the supermarket, she took her time moving along the aisles, picking up anything and everything just so she could read the labels. She wanted to know what things were, what they were used for, how to pronounce them. Carbohydrates. Molasses. Worcestershire Sauce.

‘We haven’t got all day,’ Rajiv would say, but she carried on undeterred. Sometimes, if she had a few hours to spare, she went to the supermarket by herself, so she could take her time absorbing words, swallowing them up.

Whenever they were asked to pair up in class, she and Masha invariably ended up together. Masha with her smooth round face, her thick blonde hair, her masculine energy, her unending questions: Where in India was Mira from? Could she show her on a map? Was it true Indians had arranged marriages? Was hers arranged? How many times did she and her husband meet before they got married? What made her choose him? Did she love him? What did her parents do? What did her husband do? Did she have any siblings?

Masha had been in the country five weeks and was staying with her brother in Beaumont Leys, and although her English was far better than the others’, she had enrolled in the class as a way of practising what she already knew. She showed Mira a photo of a chubby, blond-haired boy with incredible green eyes – her nephew – whom she had come to Leicester to be closer to.

‘What does your husband look like?’ asked Masha, and Mira pulled out her phone and showed her a selfie she had taken with Rajiv a few days before, outside the Highcross.

‘He looks like a model,’ said Masha, zooming in with her fingers. ‘You both look like models.’

Mira felt her face redden.

Valerie asked everybody to describe the kind of work they hoped to do, and as they made their way around the room, it transpired that Mira was the only one without a job already lined up. Rafeeq and Haider were set to work at a plastics factory and the others, aside from Masha, had work arranged at Amazon or as babysitters or cleaners. Masha was biding her time working as a personal secretary for a Polish company until she had enough money to go to university to become a qualified accountant.

When it was Mira’s turn, she shrugged. She didn’t know how to explain that she had come to England on the understanding that she might never have to work. Or the fact that married life had shown itself to be boring, leaving her both wanting to work but unsure what precisely she wanted to do.

‘You’ve got all the time in the world,’ said Valerie, although it wasn’t clear to Mira whether this was a good thing or a bad thing.

‘Whatever’s in my destiny,’ said Mira.

‘Przeznaczenie,’ said Masha. ‘The Polish word for destiny.’

‘Przeznaczenie.’

‘How do you say it in Indian?’

‘In Gujarati we say niyati. Or naseeb.’

From the other end of the table, Valerie was listening. ‘Your destiny is whatever you decide it to be,’ she said.

*

When the class was over, Mira made her way down Granby Street towards the market at the centre of town. Of all the places she had visited, this had become her favourite. She went there even on days she had nothing to buy. It reminded her of home. Crates of fresh fruits and vegetables. Bustling noises that moved about the place in big, energetic swathes. Traders who shouted things like: ‘A pound for a pound’ and ‘’ere you go, ducky’, who she had a sense got along with each other, despite being in competition.

In India, she and her mother had visited a similar market almost every day, sometimes to buy whatever was fresh, sometimes simply to walk around. There, her mother had taught her how to pick things, how to assess whether something was ripe enough or on the verge of rotting. All she had to do was to look at the colour, lift whatever it was and smell it or press her fingers gently over the surface. Now that it was Mira’s responsibility to buy the week’s groceries, these skills had become useful.

She picked a bowl of red apples, tomatoes, another of okra, which was Rajiv’s favourite, and was emptying them into her tote bag when she felt somebody squeeze her arm. She turned to see Rupal.

‘I knew it was you,’ laughed Rupal. ‘You, me and Chantelle are the only ones in Leicester with hair this long.’ She wore a white T-shirt and a pleated silver skirt that looked as though it might fan out and propel her upwards. They hadn’t spoken since their trip to the gallery, and Mira wasn’t immediately sure what to say.

‘I had my English class.’

‘How was it?’

‘Hard work!’

They began weaving their way through the market. ‘I thought you might be avoiding me,’ said Rupal.

‘I’m not,’ said Mira, a little too quickly.

‘Okay phew,’ said Rupal, appearing at once to forget about it, her mouth unfolding into a relaxed smile. She picked a bowl of oranges and handed them to one of the traders. As she extended her arm, Mira saw a line of small gashes running the length of it, covered in scar tissue. ‘Oh,’ said Rupal. ‘It’s nothing. Honestly. It’s all in the past.’

They paid for the oranges and went on walking.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you,’ said Mira. She paused. ‘I was surprised. Everything is so new. New ways to live. New ways to think. Sometimes, it feels like my head will explode.’

Rupal nodded. ‘I have to keep reminding myself of the same thing,’ she said. ‘When I think of all the adjustments you’ve had to make, it blows my mind. You’ve just taken a life somebody else gave to you and run with it.’

Mira hadn’t thought of it that way before, but Rupal was right.

‘I could never do it,’ said Rupal. ‘I would need to know every last detail about the family I was marrying into before I agreed to something like that. You deserve a medal.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Mira.

It seemed as though Rupal was about to say more but she stopped herself. ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Anyway, if ever you need somebody to talk to, I’m here.’

‘How long have you and Chantelle been together?’ asked Mira.

‘Ten years. We met in college and went to art school together.’

‘Chantelle is a nice person,’ said Mira. ‘A good person.’

‘She’s a better person than I am. Much calmer. Everybody likes her.’

‘Everybody likes you!’

‘I doubt it. The difference is I don’t care. I used to care. A lot. But not anymore.’

Mira bought a bunch of bananas and a punnet of strawberries before they left the warmth of the market and made their way towards the bus station. A welcome, unexpected ease had settled over them, a quick untangling of knots. As they waited for their respective buses, it occurred to Mira, and not for the first time, that Rupal was somebody she could trust. There was a transparency to her that felt both wild and precious, which Mira hadn’t encountered before in many people.

‘Can I ask you something?’ said Mira, riding the wave of that feeling to see how far it would take her.

‘Of course. Shoot.’

‘Who’s Shabnam Saeed?’

Rupal’s expression hardened into something that was difficult to read. ‘Have you spoken to Rajiv?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘What makes you ask about her?’

Mira understood that she had asked the correct question but was no longer certain she wanted to hear the response.

‘You should speak to Rajiv,’ said Rupal, a slight awkwardness enveloping them, and Mira looked at the monitor to check how much longer she’d have to wait for the bus. ‘Okay,’ said Rupal, seemingly unable to bear the awkwardness. ‘Shabnam is Rajiv’s ex-girlfriend.’

Mira had expected that to be the response. Still, as soon as the words were out, she felt them like a punch in her gut.

‘Does he still love her?’ asked Mira.

‘Of course not. He’s married! To you! You’re his wife!’

‘How long were they together?’

‘Does it matter? Why does it matter?’

Mira said nothing.

‘On and off for about thirteen years,’ said Rupal, ‘maybe more.’

‘Thirteen years?’

Rupal nodded but could no longer look Mira in the eyes.

‘Why didn’t he marry her?’ asked Mira.

‘I think you should ask him.’

‘If they were together for so long, why not get married?’

Rupal gave her a look, and in an instant everything became clear.

‘Was it because she’s Muslim?’ asked Mira.

‘You know what our lot are like,’ said Rupal, rolling her eyes.

‘Then why did he marry me?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Rupal. ‘Sorry, I mean, of course he married you because he likes you! Because you’re lovely! Oh, I don’t know what I’m saying, please just ask him.’ But before anything more could be said, Mira’s bus arrived, and as they said goodbye, Mira saw a flicker of something in Rupal’s eyes – guilt, regret, or some combination of the two.

What Mira didn’t tell Rupal was that she already knew things about Shabnam. After reading the half-message on Rajiv’s phone, she had rifled through his social media in search of anybody with the name ‘Shab’. In the end there was only one. Shabnam Saeed. Born in the same year as Rajiv. In each of her profile pictures, she was hidden behind filters – cat whiskers, bunny ears, big doe eyes. Each photo had hundreds of likes and comments, strings of pink and purple hearts. Mira had zoomed into each pixel, as though she believed the more she knew, the better she would feel.

When she scrolled through Shabnam’s lists of friends, there were names she recognised – Ruma, Sheetal, Mick, Rajiv, even Rupal – and although it wasn’t a world she had ever belonged to, she couldn’t help but feel excluded from it.

As she made her way back to the house, it felt as though she and her family had been duped into marriage to a man who loved somebody else. And as soon as she was inside, she went upstairs to her room, where she drew the curtains and spent the rest of the afternoon asleep, hidden beneath the covers.

*

By the time she set about making dinner, her earlier disappointment had solidified into something heavy and unwieldy, and she stayed in the kitchen longer than necessary, with the radio turned up. It was a Thursday – the one night in the week when Rajiv saw his friends straight after work, leaving her alone with his parents.

Just before eight, she filled their plates with food and carried everything into the living room, where her in-laws were watching an Indian soap opera. Her saasu cleared a space on the coffee table before eyeing the contents of the plates carefully, in case Mira had forgotten something. Mira handed out papad and poured three glasses of chaas before they began eating.

‘She cooks as well as you,’ said her sasra, as though Mira wasn’t in the room with them.

‘She cooks better than me!’ said her saasu.

‘Somebody came into the garage this morning,’ he said. ‘They mentioned Jimmy is looking for somebody to work at Roopa’s.’

‘I thought he already had women working for him.’

‘I called him. He says they’re run off their feet. Especially at weekends.’

‘Well,’ said her saasu, ‘they’re popular. Roopa’s has been around forever.’

‘I was thinking she could work there,’ he said.

Mira felt his gaze on her.

‘But Mira’s in the middle of her English classes,’ said her saasu.

‘They’ll be over soon,’ he said. ‘Then what will she do?’

‘What about her beauty qualification?’

Her sasra waved his hand, as if to slap away the idea. ‘Women are charging as little as two pounds to thread eyebrows on this street,’ he said. ‘How will she make any money? Two pounds for eyebrows. Ten pounds for waxing. She’d be better off sitting at home doing nothing.’

‘I’m sure something better will come along once her English has improved. Why don’t we speak to Rajiv once he’s home?’

‘Rajiv won’t think about these things. He’s always stuck in his own head.’

They went on eating in silence.

‘These sorts of opportunities don’t come around often,’ said her sasra. ‘We should move quickly.’ He looked at Mira. ‘What do you think?’

She wanted to say no, she wasn’t sure, that she was still undecided about what she wanted to do with her life, but the words that came out instead were: ‘What kind of work will it be?’

‘Cooking. Cleaning. Helping out on the till. What else?’

‘I’ve never worked in a kitchen.’

He laughed. ‘You work in a kitchen every day,’ he said. ‘He’s a good man, Jimmy. He pays well too, unlike others.’

‘Why don’t you think about it?’ encouraged her saasu. ‘There’s no rush.’

‘What is there to think about? If she doesn’t want it, he’ll find somebody else. There’ll be a line of girls ready to take it. We’re lucky he’s our friend. In fact, when I spoke with him, he said he’d be there tonight. Let’s go and see him. It’s only up the road.’ There was a pause. ‘If you worked there, you’d not have to pay for transport either.’

It was all so sudden that before she knew it, she found herself agreeing, wishing all the while that Rajiv were there to speak up for her.

‘Just have a look,’ said her saasu, perhaps sensing her reluctance.

‘If you can think of a better idea,’ said her sasra, ‘I’d love to hear it. All you ever do is create problems. Never offer any solutions.’

‘Money, money, money,’ said her saasu, somewhat surprisingly. ‘There’s more to life.’

‘If it wasn’t for money, you wouldn’t have any of this.’ He thrust his arms up into the air. ‘I’m not interested in taking Mira’s money,’ he said. ‘But she should be able to support herself.’

‘She’ll find a job when the time is right.’

‘Get ready,’ he said, ignoring her saasu. He gulped down the last of his chaas and lowered the empty glass to the table with a thud. Leaving his plate where it was, he stood up and went to wash his hands in the kitchen.

*

Soon after, Mira and her sasra pulled on their coats, and before long they were walking beside each other and turning off onto the main road. It was the first time they had been alone in this way, and as they walked down Melton Road, Mira searched for things to say. He walked briskly, his hands shoved deep inside his pockets, his cool gaze fixed on the road ahead where rows of cars shimmered against the dark horizon.

‘Summer is finally here,’ he said. ‘We were worried you wouldn’t like England when you first arrived. What with the cold.’ He spoke in Gujarati, which should have made things easier, but didn’t.

She couldn’t help but feel knotted up whenever they were together, as though she were wearing a jacket that was too tight.

‘When I first came here,’ he said, ‘I hated the weather. It used to be a lot colder back then.’

‘Did you always want to come to England?’ she asked finally.

‘It was my parents who wanted me to come here,’ he said. ‘My mother’s wish.’

‘Are you happy you came?’

This made him laugh. He looked like a different man when he laughed. ‘Nobody has ever asked me that,’ he said. ‘People from India only ever think of the money. But it’s a hard life here. We have to do everything ourselves – cooking, cleaning.’

Mira wanted to point out that he did neither of those things. And from what she could tell, he was as money-minded as the Indians he had dismissed.

‘Did you never want to go back?’ she asked.

‘Rajiv’s mother would never have allowed it. It was one of her conditions when we got married. Well, at least I’ve kept my promise.’

‘Did you never think to invite your side of the family over? You could have sponsored them.’

‘What’s the point? They wouldn’t have survived, working day and night like dogs. They live comfortable lives in India. Why not just stay there?’

The wind was picking up and she pulled her coat tighter around herself. She wasn’t sure what more to say.

‘It’s good what you’re doing,’ said her sasra. ‘Learning English. I used to think if I spoke it, I would be betraying my roots. That was a mistake. It would have helped me run the garage better.’

‘Did you always want your own business?’ she asked.

‘Who wants to work for other people? Why should I make money for others when I can make it for myself?’

That was precisely how she felt. Yet here they both were, off to find her employment.

*

The sign for Roopa Sweet Mart was made of big red and gold letters that had flowers painted carefully inside. The smell of food drifted out of the passageway running alongside it. Against the window, glass shelves were lined with trays of farsan and mithai. It was just after eight and there was a queue of customers inside. A broad, glamorous woman with hennaed hair and sunglasses sat at the till. She went about things slowly, lethargically. Mira’s sasra raised his hand and when the woman saw him, she nodded in the direction of the kitchen. Mira and her sasra followed the passageway through to the other side.

‘Ah yes,’ said Jimmy, as though he had been expecting them. He was a round bubble of a man, with a face permanently on the cusp of a smile. When he spoke, his body jiggled with laughter, as though joy lived very close to the surface of his skin. He waddled in the heat of the kitchen, moving empty steel trays from one counter to another, a thin film of sweat covering his forehead.

‘I used to know your father,’ he said to Mira. ‘Many years ago. He used to go to the same school as my brother. He’s a hard-working man.’

‘We’re all hard-working,’ said her sasra.

Jimmy laughed. ‘Some of us more than others. Mira, have you ever worked in a shop like this?’

‘I worked in a sari shop for a few years while I was in Ahmedabad,’ she said.

‘Do you know how to cook?’

‘She’s a brilliant cook,’ said her sasra, in a tone that surprised her and suggested he meant it.

‘The recipes are fixed. All you have to do is follow them.’

‘What will the hours be?’ she asked.

‘Five days a week. It’s a full-time job. I’ve been meaning to hire somebody for a long time. Now, here you are.’

‘I’m learning to speak English,’ she said. ‘I have three weeks left on the course.’

‘We’ve managed this long without anybody, what’s three more weeks? Why don’t we start with a trial? A month, to see whether you like it. I’m afraid I won’t be able to do more than seven pounds an hour.’

‘As long as it covers her expenses,’ said her sasra. ‘And leaves a bit of spending money.’

Jimmy nodded. ‘Perfect.’

She had thought they had come in for an informal chat, and that she would have some time afterwards to reflect. Instead, she found herself with a job she didn’t want and a start date. Yet, rather than speak up, she stood there lifeless as a mannequin.

Jimmy filled a box with jalebi, which he insisted they take with them. ‘Something sweet to celebrate.’

Once they were outside, she had to take a deep breath to quell her rising anger. As they walked along the pavement, she saw that it was wet and immediately looked up in search of rain. She felt something around her shoes and saw a gush of water surging across the slabs. They turned to see a man leaning out of the cash and carry next door, emptying a bucket of water onto the road.

‘Oi!’ shouted her sasra.

The young man, whose features she couldn’t make out, stepped outside. Beneath the light of the nearest street lamp, she saw him. He was Black, and in that moment it occurred to her just how few Black people she had seen in her life. He was lanky, stooped forward, with the empty bucket in his hand. ‘Sorry,’ he said.

Her sasra tutted, charging ahead so that she had to quicken her pace to keep up. ‘Somalis,’ he said. ‘He’s probably from Somalia. So many have landed up here. I remember a time when there weren’t any.’

Mira turned back. The young man was sweeping the water off the pavement with a broom and guiding it into the nearest gutter. He must have sensed her watching, because he looked up and their eyes met, before she looked away.
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Rajiv greeted the news of her new job with the indifference Mira had come to expect. ‘As long as you’re okay with it,’ he said, fixing his hair in the mirror. ‘No issues with me.’

She remembered the week they had spent together when she first arrived, and how she had come away from it certain that this was how things would be. Now, she saw that it had been an illusion. Whatever time he spent with her felt as though it was done out of obligation, and she couldn’t rid herself of the feeling that, given a choice, he would rather have been elsewhere. At the gym. With his friends. At work. It made her feel like a pet he had the responsibility of looking after, feeding every now and then to ensure its survival.

‘I didn’t exactly have a choice,’ she said. ‘One minute your father was talking about it and the next, we were in Roopa’s agreeing to a start date.’

Rajiv pulled his tie down over his shirt. ‘Are you saying you don’t want to work there?’

‘I’m saying it would have been nice to have had some time to think about it.’

‘They’re only doing it for your benefit,’ he said. ‘Your independence.’

She considered this. Wasn’t independence supposed to be empowering?

Rajiv pulled on his blazer before turning to look at her. ‘You need to be stronger,’ he said. ‘If you’re not happy, learn to say no.’

‘If you had been there, you could have said something.’

‘Why? It’s your life. You shouldn’t need me to fight your battles. If you don’t like it, you can quit. Nobody’s going to force you to do a job you hate.’

His words made her feel stupid, and she avoided saying anything more, focusing instead on straightening her hair.

‘Think of the money,’ he said. ‘Think of the things you’ll be able to buy.’

She already had. When she and her sasra had returned from Roopa’s, she had gone up to her room and worked it all out. £315.00 for a week’s work – 29,925 rupees! That, at least, had cushioned some of the blow. The forty pounds Rajiv gave her each week felt insignificant in comparison. In time, she knew she would be able to save – first, towards her own business and second, to help put Shreya through medical school.

* * *

The English classes had grown to become the highlight of her day. Her classmates, who she now considered friends, gave her a sense of her own life, and as she made her way into town each morning, she felt the relief of that realisation wash over her. Finally, it dawned on her how naive she had been, to come to England without any friends or family of her own.

Once the class was over, she and her classmates – usually led by Masha – went to one of the small cafés off Belvoir Street. Nobody had much money and they shared teas and coffees, a slice of cake or a pastry, pulling two or three tables together and dragging their chairs around in a big huddle.

They laughed a lot. She could sit with them for hours, learn ing about their lives, listening to their jokes. Now that they could communicate better, the emotional landscape of their conversations widened considerably.

‘If you could go anywhere in the world,’ asked Rafeeq, ‘where would you all go?’

Masha chose Japan. The others’ choices included the Caribbean, Australia, New Zealand.

There was a time, not long before, when Mira would have chosen India, but now she wasn’t sure. The world had grown so big since she left Ahmedabad. Vast in a thrilling, bewildering way. She was hoping that in time Rajiv would take her to see some of it. She had heard him speak often about his trips with friends across Europe and South America, where there was natural beauty of the sort Mira had only dreamt of. Following these conversations, she had located the countries on a map to see how far they were from England and had used the internet to see photos and check how much a flight would cost. Sometimes, she wondered whether the fact that Rajiv had already been to a place meant she never would.

‘Poland!’ she said now. ‘With Masha. Or Thailand.’

Masha winked, widened her strawberry smile. ‘Of course!’ she said. ‘But only if you take me to India also.’

Mira imagined her classmates in her house in Ahmedabad. Taking them on a tour of the city. She thought of all the things she might show them, all the things they would eat. ‘Yes,’ she said, taking Masha’s hand into her own, to seal the deal.

Rafeeq made them play a game. He brought out a stack of cards that had various drawings on them. The first person to correctly guess the English word for whatever was drawn on each card won a point. It was a game they played often, and it surprised her how good they all were at it, and how competitive. Those who got a word wrong had to write it down and memorise it ready for the following day.

Masha had created a WhatsApp group too, in which they shared language games and sent each other messages, mostly when somebody was running late for class.

It occurred to Mira, sitting among them, that if she hadn’t persuaded Rajiv and her saasu to let her come on the course, she might never have made these friends, and now that she had, she felt reluctant to let them go, even as their course came to an end. She looked at them, talking and laughing, and thought what a shame it was to have met them when they were all still on the cusp of their new lives. She had a feeling that in time, and despite the WhatsApp group, their bonds would fray. That they would see each other less and less, and that their lives would swallow them up and carry them off in unknown directions, away from each other. For a moment, she wished they could all find work together at the same factory, the same office, the same shop. Anywhere. So long as they were together, what they did hardly mattered.

*

Sometimes, before bed, Rajiv asked about her classes. She answered him reluctantly, wanting to keep that part of her life to herself. He wanted to know what she was being taught and about her classmates, especially the Bangladeshi men. When she told him they were all friends, he smiled but in a way that felt disingenuous.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if they try anything on, let me know.’

‘They’re my friends,’ she said. ‘Everybody knows I’m married.’

‘Good.’

It surprised her to hear the jealousy lacing his voice, and she wasn’t sure whether it made her feel better or worse, whether it meant he considered her his own or was enjoying poking holes in an experience that brought her so much joy.

She might have pointed out that he had friends of the opposite sex too, with whom she had seen him laugh and dance and get drunk, with whom she knew he went out every Thursday without her. But what would be the point?

Whenever they had sex – which was once or twice a week – it was always the same, with the lights switched off (at his request) and him on top of her, his head nestled into the space between her face and her neck. Their eyes rarely met, which worried her. It was as though he couldn’t look at her. Or was thinking about somebody else. And whenever her thoughts ran in this direction, her body grew rigid, until the sex was no longer enjoyable and all she wanted was for it to stop.

That night, when he had rolled off her and moved to his side of the bed, she found she couldn’t sleep. Their bedroom, which she was finally getting used to, felt even smaller and she couldn’t trust that if she closed her eyes, the walls wouldn’t cave in and bury her.

She missed her old bedroom, her old house, her parents, her sister, everything that had once been hers. If she kept her eyes closed long enough, perhaps she’d open them to find herself back in that place. She let the image of her old house settle in her mind and, when it had, she walked through the gate at the front and into the yard flanked by almond trees. From there, she could hear her parents talking in the kitchen. She would have ventured further still, had it not been for the annoying buzz of Rajiv’s phone yanking her back into the present.

She opened her eyes. Beneath the still darkness, she could see the phone’s glow. Rajiv had his back to her, but she could see that he was typing a message. She had to stop herself from peering over his shoulder. Then, without giving herself much time to think, she asked: ‘Who’s Shabnam?’ and watched as Rajiv’s fingers came to a halt.

He lowered the phone onto the bedside table and spoke still with his back to her. ‘She’s nobody,’ he said. ‘How did you hear about her?’

‘Is she your girlfriend?’

‘No. Who told you that?’

‘I found out.’

‘How?’

‘Do you still love her?’

She knew she had to be careful, but it was probably too late. She could tell by his hesitation, and the way he refused to look at her, that the answer was yes. It felt like somebody had reached in and grabbed her organs. She wasn’t prepared for that sort of pain, and for a moment she regretted bringing it up at all.

‘No,’ said Rajiv. ‘It’s nothing like that. I’m married. I’ve got a wife.’ But Mira had already heard the things he hadn’t said. ‘I don’t want to talk about this,’ he said, shuffling his body away from her.

She closed her eyes and hoped to resume the dream he had interrupted. But it was futile. Flax Road was where she was, and where she would remain, forever.

* * *

Mira arrived early on the morning of her first shift at Roopa’s, and followed Jimmy into the steam and smoking heat of the kitchen.

‘Your new helper!’ he announced, with a kind of rattling pride she hadn’t anticipated. Two women were huffing about in a frenzy, offering up quick smiles before resuming their work. They were much older than she was but moved about the kitchen with speed and urgency. Jimmy introduced them as Malti and Divya, then handed her an apron and a hairnet, which she pulled on reluctantly. As she looked around, she was glad there weren’t any mirrors to show her how bad she looked.

‘Health and safety first,’ he said, his laughter ringing through the kitchen, before he left them and returned to the front of the shop.

‘So much food,’ she said to nobody in particular, as she took in the large pots and pans and trays and the big stove and pressure cooker and steamer, all put to use.

‘Don’t worry,’ said Malti. ‘Here it’s all about measurements and quantities. Not about creativity.’ She had a gaunt face with a large, faint birthmark stretched across her neck and cheek. She handed Mira a big folder crammed with recipes, its well-thumbed pages smudged with oil and turmeric. The recipes were written in a mix of English and Gujarati and Mira read over them with interest.

‘We need ginger,’ said Malti, nodding in the direction of the fridge. Mira pulled a big bag from inside and went about peeling the clumps. Meanwhile, Divya refilled the steamer with boiling water. She was a plump, breathless woman, with a frothy perm that refused to stay imprisoned in her hairnet.

‘The days go quickly in this place,’ said Divya, as she made her way from the steamer to a kadhai full of hot oil. ‘At least there’s that.’

Much of what they sold was deep fried and Mira watched as Divya crouched on a footstool and went about dropping pakora into the spluttering oil. Every half an hour, the women switched places. When Mira offered to take over, they seemed relieved, and she positioned herself over the footstool exactly as they had. She was used to sitting that way; back in Ahmedabad, it was the position she adopted when she was washing clothes.

‘I wish my husband had sent me to learn English,’ said Malti, pouring dhokla batter into an oiled tray.

‘If Rajiv had his way, he wouldn’t have. It was my mother-in-law who persuaded him.’

Malti began to laugh. ‘Good girl,’ she said. ‘Clever girl. If you can get your mother-in-law on your side, you’ve won.’

Mira learned that Malti and Divya had come to Leicester from Uganda as teenagers.

‘Back then, there weren’t that many of us,’ said Divya. ‘These days, you’d be forgiven for thinking this was India.’

‘Do you think you’d ever go back?’ asked Mira.

‘To Africa? Not after they threw us out!’

‘Not even to visit?’

Divya clicked her teeth. ‘We have no family there, no friends. Why would we go?’

‘Are you happy you came?’

‘We just followed our parents. Happiness didn’t come into it. But I wouldn’t live anywhere else. My children were born here. My friends are all here.’

‘Give it some time,’ said Malti. ‘You’ll soon get used to things. Now that you can speak English, now that you have a job, things will begin to feel different.’

‘What you need,’ said Divya, ‘is to move into your own house. Where it’s just you and your husband. Don’t make the mistake we did.’

‘My saasu’s lovely,’ said Mira. ‘She looks after me.’

‘Everybody’s mother-in-law is lovely to begin with. Until she has to pick between you and her son.’

‘Stop trying to scare her,’ said Malti, pushing open the kitchen window to release some steam. ‘Everybody’s different. Just because your mother-in-law turned out to be a witch.’

Divya shrugged, as if she were simply stating the obvious.

Just then, they heard a thump against the back door. Mira opened it and saw a young man with a delivery from the cash and carry next door.

She remembered him from a few weeks earlier. He looked at her with confusion.

‘Oh,’ said Divya, rushing past. ‘Put everything here and we will check.’ Then, turning to Mira, she switched to Gujarati and said: ‘He’ll give you an order form. Check off each item to make sure nothing is missing. You can’t trust anybody.’

Mira lifted a pen off the kitchen counter and stepped out into the yard. From there, she watched him move back and forth between the yards, carrying sacks of rice, drums of oil, loaded carrier bags. He was taller than she remembered; the top of her head barely reached his shoulders. The jeans and T-shirt he wore looked two sizes too big. He avoided her gaze, which annoyed her; she was hoping to get a good look at his face without it being too obvious.

When he had delivered the last of the goods, he put his hands on his hips and caught his breath. There were over fifty items on the list, and Mira hoped it wouldn’t take forever to reconcile them.

‘You checking?’ he said, as if to hurry her along.

She hadn’t expected him to speak and was startled by his soft, pillowy voice. Immediately, she could tell English wasn’t his first language, and she felt relieved. As though it levelled them out somehow, took away his power to intimidate her.

‘Yes,’ she said, stepping out in front of him and working her way slowly through each of the items.

‘The Kashmiri chilli powder is missing,’ she said. He looked puzzled, then reached into one of the bags and pulled it from inside. The packaging wasn’t transparent the way it was for the others. ‘Okay,’ she said, then pushed open the back door and began carrying what she could inside.

‘I help you,’ he said, hoisting one of the larger sacks of rice over his shoulder. She let him.

Once the task was complete, Divya offered him some hot pakora, which she had wrapped in kitchen towel. He accepted them with a smile, and Mira saw that his teeth were slightly crooked, overlapping at the front. He had a face full of questions, but already she could see he was closer to a smile than most people. In that respect, he reminded her of Jimmy.

At lunchtime, she took a fifteen-minute break. She filled a plate with some rice and undhiyu and went into the backyard, where two plastic chairs were positioned against the far wall. It was a cold, wet day, but she was pleased to escape the furious heat of the kitchen. She was almost finished eating when she looked up from her phone and saw him crouched by the wooden fence that separated the cash and carry from the house directly behind it. He was taking a photo, although of what she couldn’t say. Once he was finished, he set about sweeping the yard. There was something self-assured about him, an unassuming confidence to the way he went about the task. He was thorough too, she noticed, ensuring no corner was missed. She wanted to ask where he was from, what had brought him to Leicester, whether he liked it. Like everybody she met, he would have his own story. He must have felt her gaze on him, because he turned around; their eyes locked briefly before she looked elsewhere.

‘Your name?’ he asked, standing tall with the broom in one hand.

She cleared her throat. ‘Mira.’

‘Mira,’ he said. ‘What does mean?’

‘It means the ocean,’ she said. She felt like a fraud saying it, having seen the ocean only three times in her life. And never the kind of ocean that was turquoise and gleaming, that would make her proud to have such a name. Where the sandy bed could be seen through the water, which she knew existed elsewhere in the world.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Tahliil.’

She nodded. It was the kind of name she’d have to practise. ‘Where are you from?’ she asked.

‘My home country Somalia. You know Somalia? Is country in Africa.’

‘I’ve heard of it.’

‘You Indian?’

Again, she nodded. Then they fell quiet, the words having run out, and she stood up to go back inside.

‘Bye,’ he said.

Once she had closed the door, she set about washing the pile of metal trays that had gathered beside the sink. From the kitchen window, she watched as he unloaded some crates stacked in one corner of the yard and carried their contents inside. He was stronger than he looked, neat in the way he did things, efficient.

‘He’s worked here about four months,’ said Malti, adding another tray to Mira’s pile.

‘Who?’

‘Who do you think?’

*

At just before two in the afternoon, Jimmy’s wife arrived at the shop and positioned herself at the till.

‘It’s all she’s good for,’ said Divya. ‘She can’t cook. She’s the kind of woman who makes a potato curry and expects the world to applaud.’

They had given her the nickname Queen. Malti said that in all the time she and Divya had worked there, Queen hadn’t ever set foot inside the kitchen. It was beneath her, they said. She couldn’t bear the smell getting into her expensive clothes.

‘Jimmy’s a very good boss, though,’ said Divya. ‘Very straightforward. I just can’t understand why he married her. She behaves like a film star. With her sunglasses and her expensive black kurtas. Somebody should remind her that this is Leicester, not Mumbai.’

They laughed.

‘She only works in the afternoons,’ said Malti. ‘It could be worse, I suppose.’

‘What does she do in the mornings?’

‘Probably at the beauty parlour getting her legs waxed.’

‘If this job doesn’t work out,’ said Malti, ‘you could become her personal beautician.’

Divya finished her shift just after four while Mira and Malti stayed on until half past eight, when the shop finally closed. The last hour was spent cleaning, scrubbing the floors, putting away the jars and containers that had been brought out over the course of the day. Before they left, she and Malti conducted a quick review of the day’s leftovers.

‘Take it, take it,’ Jimmy encouraged, offering up large plastic containers that they could fill with whatever they wanted. Mira took some dhokla, some khichi for her saasu, a few penda for her sasra. As she passed the till, carrying the last of the trays from the front of the shop into the kitchen, she winced at the strong whiff of Queen’s perfume – sickly, like rotting flowers. If Queen noticed her, she didn’t show it. She was too engrossed in counting the day’s takings, the tip of her tongue poking out in concentration.

*

Mira decided to follow a different route home than usual – through the park directly behind Roopa’s and along Harrison Road. She had completed the journey once in winter, but beneath the summer sky the park appeared less foreboding. Still, had it not been for the group of young men playing football loudly over the grass, she might have avoided it.

From where she was standing, the park seemed to go on endlessly, its edges fading from orange to brown. Beneath the park lights she could make out an abandoned playground for children, with swings and a climbing frame. In order to avoid the footballers, she followed the concrete path that ran around the circumference. She had one AirPod in, listening to music with one ear while the other listened out for people around her.

She saw Tahliil, first from the corner of her eye, then, more fully, as she turned in his direction. Sitting on one of the park benches alone, a cigarette in his mouth, intently watching the men playing football. She kept her distance, lowered her head as she passed, in case he mistakenly thought she was following him.

It was only once she was further along the path that she turned back.

Mira watched him watching the football with careful concentration, curls of cigarette smoke drifting out of his mouth and up into the air. Why wasn’t he playing with the others, she wondered. As she moved forward, she felt with each step a desire to turn around once more. Finally, as she approached the gates, she did. This time, he was looking at her.


9


Mira began keeping a small notebook on the inner workings of Roopa Sweet Mart. How much things cost, what quantities were ordered and how often. For a shop of its size, it surprised her just how many ingredients they went through in the space of a month. She compiled a list of things she knew cost money but that she couldn’t find any bills for – gas, electricity, rent – but when she asked the women for rough estimates, they looked at her blankly.

‘How would we know?’

After four months of working together, she, Divya and Malti had settled into a routine. She was now as fast as they were, and they split the work evenly. Time moved swiftly, hours vanishing in a tornado of cooking, sorting, cleaning, and, on the rare occasion where Jimmy asked for it, helping at the till. Mira had come to accept that she was fortunate to have the job, and the money and freedom that came with it.

At the end of each week, Jimmy handed her a brown envelope with her wages, and after her first full month on the job, she opened an account at the local bank. It had been Rajiv’s idea, but when he offered to accompany her, she had told him it was something she should learn to do by herself. She felt reluctant to divulge information about her finances, even though he hadn’t asked her to account for any of her money.

The bank was full of Gujaratis – she could hear the language racing through the air as soon as she entered – and she took the opportunity to ask about business loans and the best way to go about applying for one. The personal banker didn’t look old enough to be in charge of other people’s money and wanted to know whether she was thinking of doing it alone. What about her family? Was she married? Was there a husband who could help? She avoided his questions, took whichever leaflets were on offer, and left.

Within the privacy of her own thoughts, however, she allowed her ambitions the time and space to flower. She had seen it for herself, the ease with which people set up their own businesses in Leicester. Small grocery stores. Restaurants. Sari shops. People made up in courage what they lacked in money. Would it really be so difficult to open a sweet mart? A smaller one, where the food was just as good as Roopa’s but where she could develop her own recipes.

On her way back from the bank, she saw Tahliil walking on the opposite side of the road. She knew it was him from the way he walked and by his red puffer jacket. Beside him was a woman almost double his size, clad in a lilac burka that swooshed about her body. It was clear to Mira that she was his mother – they shared the same forehead, same nose, same mouth.

So, she thought, he’s Muslim. She quickened her pace and looked straight ahead, so that as they passed each other their eyes wouldn’t have to meet.

When she next spotted him in the yard, she went outside under the pretence of emptying the bins. He waved as soon as he saw her, and she smiled without knowing she was doing it. She could see he was in the middle of counting an order and she let him finish before she said anything.

‘Where in Somalia are you from?’ she asked.

He looked at her curiously.

‘Mogadishu. You hearing about it?’

She shook her head.

He pulled his phone out and began to scroll through it, looking for something. He came and stood right beside her; there must have been only a few centimetres separating them. She held her breath and hoped nobody would see them. With his finger he traced Somalia on a map, carefully zooming in on Mogadishu. Then he zoomed out and ran his index finger from Mogadishu all the way to Leicester. It made her laugh – the second it took to traverse the world in this way.

‘Is Mogadishu by the ocean?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. In past, many Indians in Somalia. Somali people watching Indian films. Bollywood. Shah Rukh Khan.’

‘You like Indian films?’

‘Sometimes,’ he said.

‘How long have you been in Leicester?’

‘Nearly one year,’ he said. ‘You?’

‘Eight months.’

‘Where you live?’

Mira nodded vaguely in the direction of Flax Road.

‘You living alone?’

‘With my husband. With my husband’s family.’

If this information surprised him, he didn’t show it. Then again, she could already see he was the sort of person who was difficult to read, although quite what made her think this, she couldn’t say. She threw the bags full of waste into the larger, grey bin and tried to think of what else they might talk about. ‘You like taking photographs,’ she said. She saw his mouth twitch, as though it were full of things he might say, but he seemed unsure. ‘I always see you taking photographs,’ she said, nodding in the direction of the weeds bursting through the wooden fence at the back.

‘I no professional,’ he said. ‘Is just small hobby.’

‘Have you been to Abbey Park?’

‘Yeah! I taking many photos in Abbey Park.’

She was about to ask something else when she heard Malti call her name from inside.

‘You have phone number?’ asked Tahliil. ‘I sending you photos. If you want.’

It probably wasn’t a good idea, but trapped in the moment she called out the digits and he repeated them before saving them carefully into his phone.

Once her shift was over, she walked home via Cossington Park. It had become a habit. She knew if she walked that way, her chances of seeing him were high.

It took about eight minutes to cut across the grass. If he wasn’t working his second job, he was always in the same spot, watching the football, smoking his cigarette. She didn’t have the courage to sit with him; it wasn’t clear what they would talk about. The ease with which they spoke to each other at work seemed to evaporate once they were beyond the safety of their respective backyards. Still, he waved whenever he saw her, before turning his attention back to the game.

Back at the house, she spent large chunks of each evening scrolling through images of Mogadishu on her phone. It wasn’t so unlike Ahmedabad after all. Except for the beach, and the turquoise water. Except for some of the burned-out buildings that had been bombed into blackness. But for the most part the houses, which managed to look both strong and as though they might collapse, were like many she had seen in India. And the dry, crusted earth was not dissimilar to Kutch, where she and Shreya had gone to celebrate Rann Utsav. Even the women, dressed in colourful burkas, could be mistaken for wearing saris.

* * *

In a month, they would celebrate Diwali. Come January, she would have been in Leicester a whole year. The days were growing shorter, daylight dwindling around seven so that by the time she left work, it was dark. Roopa’s was busier than it had ever been, and when she got home, she was exhausted, having been on her feet all day.

Her saasu’s work at the factory was becoming more and more sporadic, which meant she was home to cook dinner. And although this should have felt like the lessening of a burden, Mira didn’t feel that way.

Her saasu had begun looking for other jobs, sending out the CV that Rajiv had helped her prepare. But so far, nobody had shown any interest. She even asked around at some of the shops along Belgrave Road, but the pay being offered was so little that Rajiv’s father said it wasn’t worth it, and to keep looking. Mira could see that it was on her saasu’s mind – from the way she seemed always to be distracted. Even when it was just the two of them.

One evening, after they had eaten, Rajiv suggested a trip to one of the local dessert parlours. It had been a long time since he had suggested that, and she couldn’t help but wonder whether there was more to it.

She agreed, despite her sore feet, and they put on their coats and left his parents watching television in the living room.

‘Perhaps one day you could take me for dessert,’ she heard her saasu say.

‘Dessert?’ said her sasra. ‘All you ever do is complain about how fat you are. And besides, who’s going to pay for it?’

As soon as they were on their way, Mira said: ‘Let’s bring a slice of cake back for Mummy. Which one does she like?’

*

The dessert parlour was busy. Warm from the heat of many bodies. Friends and couples sat opposite each other along distressed wooden tables, sharing bowls of cake and ice cream. Everything seemed to arrive with whipped cream, chocolate sprinkles and a red cherry.

They found an empty bench and Mira saved two seats while Rajiv ordered at the counter. From inside, they could see out onto the road. Soon, Rajiv had said, the council would hang Diwali lights along the length of the road – all the way from the city centre to Melton Road. Lights that would remain up into the new year. Mira was curious to see how they would look.

She knew he had brought her here for a reason, and as he came and sat opposite her, she braced herself for what he might say.

‘I wanted to talk to you,’ he said. ‘About Shabnam. About me and Shabnam.’

It was the first time she had heard him say the name, and his doing so had the effect of breathing life into her.

A waiter arrived with two milkshakes, which they began to sip.

Rajiv pronounced Shabnam’s name in his British accent. How typical, thought Mira, that he couldn’t say her name properly – the name of the woman for whom he felt so deeply.

Mira brought the straw to her lips for something to do and sucked the milkshake hard before lifting her eyes towards him.

‘I’ve known her for a while,’ said Rajiv. ‘Since uni.’

Clamping the straw between her teeth, Mira went on looking at him.

‘We’ve been on and off for about thirteen years,’ he said. ‘I mean, we were on and off. But she’s Muslim and her parents hit the roof when they found out. So did mine. Her dad came over to the house and punched my dad. Literally punched him.’ Rajiv pushed his straw to the side and gulped down some of the milkshake straight from the glass. ‘It’s hard,’ he said, ‘when you’ve been with somebody for so long. I told her we should run away or something, but she wouldn’t, so I broke it off.’

His honesty was piercing; Mira felt wounded by it. He fell quiet then, as if this was the first time he’d told the story. Its power enough to wind him.

They finished their milkshakes without saying anything more.

‘I tried to cut ties,’ said Rajiv eventually, ‘but she kept calling me. This was all a while ago. I started getting pressure to get married and when I didn’t like any of the girls here, we went to India.’

She bit through her straw, and it came apart in her mouth.

‘That’s the truth,’ he said.

She wanted to ask about the half-message she had read on his phone but worried it would take away what little power she felt she had over him. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before we got married?’ she asked.

‘Because she wasn’t in my life when I met you. She’s an ex. I’m allowed to have exes.’

‘If she was still calling you, then she was in your life.’

He looked at her but said nothing.

If Rajiv had thought to ask her, Mira might have told him that she had an ex too. But she already understood that he would not believe this about her, and that the image he and his parents had of her was an illusion that she was keen at once to uphold and shatter.

Had Rajiv thought to ask, she might have told him about the young man who would have done almost anything for her, whom she might have married instead, had she been strong enough to resist her father. The only man she had loved.

He had lived five streets away from her in Ahmedabad, with his widowed mother, in a house that was small but had a big yard with trees that bore the sweetest pink guavas she had ever eaten. During their season, he filled bags for her and her family and left them for her in their secret meeting place.

For almost a year she was convinced he would become her husband. He was soft and humble, qualities she had not encountered before in any man, not even her father. The other boys who lived in her vicinity were either cocky or abrasive, showing off even when there was nothing to show off about. And it was through them that she understood just how necessary it was for men to be able to assert something of themselves onto the world.

All they did was kiss. But it was enough. They were too afraid of what it might mean to go further, having been taught early on that sex wasn’t something that could ever be undone.

Now, as she looked at Rajiv, she thought of that young man. At least with him she had known how he felt and what he wanted from her. With Rajiv, it was no longer clear. In fact, the longer they were married, the less she felt she knew him.

Mira pushed her empty glass to the centre of the table and imagined what it might have meant to have married that young man instead. She would never have set foot on an aeroplane, let alone come to England. She wouldn’t have had to learn English or have needed to fit in. It felt unfathomable – the gravity of that decision.

As soon as her marriage to Rajiv was arranged, she had vowed never to speak the young man’s name again. She suspected he would be married soon enough, for that seemed to be the way of things, but she had made her friends promise never to mention him, although she knew that sooner or later there would come a time when she would discover things about his life after her.

‘Thirteen years is a long time,’ she said now.

‘It’s in the past,’ said Rajiv.

‘Do you still love her?’

He looked uncomfortable. ‘After so many years,’ he said, ‘I think I’ll always care about her.’

His honesty kept tripping her up, hurting her.

‘She was an important part of my life,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to apologise for being with her, if that’s what you want.’

‘How do you know what I want? Have you ever asked me?’ Her voice was charged, and she could see he was taken aback.

‘Well, I’m asking now,’ he said.

‘Now that we’re married? Now that it’s too late?’ She realised this was the first time she had raised her voice at him. ‘I saw a message on your phone from her,’ she said. ‘So that’s the first lie.’

‘What were you doing looking through my phone?’

‘You and your parents thought you would come to India and find an innocent girl who would accept whatever life you gave her. You probably think I should be grateful for being in this country at all.’

Rajiv’s eyes widened.

‘Let me ask you a question,’ she said. ‘What if this had been the other way around? What if it had been me instead of you? Would you have accepted me not telling you? Knowing there was somebody else I would rather have been with, and that the only reason I married you was to keep my parents happy?’

A look of astonishment filled his eyes. Then, without warning, everything became a blur and she realised she was crying. She used the end of her sleeve to dab at her eyes, resenting the fact that she was crying at all, that he had caused her to do it.

‘Shab’s not in my life anymore,’ he said, but Mira had stopped listening. All she could think was that they had come too far and reached the end of some obscure road, and that they would have to trudge all the way back to the very beginning in order to start over.

* * *

They were invited to Rupal’s house to celebrate Diwali.

It was bigger than theirs, with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a kitchen clad in black marble and a landscaped garden that went on endlessly, with pear and plum trees that at the beginning of autumn had been heavy with fruit.

Inside, hundreds of candles had been lit – Rupal’s idea – and were dotted about the place in luminous clusters. As Mira took it all in, she felt as though they were on a film set. There was a double garage too, which had been converted into an artist’s studio, thick splatters of paint dried on its walls.

‘To be fair,’ said Rajiv, ‘unlike most artists, Rupal actually sells a lot of her art.’

Mira looked at the canvases – mixed media collages, mostly – leaning against two walls. She looked at the way the paint had been applied, in various thicknesses and with differing brushstrokes. They were vibrant, Indian-inspired pieces. The kind of thing that would look good against a plain wall.

‘They’re popular with white people,’ said Rupal, pulling out a canvas that was hidden behind others, on which she had drawn a woman reclining on a bed. The colours were softer, but the outline was done in thick black lines, not dissimilar to the work of the Pakistani artist they had seen in the gallery. ‘This is the style I’d really like to perfect.’

‘Why do only English people buy your work?’ asked Mira.

Rupal shrugged. ‘Indians aren’t massively into the art scene, I guess. And if they like something, they try and haggle the living daylights out of it.’

Mira saw the furious curve of Rupal’s signature along the bottom of each canvas and wondered how difficult it would be to create something like that and to earn money from it. She was creative too, wasn’t she? Whenever they celebrated Diwali in Ahmedabad, relatives came from afar to see the rangolis she had created. It had been that way for years. This year, her saasu had asked Mira to draw one in their garden and had invited some of the neighbours to see it.

‘Don’t get any ideas,’ said Rajiv, ‘we can’t have two arty fartys in the house.’

‘Arty farty?’

‘Piss off, Rajiv. One day Mira can come over and we can paint together. It’ll be jokes. The master of spreadsheets can also join us. God knows, he might finally discover what fun is.’

‘They make such a beautiful couple,’ said Rekha Masi, Rupal’s mother, appearing from somewhere with tall glasses of tropical fruit juice on a bamboo tray. ‘We should ward off the evil eye.’

‘The evil eye? God, Mum!’

But Rekha Masi simply shook her head and smiled. She and Mira’s saasu were sisters, except Rekha Masi was fuller in the face, with a body that was curvy and voluptuous.

Mira sipped her juice quietly. Ever since she was a girl, people had taken it upon themselves to comment on her appearance. As though they believed having fair skin and long hair was proof of some deeper power. Drawing that kind of attention made her parents – her mother, especially – nervous.

In recent years, however, it had begun to exhaust Mira – the way people looked at her. Too hard and for too long, but with eyes that never bored deep enough. Until she was no longer certain whether the people commenting on her beauty liked her more or less because of it.

‘We heard you’re doing a great job at Roopa’s,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘Jimmy’s lucky to have you.’ Mira wasn’t sure how true that was either. The longer she worked there, the more she grew convinced that it was she who was lucky to have him.

*

They ate dinner sitting around a lacquered mahogany dining table laden with food. Mira watched as her saasu passed spoons and bowls around incessantly.

‘People can help themselves!’ scolded Rekha Masi. ‘Your own food’s gone cold.’

The women were sitting along one side of the table and the men on the other.

‘We keep hearing how well you can cook, Mira,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘When will you cook for us?’

‘She spends all day cooking as it is,’ said her saasu.

‘You’re right. Perhaps she could teach Rupal how to cook, then. My daughter can’t even open a can of beans.’

‘I can’t be good at everything,’ said Rupal.

‘Once Mira’s got some solid experience behind her,’ said her sasra, ‘we can open a restaurant.’ He spoke with such ease and confidence about her future, as though it were also his. ‘It’s about understanding what your customers want,’ he said. ‘It’s about offering them what they don’t know they want.’

‘She’s always trying new things at home,’ said her saasu.

They went on eating.

Her sasra finished the last of the food on his plate, gulped down the last of his red wine and let out a loud, satisfied burp.

‘Gross,’ said Rupal.

‘What’s gross about it? Burping is a sign that you’re full. That you’ve enjoyed the food.’

‘You could just say: “Thanks, that was delicious”.’

He tutted. ‘You and your English ways.’

‘Leicester is already full of restaurants,’ said Masa, Rupal’s father. ‘Whichever way you turn, there’s a new one. Most of them aren’t any good. We cook better things at home.’ He was a small man, with big eyes and a pinched nose that reminded Mira of a squirrel.

‘Ours will be different,’ said her sasra.

‘Ha! Don’t you think you should sort the garage out before you start on a new idea?’

Her sasra’s smile lost some of its shape. ‘You’ve only ever worked for other people. What would you know?’

Masa began to laugh. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘you don’t exactly fill me with confidence.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘More rice, anybody?’

‘I’ve had the garage for over thirty years. How many other businesses do you know that lasted that long?’

Masa rolled his eyes. Mira saw that Rajiv and Rupal were looking at their plates and concentrating on their food.

‘Maybe you should start your own business first,’ said her sasra, ‘before handing out advice.’

Masa turned to Mira and laughed. ‘All I’m saying is that you ought to be careful taking business advice from your father-in-law.’

‘Let it go,’ said Rekha Masi, ‘please, it’s Diwali.’

‘If you have something to say,’ said her sasra, ‘then say it.’

‘What is there to say? It’s not as if you ever listen.’

‘Okay, that’s enough,’ said Rekha Masi, standing up to gather the plates.

‘You’ll get your money,’ said her sasra. ‘I already told you.’

‘That was five years ago,’ said Masa.

‘You don’t know anything about running a business.’

‘I know enough.’

‘Everybody has had too much to drink,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘Where’s the chocolate cake? Who wants dessert?’

‘I’ll have some cake,’ said her saasu.

Mira heard her sasra scoff. ‘As soon as anybody mentions cake,’ he said, ‘she runs. Look at the size of her.’

‘The size of her?’ said Rupal. ‘She’s thinner than all of us.’

Rekha Masi pressed a finger against her mouth, to stop Rupal from saying anything more.

The cake was brought out and slices distributed. Mira saw the reluctance with which her saasu went about eating it, forking through the sponge in a joyless, disinterested way.

‘You’ll get your money back,’ said her sasra. ‘I’m sorry we ever asked you for it. I thought we could depend on family.’

‘And we’ve always helped you, haven’t we? Every time.’

‘Well, it’s not as if you’re struggling.’

‘That’s beside the point.’

Her sasra finished his cake in a few clean mouthfuls and pushed his plate aside. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘it’s time to go.’

Mira expected somebody to protest, but nobody did. Instead, her saasu and Rajiv finished their cake quickly, forcing her to do the same, and before she knew it, they were piling into the hallway and pulling their coats off the rack.

‘Well,’ said Rekha Masi, following them out, ‘it was nice to see everybody. Happy Diwali.’

‘Happy Diwali,’ they all said, apart from Mira’s sasra, who had already marched outside and was waiting for them in the car.

*

‘Why do you insist on telling your sister everything?’ said her sasra, as soon as they had pulled out of the driveway.

‘I haven’t said anything. She’s my sister.’

‘That husband of hers thinks he knows everything.’

‘They’ve been so good to us.’

‘They shove it in our faces whenever they can.’

‘It’s okay,’ said Rajiv. ‘He didn’t mean it. He had too much to drink.’

‘I wish we had never asked them for help. It was all your mother’s idea.’

Her saasu said nothing.

‘As soon as I’ve got enough savings,’ said Rajiv, ‘we’ll start paying them back.’

‘From now on, I don’t want any of you to say anything to anybody about my business.’

They completed their journey in stark silence, each of them looking straight ahead. After some time, her saasu said: ‘Put the radio on, Rajiv’, but her sasra wouldn’t let him.

‘No,’ he said.

As they approached Flax Road, Mira took her phone out and saw a message from a number she didn’t recognise. When she opened it, she saw four photos: lilies floating above a pond, trees taken from the perspective of somebody looking up through the branches, a droplet of rain resting on a single blade of grass, ducks making their way across a pond. She knew who had taken them, where they had been taken. But it was almost eleven, and she wondered what had made him think of her so late in the evening.

After they had all gone upstairs to their respective bedrooms, Mira heard her saasu and sasra arguing, their voices spilling out of their room and bouncing across the landing. She pressed her ear against the door to listen, but their words were too muffled. Then, without warning, an exhausted silence fell over the house.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Rajiv.

‘Nothing.’

She changed into her pyjamas and got into bed beside him. ‘Is the garage in trouble?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I dunno.’

‘Then why is Daddy so angry?’

‘Leave it,’ he said. So she did.

The following morning, as she and her saasu were preparing breakfast, Mira noticed a bruise along her saasu’s neck that she had attempted to conceal.

‘Is everything all right?’ asked Mira.

Her saasu tugged at the collar of her nightgown. ‘Of course,’ she said, smiling, pressing Mira’s hand. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’
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It was November before they trusted somebody else to help them.

Tahliil’s mother’s friend told them about a young woman who lived in Beaumont Leys who offered immigration advice of the sort they were looking for. A British-Somali. Not a solicitor but a law student, which meant she was affordable.

People told them most asylum seekers didn’t instruct lawyers at all, instead filing their applications directly with the Home Office to avoid costs. But his mother insisted it wasn’t a risk worth taking. Still, before they got in contact with the young woman, she dug around for as much information as she could find, until she had spoken to two other people the woman had helped.

*

On the day of their meeting with the law student, however, his mother woke unwell and was unable to leave her bed, and Tahliil and Sumaya were forced to go without her.

The bus dropped them off across the road from a high-rise block of council flats. Theirs was a council property too, but a house where things were clean and in working order. The tower in Beaumont Leys bulged at the sides, as if threatening to abandon itself. Along the balconies clothes were hung up to dry, and as he and Sumaya walked past a faulty lift and made their way up seven flights of stairs, he found himself thankful that his mother wasn’t with them.

The woman’s name was Barkhado and when she opened the door Tahliil was surprised at how young she looked. She wore faded jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, her head covered. Her voice was thin and very polite, her English perfect. She wore glasses that made her look studious and intelligent, which gave him hope.

The first thing Tahliil did was tell her what had happened with Assad Ali. Something to serve as a warning to stop her from doing the same. Barkhado shook her head. ‘You have to be careful,’ she said. ‘You can’t trust just anybody. Even if they’re Somali. And from what you’re saying, it sounds like he didn’t know what he was talking about.’

Their conversation was conducted in two languages, with Tahliil and Sumaya speaking solely in Somali and Barkhado responding in a mixture of Somali and English. But between them everything was understood, and it occurred to Tahliil what fools they had been to not seek the help of somebody like her from the very beginning.

‘The first thing we have to do,’ said Barkhado, ‘is make a call to the Screening Unit. That’s your way of telling them you want to claim asylum. Then they’ll call you in for an interview. You’ll have to go to Croydon.’

Tahliil and Sumaya looked at each other.

‘It’s in London,’ said Barkhado.

‘Why can’t we do it in Leicester?’ asked Sumaya.

‘That’s just how it is. To make it worse, they won’t pay for your transport.’

‘How much will the train cost?’ asked Tahliil.

‘Trains are expensive,’ said Barkhado. ‘You’d be better off getting a bus.’ She opened her laptop and began to take down their details. ‘Why has it taken you so long to apply for asylum?’ she asked. ‘Most people do it as soon as they arrive. It makes things much easier.’

Tahliil didn’t know what to tell her. They hadn’t been in a fit state to do anything when they arrived. The weeks leading up to their arrival and immediately afterwards had dissolved into a kind of fuzziness he preferred not to think about. ‘We didn’t know,’ he said.

Barkhado told them their initial screening interviews would be short but that they should prepare for them carefully anyway.

‘Will they send us back?’ asked Tahliil.

‘With this government, you never know,’ said Barkhado. ‘But once you’re in the system, they have to follow a process.’ She turned her laptop to face them and, over the course of an hour, guided them through a series of steps on what appeared to be a government website. Occasionally, Tahliil asked her to repeat herself, gauging by the quickness and confidence of her responses whether she knew what she was talking about. ‘After your interview,’ she said, ‘they’ll issue you with an ARC card, which you can use to see a doctor, for example. The card will set out your terms, whether you’re allowed to work or claim benefits, that kind of thing.’

‘I’ve already got three jobs,’ said Tahliil.

‘We don’t want to disclose that,’ said Barkhado. ‘You’re not allowed to work right now.’

‘How are we supposed to survive?’ asked Sumaya.

‘They’ll ask you whether you need financial support, and you should say yes, but it’s about six pounds a day. Nothing really. Most asylum seekers rely on food banks and charities. Don’t get me wrong, everybody works on the side – it’s an open secret – but we can’t disclose it.’

Tahliil asked to use the bathroom and found himself looking around the flat for signs it was lived in. There was an older woman in the front room, Barkhado’s mother most likely, watching an episode of EastEnders. The flat was relatively clean except for the odd shelf or table piled with clutter. In the end, it was the worn-in smell of things that finally convinced him.

‘The Home Office will most likely ask you to check in regularly,’ said Barkhado, ‘but you won’t have to go to London for that.’

‘How often?’

‘Weekly, probably. But if you keep your appointments, it might become monthly, or stop altogether.’

His immediate thought was that he would have to take time off work. ‘When will the interview be?’ he asked.

Barkhado shrugged. ‘People are having to wait months for their initial interview. And the time between that and your second interview could be over a year.’

Tahliil could hardly believe it.

‘The whole thing can be very stressful,’ said Barkhado. ‘But I’m here to help you.’

‘What about your fees?’ asked Sumaya.

‘I charge fifty pounds per person to make the initial calls on your behalf and to help prepare you for the screening interview. If you want help with your second interview, I charge two hundred pounds per person. That includes help with all appeals.’ She hesitated. ‘I know our people don’t have much money, so I’ve kept my costs as low as I can.’

Tahliil wondered whether they should negotiate, but decided against it. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We trust you.’

‘Right,’ said Barkhado, ‘I want you to tell me exactly how you came from Mogadishu to Leicester. I need to know everything. Even those things you think aren’t important.’

Tahliil braced himself. Recounting his story, it occurred to him just how hard he had attempted to forget it.

Barkhado typed everything into her computer, stopping them every now and then for a date, or some other clarification she thought was important. Once that was done, she helped them make the necessary call to the Home Office.

*

‘You need to look for a job,’ Tahliil said to Sumaya, on the bus home. Each time they handed money over to strangers, he felt wounded and vulnerable and found himself calculating how long the amount would take to earn back.

‘We shouldn’t be working at all,’ said Sumaya.

‘How will we live? Will we go around begging charities for food?’

‘We’re willing to work hard,’ said Sumaya. ‘We’re willing to contribute. But that doesn’t mean people can take advantage of us.’

‘Even people who are living here legally are working for three pounds an hour,’ said Tahliil. ‘What chance do we have?’

When they stepped off the bus, Belgrave Road was busy beneath the unexpected warmth of the afternoon. They were approaching the side street that would take them towards their house when, on the opposite side of the road, Tahliil saw Mira walking in their direction. He recognised her long hair and her quick, springy steps. She was eating a chocolate bar and laughing. Beside her was a thin, older woman clutching a handbag. They walked briskly, and judging by her age, Tahliil assumed the other woman was Mira’s mother-in-law.

It took some time for Tahliil to notice the third person walking a metre behind Mira and her mother-in-law. A man on his phone who, at that moment, increased his pace to catch up to them. He came to Mira’s side and immediately Tahliil knew who he was. He looked like he worked out a lot, with smart clothes that accentuated his muscles. Even from that distance there was no denying how well-suited he and Mira were. In comparison, Tahliil felt scrawny and unremarkable.

‘What is it?’ asked Sumaya, stopping in her tracks, attempting to follow his gaze.

‘Nothing.’

‘What are you looking at?’

He took a hold of her elbow and guided her until they were both walking down MacDonald Road. ‘Nothing,’ he said.

Over the hours that followed, it was all he could think of. Mira’s other life, which existed beyond Roopa Sweet Mart and which he still knew so little of. At work they spoke almost every day, yet he knew there were limits to what they told each other. On the days they didn’t see one another, they swapped messages over WhatsApp. He sent her photos he had taken for her to look at and critique. In fact, he had started taking more than usual – searching for beauty in everything – for the simple reason that it meant he would have more things to show her. Now, he wondered what it all meant, or whether it meant anything at all. She was married. She had a husband. He had seen it for himself. So why didn’t this quell his desire to speak with her? They were only talking, he told himself. Barely even friends. It was nothing. It meant nothing.

*

In the late afternoon, he sat beside his mother as she peeled a pomegranate for him. Her hands worked quickly, removing the layers of yellow pith to reveal the glistening red seeds, which she then dropped into a bowl. Greedily, he reached for a fistful.

‘Even when you were a little boy,’ she said, ‘you were impatient. You get it from your father. You and your sister both get it from him.’

Tahliil went on eating, the juice bursting from the odd seed on its journey to his mouth.

‘Here,’ she said, offering him her handkerchief. ‘Sometimes you have to wait. What is meant to be yours will always be yours.’

He held on to this thought as he looked around the living room. Was this meant to be theirs? This life in England. This house. Who decided?

Over the past few weeks, he and Sumaya had noticed a shift in their mother’s behaviour. She seemed softer, happier, calmer, and they were reminded of the woman she had been before she left them to come to England. Up until now, he hadn’t been able to rid himself of the feeling that she wasn’t the same mother, and that their years of physical separation had turned them into strangers. It occurred to Tahliil that she had lived an entire life without them, that she had made something out of nothing, just as he and Sumaya were attempting to do. That she had friends, a community, a wholesome nucleus around which life could operate. Perhaps she had been afraid her children might dismantle that core, and it had taken her these months to realise they wouldn’t.

‘You’ll see,’ said his mother, gathering bits of pomegranate skin in her hands. ‘Soon, you and your sister will both have proper jobs. Soon, the government will agree to you staying here.’

‘Inshallah,’ he said.

‘In the meantime, we need to be careful. With all the jobs you have, all the people you meet, it would be easy to let something slip. The less people know about our business, the better.’

He thought of Mira. He had been careful to keep the trickier aspects of his life to himself, but he could see that this could change – quickly and without warning – and that his desire to disclose more and more information about himself was a mere by-product of wanting to know her better.

* * *

They weren’t used to celebrating Christmas, but for New Year’s Eve Tahliil suggested they buy tickets to see the fireworks, then decided against it; the money would be better spent elsewhere. He wondered whether they could sit along the edges of Abbey Park and look up at the sky for free. Most evenings he liked to walk along Belgrave Road, beneath the dangling lights that made him forget, briefly, that he was in England. They went on endlessly, bright and festive, illuminating the sky. He made sure to always carry his phone with him so that he could take photos of them.

None of his work colleagues had invited him out, which disappointed him. Whenever they were together, they chatted, laughed, shared jokes. They trusted him, he could tell. Still, no invitations had been forthcoming. Not that he was the partying kind – people seemed to know this about him – but that was beside the point. In the end, he put it down to the fact that he didn’t drink alcohol, and because he knew just how integral it was to socialising in England.

He had heard Mira talk about her friends – Masha, Rupal, others whose names he couldn’t recall – and envied her. Perhaps if he didn’t always feel as though he had something to hide, things might have been easier, but the price of friendship was almost always information and honesty and at this point in his life, those were things he couldn’t fully afford.

The night itself proved to be unremarkable, the icy cold keeping them indoors. Some of their younger Somali neighbours set off fireworks at one end of their road and he and his mother watched them briefly from the window. Sumaya cooked a meal with leftover rice and chicken and they ate in front of the television, watching the different ways in which other countries celebrated the new year.

‘I hope we’ll be able to visit all of these countries before we’re too old,’ he said.

‘Inshallah,’ said his mother, running a hand over his back, rendering the dream momentarily possible.

WhatsApp stopped working around midnight, foiling his plans to send Mira his new year’s wish at the stroke of the hour, accompanied by a photo he had taken of her some days earlier. It was a good photo. In it, she was standing at the kitchen window at Roopa’s looking out into the yard, deep in thought. The photo hinted at all the things going on inside her head. By the time two blue ticks appeared next to his message, however, it was almost one in the morning, and it wasn’t until the following day that she responded with a smiling yellow face.

*

In the afternoon on New Year’s Day, they went to the Doctor’s house, where they had celebrated Eid earlier in the year. The big house sat glistening in the middle of a wide, open road. The rose bushes planted in the front garden managed to look beautiful even without flowers.

‘See,’ said his mother, with notable pride. ‘See how nicely they live. His wife and I used to do the same job in the same factory years ago and look where she ended up.’

Before he or Sumaya had a chance to respond, the front door was pulled open and two young children ran outside, screaming, followed by a woman who he assumed was their mother.

‘Play quietly,’ scolded the woman. ‘Or I’ll call the police.’

The children paused, briefly pondering their mother’s threat, but within the space of a few seconds had dismissed it and resumed their screaming. The woman looked at them, defeated but smiling. ‘Soo dhawoow,’ she said, her voice warm. ‘Welcome.’ Tahliil couldn’t tell how old she was, but her eyes were kind in a way he found immediately attractive. He felt conscious then of the way he looked, seeing himself as if in the prism of her gaze. He wanted to read her thoughts, this woman whom he had seen for the first time two minutes earlier.

‘Everybody’s inside,’ she said, motioning for them to follow.

The house was as noisy on the inside as it was quiet outside. He imagined it had been built with walls that were thicker than the ones in their house, with better insulation.

Crackles of laughter filled the air.

‘Come in, come in!’ somebody shouted, as he and Sumaya followed their mother into the main room, and it became apparent that their mother knew everybody. They watched as she grew more and more animated, introducing Tahliil and Sumaya with great enthusiasm.

‘This is my son! Yes, my daughter. Yes! This is Fartun. This is Shukri. Shukri works for the tax office. These women have important jobs. Not like us!’

Tahliil noticed the friendliness and curiosity with which the women looked at them.

‘We always forget you have children!’ laughed Shukri.

Despite the size of the Doctor’s house, there were too many people and not enough chairs. His mother and Sumaya stayed in a separate room where the women were all sitting on stools and on the floor. Fartun gave up her chair so his mother could sit on it. Meanwhile, Tahliil found himself in the front room with the men, and he was surprised at how nervous he felt, to be away from his mother and sister.

A while later, a young girl brought in a steel tray holding glasses of Coke and orange juice. Tahliil took a sip of his drink and looked around the room, with its magnolia walls and deep brown leather sofas; a large, framed verse of the Quran hung on the far wall.

The Doctor was a suave man whose wealth showed itself on his skin, in his clothes, in the way he spoke. All the other men looked plain in comparison. Like Tahliil.

‘It’s good that he’s found a job,’ the Doctor said of Tahliil. ‘Many people struggle.’

The men in the room were all older than Tahliil – his father’s age – Somali men who smiled and told jokes, whose worries were hidden in the creases of their smiles.

He wondered whether they considered him one of their own. Two of them had bloodshot eyes, their mouths full of qaat. They reminded him of his father, chewing away on the leaves, sucking whatever juice was released. Another man pulled out a cigarette and asked for a lighter, but the Doctor said he didn’t allow smoking in the house because of the children, then pointed him in the direction of the garden.

‘Where are you working?’ one of the qaat-chewing men asked Tahliil.

‘I have three jobs. One as a carer, looking after an old English man, and two in different cash and carries. One isn’t far from here.’

‘A cash and carry? Which one? Those Indians gave you a job?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’re one of the lucky ones. They don’t like Somalis. Do they know about your situation?’

Tahliil, who had been looking straight at the man, now shifted his gaze. ‘It’s cash in hand,’ he said. ‘They just want hard workers. I go in, do my job and come home.’

‘Hmm.’

‘He’s right,’ said the Doctor. ‘There’s always work for honest, hard-working people. But Indians are so tight, it’s unbelievable. What are they paying you?’

‘I don’t mind,’ said Tahliil, embarrassed to admit how much he was earning. ‘They helped me when I needed it. I’m thankful. My bosses are good people. If not for the Indians, where would I go? Where are the Somalis with their own businesses?’

The Doctor seemed taken aback. ‘There are more of them than you think,’ he said.

One of the other men lifted a tray of dates from the coffee table and passed it around. Tahliil took two and ate them slowly, savouring their sticky sweetness.

With each turn of the conversation, he was transported back to Mogadishu. The Somali that flowed through the room, the qaat-chewing men, the talk of oneness and otherness all had the effect of peeling back the layers of his present to reveal the things he had left behind – his family, his friends, Abshir.

‘It’s getting much better in Mogadishu,’ said the Doctor. ‘Many people are sending their children back, many educated people are returning. Especially from London, with all the knife crime.’

What a luxury, thought Tahliil, to be able to return to Somalia knowing one would be safe, have a job, have food, a comfortable life. ‘It’s only getting better for people with money, with connections,’ he said. ‘Not for people from minorities.’

The men fell quiet. ‘Everything takes time,’ somebody said. ‘Nothing changes overnight.’

‘Many people can’t afford to eat,’ said Tahliil. ‘What with the floods and the drought. The cities are becoming overcrowded. More people are coming in every day.’ But even as he spoke, he wasn’t sure the men understood.

‘Not forgetting Al-Shabaab,’ said the other qaat-chewing man, to which the others responded by shaking their heads, tutting, huffing.

‘Better days are ahead,’ said the Doctor, in an attempt to lift the mood. ‘Our people are fighters. Somalis are fighters.’

‘If we are destined to fight, we will fight,’ said one of the other men, sitting up in his chair. ‘If we are destined to die, we will die.’

‘Unless you know a good doctor, of course,’ said somebody else, ‘in which case you’ll live forever.’

The Doctor laughed. ‘We’re doctors,’ he said, ‘not God.’

Tahliil rubbed his hands together, conscious of their clamminess. There was something in the way the men spoke that irritated him, as they claimed authority over something they knew so little about, many of them having fled Somalia years ago. He wanted to ask when it was that they had last visited, whether they would ever move back, but he knew no good would come of it. How easy it was to sit in their big, comfortable houses, on their big leather sofas, and say with such certainty that things were improving. How easy to say people would die when their time was up. If they moved back to Somalia, how long would they last? Living in England for so long had softened these men, and they didn’t even know it.

If Tahliil stayed in England long enough, he’d become just like them, he was sure of it, forgetting his past in his hunger for a better future. Perhaps the process was already underway.

‘Does your father not want to come here?’ asked the Doctor.

‘No,’ said Tahliil. ‘He’s happy there.’

‘Staying with his second wife, eh? Men are such scoundrels. Inshallah he’s safe and happy.’

‘Inshallah,’ said Tahliil, and as he did, he felt once more an overwhelming ache to speak with his father.

Just then, the Doctor’s wife came into the room to tell them the food was ready, and the men got up slowly and went through to the dining room where a feast was set out across a wide oak table. Bowls of food glistened beside each other like big, colourful jewels.

To be fed this way with such generosity, and by a man he barely knew, was nothing short of a miracle. In moments like this, despite all he and Sumaya had endured, Tahliil’s faith was renewed.
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The fifteen minutes he and Mira spent together at the back of their respective shops had grown to become a highlight of his day. His earlier worry – that people would see them and talk – faded, replaced by a kind of light, open humour to which their work colleagues were also party.

‘Time for lunch with your lady?’ winked Mr Matharu.

‘We just friends.’

They would pull on their jackets and stand out in the cold or, if it was raining, beneath their umbrellas. Without fail, she pulled her hairnet off before stepping outside, which made him laugh. Not that he was any different, checking his face and hair in the bathroom mirror before going out to join her. Once, Tahliil was certain he overheard Divya refer to him as Mira’s ‘African Romeo’. Still, the fact that their work colleagues joked about their friendship so openly seemed only to secure its innocence.

Mira told him about her family, about her sister who was studying to be a doctor. She showed him photos and it was clear the girls had taken after their mother. The fact that he and Mira had lived lives beyond Leicester acted as a kind of binding glue. The same things interested and bewildered them: the price of things, the unpredictable, gloomy weather, the country’s fascination with drugs and alcohol. But there was also no denying that their pasts were more stressed than their presents, in a practical sense at least, even though it sometimes didn’t feel that way.

He understood that they had both landed in already-formed communities – he through his mother, Mira through her husband – and even though they themselves didn’t know any of the people in these communities, they were expected to embrace them as if they did.

Mira asked him questions about his life in Somalia and he answered with a mixture of excitement and caution. Excitement that she wanted to know more about him. Caution, because it wasn’t clear how to separate those things from the suffering that had followed, which he was always reluctant to think or talk about. Not with her. Not with anybody.

Finally, he told her that he and Sumaya had come to England on a boat, regretting it as soon as she started asking more questions.

‘I telling you more in future,’ he said, but she wouldn’t listen.

‘What kind of boat? Do you have any photos? How long was the journey?’

‘No photos.’

‘Was it dangerous?’

‘I telling you in future.’

She must have seen something in his eyes then that caused her to stop.

In front of her, he felt no shame speaking English. She listened with generosity, shaking her head slowly the way Indians did, never once attempting to correct him, even though it was clear she had a better grasp of the language than he did. Once or twice, he caught her practising her pronunciation when she thought nobody was watching, her lips forming different-sized Os.

Through their conversations, he discovered the Gujarati word for sambusa: samosa. The Gujarati word for tea – cha or chai – was similar to the Somali word: shaah. The word for shop, dukaan, was the same in both languages. In the space of a few syllables, the world began to contract around them.

He avoided asking questions about her husband, then feared that it would look suspicious if he didn’t and so asked something small, something insignificant, that wouldn’t affect him or the way he thought of her. Her responses were usually curt, as though there wasn’t much to say, which seemed strange. And although she hadn’t said it, he was certain hers was an arranged marriage, and sometimes he would watch her through the kitchen window and wonder whether she was happy.

*

His work at the Evington cash and carry lost all regularity. Sometimes Rishi asked him to go in three times a week and other times not at all. Tahliil toyed with the idea of searching for another job but couldn’t bring himself to begin the task. If the government accepted his asylum application and gave him an ARC card, he wondered whether it meant they would be able to track him and discover he was working when he wasn’t supposed to be. Still, it felt like a risk he had to take.

On the evenings he was free he made his way to Cossington Park, where he watched teenagers kick a ball around. He wasn’t sure what stopped him from asking whether he could participate. In Mogadishu he had played football almost every week, usually on Fridays, out on the streets or on the beach with his friends. It was something he was good at.

Aside from the teenagers, the park was relatively empty, the darkness affording him some comforting privacy. He sat on his bench and smoked, allowing the warmth of the cigarettes to fill his body. It was the one extravagance he allowed himself: one or two cigarettes each day after work. In Mogadishu he smoked more, but there they were cheaper.

Since Mr Matharu now allowed Tahliil to work longer shifts, he finished only one or two hours before Mira. He hung around in the park as a kind of test, to see whether she would walk through on her way home. He liked to think she walked that way just so she could see him. He still didn’t know where she lived; she hadn’t told him.

It was usually twenty minutes to nine when he saw her emerge from the far corner closest to the Neighbourhood Centre. He recognised her from her coat, from the fur trim on the hood that was usually pulled up over her head, even when it wasn’t raining. He wondered whether she did that so people wouldn’t recognise her. He watched as she walked over the grass and along the concrete path towards his bench, although she never stopped to sit beside him – not once – preferring instead to have any conversation standing.

‘Busy day?’ he asked.

‘Every day is busy. Especially in the evening. I hate cleaning.’

‘You prefer cooking?’

‘Yes.’

‘You a good chef.’

She looked puzzled, as though unsure whether it was a question or a statement.

‘Your food delicious,’ he said, watching as a pinkness filled her cheeks.

‘Why don’t you ever play football?’ she asked, changing the subject.

He shrugged. ‘They not needing more people,’ he said, even though he didn’t know that for sure.

‘If you want to play, you should ask.’

‘You play football? Which team do you support?’

She clicked her teeth. ‘Only cricket,’ she said.

‘All Indian people liking cricket.’

‘Yes.’

‘Where did you play?’

‘Behind my house in Ahmedabad there is a big, empty field. In the evenings, all the boys and girls from the society played together.’

‘One day you teach me,’ he said.

Each time he looked at her, he was astounded by her beauty. Her light brown eyes, her fair, symmetrical face, the kind of face it must have taken God a long time to create. She was the prettiest girl he had ever seen and as he thought this it seemed absurd that she would give him even a minute of her time.

‘Ask them if you can join tomorrow,’ she said.

She was right. All it would take was for him to ask – to make new friends, to give his life a further dimension. That was another thing he liked about her – her persistence, her restlessness, as though every minute of every day had to be accounted for. He could see that she wanted to make something of her life. Once, she told him about her plans to open her own business. It had inspired him, granted him permission to harness his own dreams. He imagined himself as a successful photographer, earning a living solely through his art. In her presence, everything felt possible.

He offered to walk her to the end of the park, the way he always did. She never said no but was always careful to keep a safe distance between them. ‘See you in the morning,’ he said, smiling, waving, watching her receding figure as it turned the corner and disappeared.

*

Later in the week, Mr Matharu came and stood beside Tahliil as he was stacking shelves.

‘Let me give you a hand,’ he said, helping Tahliil lift a drum of oil off a crate. Once they’d lowered it onto the shelf and pushed it back against the wall, Mr Matharu said: ‘How are you getting on?’

‘Fine, thank you, brother. You needing something?’

‘No, just making sure you’re all right.’

‘Thank you, brother.’

‘Actually, there was something I wanted to talk to you about.’

Tahliil turned to face him.

‘You’ve been working here a while now. I think you’re doing a stellar job, by the way. I know I can count on you. I appreciate it.’

‘Okay.’

‘I hired you on a hunch. You know that. That day when you came to see me, I gave you the job without knowing anything about you. I didn’t ask how you came to be in Leicester, for example. I mean, I don’t really care, to be honest. I didn’t ask about your visa situation or your papers. With this sort of cash-in-hand job, the less you ask the better, in my opinion.’

Tahliil felt a rising unease at Mr Matharu’s words. He and Sumaya still hadn’t heard from the Home Office about their screening interview. Until they did, nothing was certain.

‘Okay,’ said Tahliil.

‘I’m guessing if you had proper papers, you’d be looking for something better than this.’

Tahliil kept his face and body completely still and let Mr Matharu finish.

‘Every now and then we get officers coming into the shop and asking questions about who works here, asking to see their papers. It’s rare, but it does happen.’

‘Officers?’

‘Government people. Immigration.’

Tahliil felt nauseous at the thought of it, and wondered whether the government had already begun their investigation, whether Mr Matharu was now a part of it. Was such a thing possible?

‘Officers wanting to see my papers?’ he asked.

‘No. No,’ said Mr Matharu, ‘but it happened to a friend of mine recently. I’m just saying, if they ever come here, it’ll be better for us if we say you’re a friend helping me out. Not somebody who works here. Does that make sense?’

‘Okay.’

‘We need to get our stories straight. That’s all I’m saying. Otherwise, we’ll both end up in the shit. Don’t get me wrong, there are loads of people in this area working without papers. You’re definitely not the only one. We just need to be prepared, that’s all.’

‘What will officers be looking like?’ asked Tahliil.

Mr Matharu laughed. ‘They won’t be in uniform, if that’s what you mean. They look like ordinary folk. Like you and me.’

Tahliil felt himself relent. ‘I trying to get official papers,’ he said, ‘so I can stay in the country. I still waiting to hear from government.’

Mr Matharu looked at him. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘In that case, if anybody asks, we should definitely tell them you’re just a friend helping me out. The less people know, the better. Understood?’

Tahliil nodded.

Still, for the rest of the day, each time a new customer came in, he felt his stomach tighten and he slipped out into the yard, where he hoped to go unnoticed.

‘Don’t be so worried,’ said his mother, when he told her what Mr Matharu had said. ‘Don’t turn nothing into something. He’s just trying to cover his own tracks.’

‘What if the government is investigating us?’

‘You haven’t had your interview yet. Do you really think the Home Office has got time to run around spying on every single person who applies for asylum?’

But Tahliil wasn’t convinced, and the very next day he walked up to Mr Matharu as soon as he entered the cash and carry. ‘If anybody asking about me,’ he said, ‘please tell me, brother.’

‘Course I will,’ said Mr Matharu, patting him on the shoulder. ‘I wasn’t trying to stress you out, mate. I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. If the government finds out I’m letting people like you work here, I’ll get a massive fine.’

‘Please tell me,’ said Tahliil.

‘I will,’ said Mr Matharu. ‘Of course I will.’
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Tahliil had not expected it to be this cold in February, but flurries of sleet and snow seemed only to deepen and prolong winter. Every day it rained, cold water surging down from above, forcing them to buy warmer clothes, umbrellas, hot-water bottles.

By the time he returned home, it was dark. All he wanted was a hot shower and some peace, but as soon as he came downstairs for dinner, Sumaya was gunning for him. ‘Who were you with in the park?’ she asked.

‘Which park? What are you talking about?’

‘Cossington Park.’

‘Are you sure it was me?’

She spooned chicken onto his plate, followed by rice and salad. ‘Who else would it be?’ she said. ‘I’d recognise that jacket anywhere. Who was she?’

‘I wasn’t in the park.’

‘We’re not stupid.’

‘A girl was it?’ said his mother, a spoonful of food hovering a centimetre from her mouth.

‘I saw you walking together,’ said Sumaya.

‘Hooyo, tell her to be quiet, I’ve got a headache.’

‘Tahliil, I hope this is not true.’

‘She’s making it up.’

‘Is she your girlfriend?’ asked Sumaya. ‘Is that why you won’t tell us?’

His mother shook her head furiously. ‘Please God, no.’

‘You must have seen somebody else,’ he insisted.

‘I know what I saw,’ said Sumaya.

It hadn’t occurred to Tahliil that news of his friendship with Mira would seep out in this way. Although he supposed they were spending longer and longer together in the park. And whatever distance Mira used to keep between them was gradually diminishing.

‘She’s nobody,’ he said at last.

‘Ah! So she is somebody!’ said Sumaya.

Tahliil filled his mouth with food.

‘She’s not Somali, that’s for sure. She looked Indian to me. Or Pakistani. I can never tell. She had a long black coat with a furry hood.’

His mother shot him a look. ‘Tahliil, what have you been cooking?’

He went on eating silently. Then, once his plate was empty, he washed it in the sink and went and sat in the bathroom, the only room in their house where he knew he could exist without the burden of their thoughts and expectations. Scrolling through his phone, he looked at the last set of photos he had sent to Mira and the blue ticks beside them that indicated she had seen them. He suspected there would be a message later that night, telling him what she thought. Encouraging him.

Whatever he said now, he knew his mother and Sumaya would not believe him, so what was the use in saying anything? And besides, everything that was happening between them was innocent.

When he returned to the living room, he felt calmer. Sumaya was massaging his mother’s legs. The stench of medicated oil filled the room. He sat on the floor beside them, took his mother’s free leg into his lap, poured oil onto his palm and began kneading the flesh.

The bottoms of her feet were cracked all over, the skin thick and dry, proof of the distances she had travelled.

‘Wait until we’ve sorted out your paperwork,’ said his mother. ‘Then we can look for a decent Somali girl.’

‘She’s just a girl who works in the sweet mart next door,’ he said.

‘Well, you looked very comfortable,’ said Sumaya. ‘Laughing and joking. I saw it all.’

‘Shut up.’

‘Stop fighting,’ said his mother.

They went on massaging. His mother let out a sigh before closing her eyes.

‘May Allah show you the correct path,’ she said. ‘Love is not an easy thing.’

‘Who said anything about love?’ he said, but his mother acted as though she hadn’t heard.

‘It’s both the disease and the medicine,’ she said.

Neither he nor Sumaya knew how to respond, and kept their focus fastened on their mother’s legs.

‘Let me tell you something about love,’ said his mother, sinking back into the sofa, making herself comfortable. ‘Your father and I loved each other. Very much. We knew each other a long time before we were married. Almost a year.’

‘Really?’ said Sumaya. ‘I thought you met him only once before your wedding.’

‘This is what everybody thinks. But we already knew each other. We were boyfriend and girlfriend. We had a love affair.’ His mother’s tone brightened, illuminated by her memories. ‘Your father used to help out on the boats, buying and selling things with the traders. I would see him by the water whenever I went to the beach with my aunts. I would wait the whole week just to see him.’

Tahliil listened as his mother slipped rapidly and comfortably into her former life.

‘One day I saw him near my house. After that I saw him more and more, walking around with his friends. We were still so young.’ She opened her eyes and paused, as if disoriented by her surroundings, before closing them again.

‘But you were in the same qabiil …’ said Tahliil. ‘Why did you have to hide it?’

‘So what? Even people in the same clan aren’t allowed to romance one another. Not in our day.’

‘But you did.’

‘We did. We were in love. From the beginning. We wanted to know each other before we got married. We used to meet behind the empty houses. The marriage part was easy – all your father had to do was to ask his uncle to speak to my father. On our wedding night we laughed a lot, your father and I, because of how we had managed to fool the elders.’

As she spoke, the atmosphere in the house lightened, as if there were more room for air to pass through.

‘Then one day,’ said his mother, ‘many years later, your father came home and told me he wanted to marry that slut.’

Her eyes fluttered open. Sumaya shot Tahliil a look and for a good few minutes neither of them had the courage to look at her.

‘That night I couldn’t sleep,’ she said, ‘and a week later, I went to the back of the house where your father kept the kerosene. I thought I would do it quickly before anybody had a chance to stop me, but before I did, I went into your bedroom so that I could see both of your faces one last time. You were asleep. Even after all these years I can hear your snores. I remember how peaceful you both looked. So calm. So alive. And I found I couldn’t do it after all.

‘I put the kerosene away and decided that I would find another way to leave your father before he married her. Allah must have heard my prayers, because two months later he brought me to England with your great-uncle. I wanted to bring you both with me, but your father wouldn’t allow it. So, I left. But I never stopped caring about you. You’re my children. I always loved you. You’re mine. Not hers.’

Tahliil looked at her. In some ways she wasn’t their mother at all, but somebody full of her own life, dreams, disappointments. Just as he and Sumaya were.

‘What did I do to make your father stop loving me?’ she asked, so earnestly, and with such deep sadness, that it was as if she were a child herself, expecting them to have the answer.

They finished massaging her legs and helped her get up from the sofa. Slowly, she hobbled into the kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of water. He tried to remember what she had looked like when she was younger, how she had sounded, but found that he couldn’t.

‘So, this friend of yours,’ she said, when she was back in the living room, ‘where is she from?’

‘She works in Roopa Sweet Mart.’

‘Is she British?’

‘She’s from India.’

‘She must be here on a visa. Does she have a British passport?’

He was about to say that she was married, but stopped himself.

‘If there is something going on between you, it needs to stop,’ said his mother.

‘We’re just friends,’ said Tahliil, although as he said it, it felt for the first time as though the words were only a half-truth.

* * *

The following morning, once he had finished breakfast, Mr Stevens asked Tahliil to take him out for a walk.

‘It raining soon maybe,’ said Tahliil, opening the front door to look outside. Flat, greyish clouds had gathered in the near distance and showed no sign of dispersing.

‘I don’t care. Take an umbrella. I hate being stuck indoors. Fed up with these walls.’

Tahliil pulled Mr Stevens’ coat off a hanger by the front door and rolled the Zimmer frame out of the cupboard. When they were ready, Tahliil stepped outside and held his arm out so that Mr Stevens could hold on to it as he stepped through the doorway and onto the road.

‘Bugger,’ said Mr Stevens, his hands shaking as he gripped Tahliil’s arm. ‘One of these days my legs are gonna go, mark my words.’

They made their way in a slow loop that encompassed Holden Street and some of Loughborough Road, careful not to go too far in case it rained, or Mr Stevens needed to use the bathroom. They walked carefully, the wheels of the Zimmer frame zipping against the tarmac.

‘You always living in Leicester, Mr Stevens?’ asked Tahliil.

‘Nope. I was born in Manchester. I came to Leicester after I got married. My wife was from here. Haven’t I told you that? She wasn’t interested in living in Manchester. Women.’

Tahliil nodded. He couldn’t remember whether Mr Stevens had told him this before. He had told him many things. Too many to remember.

‘You liking Leicester?’

‘It’s all right. You get used to it. Although to be honest, these days when you look around it’s hard to tell that we’re in England at all.’

‘I not understanding.’

‘Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have nothing against other cultures. Nothing at all. But every now and then it would be nice to look around and be reminded of where we are, of who we are.’

It wasn’t the first time Mr Stevens had said something like this, and Tahliil knew it wouldn’t be the last, but he tried not to dwell on it, focusing instead on the fact that this was a job that paid money, without which it would be difficult to survive. He knew Mr Stevens wasn’t a bad person. Not deep inside. Not in his heart.

‘Manchester is very different?’ asked Tahliil.

‘I haven’t been back in years,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘There’s no one left.’

Every few minutes they stopped, so Mr Stevens could catch his breath, the sound coarse and painful, like a car charging through his body. Each time he heard it, Tahliil wondered what it would be like to get that old. He felt a deep, swirling sadness at the thought of it. Already he could see that his mother wouldn’t fare well in old age, her body refusing to comply no matter how hard she willed it. He and Sumaya would have to ready themselves.

The Zimmer frame rolled off to the side and Tahliil held Mr Stevens’ elbow and guided him forward.

‘You should get yourself off to Manchester one day,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘It’s full of young people. Lots of clubs and bars. You’d like it.’

Tahliil nodded, even though he doubted he would.

‘What’s your favourite tipple?’ asked Mr Stevens.

‘Tipple?’

‘Ah. You probably don’t drink, do you? That must be a religious thing. I remember I gave your mother a bottle of wine one Christmas. She took it. Then a year later I gave her another one, and she told me that she didn’t drink alcohol. Silly woman. She was too polite to say anything. It was a decent bottle of wine, too. I wonder what happened to it.’

‘Alcohol illegal in my home country,’ said Tahliil, even though he knew a lot of boys who drank in Mogadishu, who managed to get a hold of it one way or another. Once, some years ago, Abshir had offered him some whisky, but a single gulp had been enough to put him off alcohol for life.

He and Mr Stevens made their way back to the house.

‘I always admired your mother,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘She’s a brave woman coming here all by herself.’

‘Yeah. She arrive with her uncle.’

‘She told me he died soon after they arrived.’

‘Yeah.’

‘You never know how life will turn out, do ya?’

‘No.’

‘She’s a decent woman. Full of stories. When she used to look after me, there would be a different story each time I saw her. Stories from when she lived in Somalia. Listening to her speak, it felt as though she still lived there.’

Tahliil laughed. ‘My mother having good imagination,’ he said.

‘Oh yes, she definitely does. She would talk about you and your sister all the time. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen you in so many years.’

‘Yeah.’

‘She’s the kind of woman who’s all smiles on the outside, but inside … well.’

This came as a surprise. It hadn’t occurred to Tahliil that people aside from himself and Sumaya would conceive of their mother in this way.

Once they were back outside the front door, Tahliil noticed Mr Stevens’ reluctance to step inside. ‘Marie was supposed to take me to Scotland next week,’ he said, ‘but she called last night to say that it would have to wait a few more weeks. That husband of hers has decided he wants to decorate their house. That man’ll stop at nothing to keep me from seeing her. She was supposed to take me up last summer, do you remember? Then last Christmas. I’ll be dead before she gets around to it. Decorating the house, my arse. Honestly, I don’t know what she sees in him. I still remember when she first met him all those years ago. “Dad, I think I’ve met the man I’m going to marry,” she said. Pah. If I had known how it would turn out, I would never have agreed to it.’

Tahliil put his key in the lock and pushed open the door.

‘Is it really too much to ask that an old man gets to spend some time with his own children, his own grandchildren?’

‘She will be coming soon,’ said Tahliil.

‘Not if that husband of hers has got anything to do with it. He thinks I fill Marie’s head with rubbish. Well, if he treated her properly, I wouldn’t have to. He’s very controlling, Tahliil. Very domineering.’

Tahliil sat Mr Stevens down before switching on the kettle.

‘Sometimes I look around,’ said Mr Stevens, ‘and I think: Is this it? Is this what life has amounted to?’ When the tea was ready, Mr Stevens asked Tahliil to get some carrot cake out of the fridge. ‘Cut two slices,’ he said. ‘One for you and one for me.’

He sat beside Mr Stevens as they ate it.

‘When it’s your turn,’ said Mr Stevens, ‘make sure you marry a girl who gets along with your family.’

Tahliil laughed.

‘Honestly, it’ll make your life much easier. Then, once you have kids, you’ll not end up in a pickle like me. Find a girl who is easy to get along with. Who’s pleasant to be around. Who can make you laugh. If my wife was still alive, she and I would have spent our days laughing. She always knew how to make me chuckle.’

Tahliil thought of Mira and the ease and humour that had developed between them of late, which Sumaya had witnessed in the park.

*

Before he left, Tahliil ran a mop over the kitchen tiles.

‘I’ve got a shopping list for you,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘Write it down, will ya?’

Tahliil pulled his phone out and began to type. Marie had pinned an A4 envelope to the noticeboard in the kitchen, the word RECEIPTS written on it in red marker.

Once he had taken note of what Mr Stevens wanted – junk food, mostly, that he knew Marie would disapprove of – Tahliil poured the dirty water down the sink and did a quick round of the other rooms. In the living room, he saw a package Mr Stevens had received the day before. The outer box – thin brown cardboard – had been ripped off. Inside was another box with its packaging still intact. It wasn’t immediately clear what it was – bits of apparatus, one of which looked as though it was meant to be worn around a person’s neck.

‘What is this, Mr Stevens?’ he asked, taking it into the bedroom.

‘Ugh,’ said Mr Stevens, batting it away. ‘Marie thinks I’m an invalid.’

‘I not understanding.’

‘Here,’ said Mr Stevens, yanking open his bedside drawer. ‘Shove it in here, will ya?’

*

Later, at the cash and carry, Tahliil hung his coat up and walked into the yard to check whether he could see Mira through the kitchen window. She wasn’t there.

Every hour or so he found himself back outside, assessing Roopa’s for signs of her. If he saw Divya or Malti, he smiled before looking away. At lunchtime, he waited for her as usual, but she didn’t arrive. She hadn’t mentioned taking any time off, though why would she? It was her life, nothing to do with him.

He noticed the slowness with which the day propelled itself in her absence. He debated whether to send her a text, getting as far as typing out some words, but nothing sounded right.

Hello?

Where r u?

Are u ok?

Are u not working?

He looked at the words on the screen – simple and lacking in substance. In a moment of frustration, he deleted them.


MIRA
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Spring. Mira saw it in the trees lining Cossington Park. In the way light flitted through the branches earlier each morning. It occurred to her just how quickly she had grown used to English winters. She had taken to working six days a week, and on her day off sent messages to Masha or Rupal to see whether they were free. Rajiv had begun staying late at the office, telling Mira he was busy working on a project, though whether or not she believed him she wasn’t sure.

By the time she returned home from work, her in-laws had already eaten, and she heated her dinner in the microwave and sat beside them in the living room. Twice a week, she and her saasu oiled each other’s hair, and occasionally Mira offered her saasu a massage. She could feel the tight knots simply by pressing her fingers over her skin, and as she went about it she couldn’t help but search her saasu’s neck and shoulders for bruises.

That she spent her weekday evenings at home seemed enough. Any longer and she could feel the house beginning to close in around her. During the week, it felt important for her to be there – for her saasu’s sake – but as soon as it was the weekend, her mind brimmed with the many things she might do that would take her away from Flax Road.

She had lived with them for more than a year, but increasingly it felt as though she was wading through quicksand. Each time she thought she knew what there was to know about her in-laws, some new facet revealed itself, pulling her in deeper. She found it difficult to look her sasra in the eyes, and if ever he spoke with her, her responses were always curt. She couldn’t seem to help it. In India, she had known men who hit their wives. But this was England.

Instead, she looked forward to her hours at Roopa’s – with Divya and Malti, with Tahliil. In the evenings, she checked her phone regularly for his messages. They texted each other almost every day, and on those nights she didn’t hear from him, she checked the signal on her phone to ensure it was working. The more she knew about him, the more mysterious he grew and the more she wanted to know. If their conversations revealed anything, it was that there were still many things he hadn’t told her about his life. She could feel the obscure weight of them settling between them.

She noticed the way he scratched the back of his arm sometimes, whenever she probed him about his past and his journey into England. He did it without knowing, until the skin was raw and chalky. Sometimes, until it bled. Once, when she pointed it out, he had pulled his hand away, embarrassed.

Mira began excavating her own life before England, in search of interesting things to tell him. He had never been to India, which made things easier, which meant even the small things were enough to intrigue him. He was particularly interested in the friends she had left behind. He wanted to know about their lives. He asked where she and her family went shopping and whether they ever went to the cinema. They talked about the Indian films they had both seen. He wanted to know where her parents were born, how they had met, how long they had been married, questions Rajiv had never thought to ask.

One evening, she was in the middle of composing a message back to him after he had sent her some photos – black-and-white images of people going about their Leicester lives. They carried a certain mystery, a mood that she liked. She could see he had worked on the lighting. His imagination never ceased to amaze her. His endless capacity to see the beauty in ordinary things. Where had it come from? Once, she had suggested he start offering his services for weddings, but he had blushed and dismissed the idea.

Now, as she set about typing her response, the words felt contrived, sentimental, too interested.

‘Why are you so smiley?’ asked her saasu, piercing her thoughts, and Mira grew aware of the smile that had formed on her mouth.

‘I’m not,’ she said, allowing her lips to soften.

Her saasu smiled too, as if it were catching, before turning her attention back to the television.

‘It’s just a meme,’ said Mira, ‘it’s nothing.’

‘You look lovely when you smile. You don’t do it enough.’

At times like this, it felt as though her saasu could see straight through her.

After a while, she noticed her saasu’s gaze on her again. This time, she lowered her phone face down onto the floor.

‘I was thinking, why don’t you and Rajiv go away for the weekend?’

‘Why?’

‘You hardly see each other during the week, and the weekends come and go in a flash.’

‘Rajiv’s busy.’

‘Everybody’s busy. That’s life. You have to make the time. You’re still newly-weds, for heaven’s sake. You don’t want to miss out. The first two years of married life are the best.’

She heard a kind of plea in her saasu’s voice that it was difficult to ignore.

‘Okay,’ said Mira. ‘We can ask Rajiv once he’s home.’

‘If you don’t spend time together, how are you going to understand each other?’

It was something Mira had asked herself countless times, but the answer that always seemed to present itself was that perhaps she understood enough.

‘Are you happy, Mira?’ asked her saasu.

‘Happy?’

‘Yes. Are you happy? Here. With us. With this house. In England.’

Nobody had asked her that before. ‘Yes,’ she said. She picked her phone back up for something to do, and as if by some magic the screen lit up to reveal another message from Tahliil. More photos. She put the phone down again.

‘Good,’ said her saasu, satisfied, lengthening her smile into one that looked genuine.

For the remainder of the evening, her saasu’s words chimed in Mira’s ears, releasing a steady guilt that began to fill her up. What was she doing? She was married. She had a husband. Nothing could happen. So why did it feel like something already was?

When she went up to bed, Rajiv still wasn’t home. Beneath the cover of darkness, she finally looked at the messages on her phone. As she swiped through the images, she saw that the very last one was of him. It was the first time he had sent her a photo of himself. In it, he was sitting on a sofa between two women. She knew who they were, their faces belonging to the same puzzle. She didn’t respond. Instead, she switched off her phone, as if doing so might also switch off her thoughts and emotions, and looked towards the empty side of the bed. Tahliil was just a friend. And besides, he was African. She was Indian. He was Muslim. She was Hindu. They couldn’t be more different.

Over the course of the week that followed, her complicated feelings knotted themselves across her shoulders. At work, she kept to herself, making excuses so that she wouldn’t have to go outside at lunchtime. She needed reassurance that she was in control, that a world without Tahliil still held enough power to interest her and keep her happy.

As soon as the weekend arrived, she felt relieved. Glad to be away from Roopa’s and the constant reminder of the unease simmering beneath the surface of her life.

‘Shall we go somewhere?’ she asked Rajiv, as they were getting dressed on Sunday. ‘Just the two of us. For the day.’

He looked perplexed. ‘Where do you want to go?’

‘Anywhere.’

She pulled open the curtains. The sun was out, the bright light offering up a kind of invitation.

‘Okay,’ he said, to her surprise.

They got dressed and went downstairs. When she mentioned their plans, her saasu’s eyes lit up and before long she was rifling through the cupboards and the fridge to put together a picnic they could take with them.

‘We’ll only be gone a few hours!’ said Rajiv.

‘It’s nothing. Bring back what you don’t eat. What’s the harm?’

They let her get on with it, and when the hamper was ready, Rajiv pulled a dusty picnic blanket from somewhere and took it out with them to the car.

Rajiv decided on Rutland Water – somewhere she hadn’t yet been. She wore a white dress that she hoped wouldn’t leave her feeling cold and new sunglasses she had bought with Masha the other week. She wound down the car window and stuck her head out a little, as she had seen people do in films. ‘I can’t believe we’re still in Leicester,’ she said, acknowledging the immense peace and beauty offered up by the English countryside.

‘Yep,’ said Rajiv, pressing down on the accelerator, as if to impress her.

‘Do you think we’ll always live on Flax Road?’ she asked.

‘Why? Don’t you like it there?’

‘It would be nice to have a big garden,’ she said.

‘Maybe.’

‘Now that I’m working, we can both save.’

‘I guess so.’

She tried not to feel upset at his ambivalence, and wondered why he didn’t want them to have a place of their own and some privacy. She closed her eyes and focused on the cool breeze as it rushed through the window and over her face. She had left her phone at home on purpose and was determined to enjoy a day without its distractions.

They pulled into Rutland Water, parked and went for a walk along the grounds. It was busy, young children appearing seemingly out of thin air. Her saasu had packed a few slices of bread and Mira stood at the edge of the water and threw it to the ducks, despite signs that said not to. The earlier brightness hadn’t yet faded, and she and Rajiv found a square of grass on which to arrange their picnic blanket. She poured them each a glass of orange juice and they lay beside each other, looking up at the sky.

‘Somebody’s missing the heat,’ said Rajiv, shuffling his body towards hers until they were touching.

‘Yes.’

‘You’re in a good mood.’

‘Am I?’

‘I dunno. Recently you’ve seemed preoccupied.’

She could have said the same about him.

‘I know you want a bigger house,’ said Rajiv, ‘but I need to help Dad first.’

‘With the garage? How long will that take?’

Rajiv shrugged. ‘He owes quite a bit.’

‘What if he sold it? Then he could pay people back and start something new.’

Rajiv shook his head. ‘He never would. It’s his baby.’

‘Even if it’s causing so many problems?’

She felt Rajiv’s body slacken beside her. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to think about it.’

‘Maybe if—’

‘I thought we came here to have a good time. Let’s open the Prosecco.’ He reached into the hamper and pulled out the bottle he had bought on the way. He poured them a glass each and she watched as he downed his in a single gulp and poured himself another.

‘You’re supposed to be driving,’ she said, but he rolled his eyes.

Afterwards, they sat beside each other and followed the sound of screaming children somewhere off in the distance.

‘I’m worried about Mummy,’ she said, unable to help herself, the alcohol having unlocked something inside her.

‘She’s fine,’ said Rajiv, reaching inside the hamper for food.

Mira looked at him. It astounded her how uncomfortable his own life appeared to make him.

He retrieved a pile of thepla wrapped in foil, a small pot of yogurt and some pickle, and they split the food and ate it without speaking. Once that was done, Rajiv poured himself more Prosecco. ‘He’s always had a temper,’ he said. ‘Ever since I was little.’ Now that he had spoken, Mira knew she had to choose her words carefully.

‘Mummy hasn’t done anything wrong. He shouldn’t take his anger out on her.’

‘So long as we’re living with them,’ said Rajiv, ‘she’ll be fine. So long as I’m around, he won’t try anything.’

She wanted to point out that her sasra already had, but she suspected Rajiv knew this and, in that moment, she saw the depth of things he had chosen not to see.

‘If we can sort the garage out,’ he said, ‘everything will be fine. I’ve got some savings. I was saving up for a new car. Maybe I should give the money to Dad instead.’

Hearing him speak, Mira finally understood why Rajiv was always so eager to be away from Flax Road – at the gym, out with his friends, anywhere but there – wanting to deal with the problem without ever facing it.

*

They went for a walk, light and tipsy from all the alcohol, the earlier friction having dissolved. They walked along the water, the budding spring landscape stretching out endlessly before them.

‘In the summer they have loads of different activities,’ said Rajiv. ‘There’s a beach. You can go on the boat. Swimming. Whatever you want.’

‘No thanks,’ she said. ‘The water’s freezing.’

‘You’ll get used to it.’

She shook her head and folded her arms across her chest, cold at the thought of it. He took off his jacket and wrapped it around her. ‘Look at the sky,’ he said.

The sun was setting, the sky a heady mix of orange and red. He turned and kissed her. Her instinct was to look around in case anybody had seen. Then she remembered where they were. England. Rajiv laid his cool hands over her cheeks and pulled her towards him, and as they kissed, she tried to keep him at the centre of her thoughts.

For a while she managed it, but then she began to wonder how long it had been since he had kissed Shabnam, and who was the better kisser. She felt her lips lose their rhythm.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Rajiv.

‘Nothing.’

Releasing her from the kiss, he began to walk in the direction of the car park. She wasn’t sure whether she had upset him.

‘Are you positive you should be driving?’ she asked, once they were on their way.

‘We don’t have much choice.’

She kept her eyes on his, watched as they widened in a bid to stay alert. ‘I can drive,’ she said.

‘You’re just as drunk as I am.’

‘Not now! In the future. I can learn.’

‘I’ll teach you,’ he said, switching on the radio and tuning it to one of his preferred stations.

‘Are lessons expensive?’

‘Pretty expensive.’

‘I can save up.’

‘Knock yourself out.’

Rajiv hadn’t asked Mira for any money since she started work at Roopa’s, and he still gave her a weekly allowance with which to buy the family’s groceries. It had come as a surprise, but she was glad of it. For the independence it granted. She spent hardly any of what she earned, preferring to save it.

The journey home took longer than expected and it was dark around the time they approached Belgrave Road, things sepia beneath the dusky sky. They drove past restaurants, jewellery shops, sari shops – everything that was familiar. She was talking to Rajiv about something or other, to keep him awake.

A song that he recognised came on the radio, and he turned up the volume and began to sing. She had only ever heard him hum but his voice was strangely soothing, and although it wasn’t a song she knew, she found herself drawn into its melody.

They came to a halt at a traffic light, and she looked out onto the road. In the near distance, she spotted a figure walking away from them. Somebody tall and slim, his quick steps bouncing steadily along the pavement. She recognised his jacket, his walk, the back of his head. She followed him as far as her gaze would allow, until he turned the corner and disappeared.

*

Later that night, once they were in bed, Rajiv tried to initiate sex. It had been a good day, and with the Prosecco tingling through her, Mira thought she might enjoy it. But once they were doing it, she couldn’t get Tahliil out of her head. She opened her eyes and forced herself to see what was in front of her instead, but Rajiv’s eyes were closed too, and now that she understood what other possibilities could exist behind a person’s eyelids, she no longer trusted that he wasn’t thinking about somebody else.

Without warning, her body fell limp. ‘What’s wrong?’ asked Rajiv, sensing it, gawping at her. But there wasn’t anything Mira could say.
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To celebrate Rupal’s thirtieth birthday, Rupal threw a party.

The house was throbbing with guests. Caterers had taken over the kitchen. Young waiters moved through the crowd with glasses of champagne. Mira took one and looked around. It was the first time they had come to Rupal’s house as a family since Diwali, and she was thankful for the noise and the commotion, which went some way to muffling any awkwardness. Each time she took a sip, however, the noise levels appeared to increase, until all she wanted was to slip out into the garden unnoticed. But before she could, she heard her saasu call her name.

‘This is Rajiv’s wife,’ said her saasu, introducing her to two women Mira hadn’t met before. Tall, robust women with sharp identical features that showed them to be twins. They even smelled of the same perfume.

‘We’ve been dying to see her!’ said the twin with the unruly perm.

‘They make a lovely couple, don’t they?’ said the other twin, as they looked towards the corner of the room where Rajiv was drinking a beer with Masa.

‘What it is to be young and beautiful!’

‘And slim!’

‘We’re very lucky,’ said her saasu. ‘We couldn’t have asked for anything more. She looks after us. She wanted to learn English, so we sent her to classes, and now she’s got herself a job at Roopa’s. Where the flyover used to be.’

‘Who doesn’t know Roopa’s?’ said the sister with the perm. ‘My husband goes there every Sunday. He said he’s seen Mira working there.’

‘I thought your husband had high cholesterol,’ said the woman’s sister. ‘What is he doing at Roopa’s every week?’

The twin with the perm laughed and knocked back the last of her wine. Then, having run out of things to say, the women went back to surveying the room.

‘Soon you’ll be a grandmother,’ said one twin.

Mira saw her saasu beam at the words. ‘Then life will be complete,’ she said, taking a hold of Mira’s hand.

‘Girls these days are getting pregnant later and later, aren’t they?’ said the woman with the perm. ‘Back in our day, we were barely twenty-five before people were on at us about having children.’

Mira felt bored listening to them. When was the last time one of Rajiv’s relatives had asked her something meaningful about her life that didn’t centre on marriage or children? She wanted to be elsewhere, and looked around the room to see whether there was anybody else she could talk to. Near the kitchen, she saw a group of girls laughing at something on one of their phones. It occurred to her, and not for the first time, that often she wasn’t sure where she belonged. Whether it was with the older married women or with the younger unmarried ones. Increasingly, she felt as though she belonged somewhere in the obscure middle. Or perhaps nowhere at all.

She looked around the room and saw her sasra standing in one corner by himself. Nobody appeared to want to talk to him, and she wondered what people knew about him, what they thought. Neither Rupal nor Rekha Masi ever asked after him, and tonight seemed to be avoiding him altogether. It felt like they were all acting in a play they’d rehearsed, while Mira walked around aimlessly waiting to be handed a script.

As soon as an opportunity presented itself, Mira excused herself and made her way outside into the garden where she could be alone. She’d arrived at the house in a bad mood and needed time to unshackle herself from it. Earlier that morning, she had seen another message from Shabnam on Rajiv’s phone. No words, simply a yellow face with two bulging hearts for eyes. She should have confronted him about it but hadn’t, and over the course of the day she had felt her inaction harden to form a callus.

Now, she turned away from the house and took in the grey hills that rolled, one after another, into the evening mist. Imagined disappearing into them.

Hidden from sight, she watched the house from a distance, lit up, people beginning to spill out onto the lawn. After some time, she saw a figure approach and, once it was close enough, recognised it as being Chantelle. Even beneath the darkness, Chantelle’s hair gave off its fire-like copper glow.

‘Caught you!’ said Chantelle.

‘How did you know I was here?’

‘I had my eyes on you, silly. I saw you leave earlier. I was tempted to do the same.’

‘Do what?’

‘Escape!’ She paused. ‘Should I go? Do you want to be alone?’

‘No, it’s okay.’

‘I need a fag,’ said Chantelle, taking a cigarette out of her pocket and lighting it.

‘It’s supposed to be summer,’ said Mira. ‘Why does it feel so cold?’

Chantelle laughed, took a drag. ‘This is England,’ she said.

‘Is everything all right?’ asked Mira.

‘I’m feeling a bit anxious, I suppose. Big family gatherings stress me out.’

‘Why?’

‘There’s only so much I can take being surrounded by Rupal’s family. No offence.’ Chantelle sighed. ‘I hate having to pretend all the time. Everybody knows Rupal and I are together, but nobody ever acknowledges it. It’s like I’m invisible. Sometimes I wonder whether if I stuck my tongue down Rupal’s throat, they’d still think we were just friends.’ She laughed, bringing her hand up to cover her mouth.

‘Why do you care so much what people think?’ asked Mira.

‘If it was just the two of us, I wouldn’t.’ Chantelle paced up and down beside Mira, releasing slow mouthfuls of smoke. ‘Don’t say anything to Rupal,’ she said, ‘but I’m thinking of proposing.’

It took a moment for Mira to understand what Chantelle meant. ‘Marriage?’ she said. ‘Is that allowed?’

‘Yup.’

‘When? How?’

Chantelle looked at her blankly, then shrugged. ‘Soon, I guess. Whenever.’

Mira waited for the possibility to unfurl, for its roots to take hold. She held the image of both girls dressed in saris, walking around a sacred fire. It felt odd, but not as odd as it might have a year ago. She still remembered the first time she saw them kiss. A fleeting kiss, an almost-nothing. She hadn’t known where to look. Now, standing in the garden with Chantelle, she felt the residual guilt of those earlier moments wash through her. At not having understood love for what it is – a large, organic, shapeless thing. Without colour. Without gender. ‘It doesn’t matter what others think,’ said Mira. ‘What matters is that you’re happy.’

‘Thanks,’ said Chantelle, throwing the cigarette butt onto the grass and extinguishing the ember with her shoe. ‘What about you? How’s married life?’

Mira wasn’t sure how much she could say, or whether saying anything would make a difference. ‘We are so different,’ she said. ‘The longer we’re together, the less I feel I know him. We’re not like you and Rupal.’

Chantelle nodded. ‘I hear you,’ she said. ‘Although, to be fair, how well can one person truly know another?’

Mira supposed that was true also. Not that it made the situation any better.

*

They made their way back inside and were searching the room for flutes of champagne when the lights were dimmed and a birthday cake was carried out from the kitchen. Everybody sang. Rupal stood at the big oak table in a pink shirt and long white skirt, her face aglow. To her left stood her parents and to her right, Chantelle. Mira thought of the things Chantelle had told her and as she looked around the room and at the singing swarm of guests, she wondered what it was they saw when they looked at Chantelle and Rupal. Chantelle caught Mira’s gaze and Mira smiled to reassure her. Then, as if emboldened by it, Chantelle placed her hand on Rupal’s elbow and, when Rupal turned towards her, said the words ‘I love you’.

Mira searched the room for Rajiv, wondering whether she would find him smiling at her in that way. Instead, she found him standing in the far corner scrolling through his phone. There was a time she had believed marriage to be a guarantee of love. Or at the very least a guarantee of something more than the other women in her family had received. What a myth that had been.

In the time they had been married, Rajiv hadn’t told her he loved her. Yet, in the early days, she had convinced herself that he must. Because without love they had nothing. But as she watched him scroll through his phone, she recognised that she didn’t love him either. And that what was missing from their marriage was its fundamental core.

As soon as Rupal had blown out the candles and the applause had died down, Mira queued up for a slice of cake. Thick slabs were set out on paper plates along the dining table. She lifted one and took it with her out into the garden. It was colder than before, but it didn’t matter. She ate greedily, the frosting coating her lips. She wiped her mouth with a tissue and went back inside for more, and when she had finished that she was breathless but sated, the sugar having revived her.

‘Here you are,’ somebody said, and she turned to see Rajiv walking in her direction. He had come out for a cigarette, and she could tell by the way he walked and the redness in his eyes that he was drunk.

‘Why are you out here on your own?’ he asked. ‘It’s freezing.’

‘It’s too noisy inside,’ she said.

‘It’s a party!’ He walked around the side of the house where nobody could see them and motioned for her to follow. ‘It’s a good party, to be fair,’ he said. ‘Rupal always manages to pull in a good crowd. Everybody loves her.’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you in a bad mood?’

She ignored him. ‘Are you having a good time?’ she asked.

‘Of course,’ he said, pulling his phone out to begin scrolling.

‘You left your phone out earlier,’ she said. ‘I saw a message from Shabnam.’

She readied herself for his anger, his denial, but there wasn’t any. ‘We’ve decided to be friends,’ was all he said, before drawing on his cigarette.

She felt a chill along her arms and her neck and, without saying a word, left him in the garden and made her way back inside.

*

Around midnight, when some of the guests had left, Mira, Rupal and Chantelle took a bottle of champagne up to Rupal’s bedroom, Chantelle switching on the small desk lamp until there was just enough light to see each other. On the nearest wall were two posters: I THINK THEREFORE I AM AN ATHEIST and KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON.

‘People are really going for it on the dance floor,’ said Chantelle.

‘Our lounge, you mean,’ said Rupal.

‘Everybody’s having fun!’

‘You know what my lot are like.’

Chantelle pulled a cushion off the bed and lay with her head on it on the floor. ‘Does your family like me?’ she asked, in a voice that didn’t quite belong to her. ‘Does anybody ask about me?’

‘Ask about you?’ said Rupal.

‘Has anybody ever asked why I’m at every family function?’

Rupal gave it some thought. ‘Why? Is it bugging you?’

‘A bit. How hard would it be to tell them we’re girlfriends?’

‘You know what my mum’s like.’

‘But she already knows. We’ve been together for years!’

‘That doesn’t mean she likes it or wants other people to know. I mean, she likes you. Of course she does. But you know what I mean.’

‘I thought she was okay with it.’

‘Just the other day she emailed me an article about a woman who started off gay then turned straight when she met the right man.’

‘What? Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘What is there to tell? It’s stupid.’

‘But where does that leave us?’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Rupal.

‘What if we wanted to get married or have kids or something?’

‘Well, then we would just do it, wouldn’t we?’

There was a knock at the door, and after a few seconds Rajiv appeared from behind it.

‘Well,’ said Rupal, ‘if it’s not Leicester’s finest.’

‘Fuck off,’ he said, dragging a chair from somewhere to sit on and offering his empty glass to Chantelle to fill.

‘I’ve always wanted to ask,’ said Rupal, ‘but what did you guys talk about when you first met?’

Mira tried to remember, but she was drunk and it felt as though it had all happened a hundred years ago. What she remembered was the anticipation that had filled the house, her father borrowing nice chairs and a dining table from one of their neighbours, to make a good impression. She remembered practising English phrases, none of which she had needed to use. Fretting over what to wear, wanting to look both modern and traditional, Indian but not too Indian. She remembered seeing their shoes lined up by the front door – her saasu and sasra’s chappals, Rajiv’s trainers, big and white, which she felt certain she could disappear into.

‘We didn’t talk about much,’ slurred Rajiv. ‘Did we?’

‘You asked whether I was nervous about moving so far away.’

‘Oh yeah, and you asked me whether I expected you to work.’

‘And you said you had a successful business and that I wouldn’t have to work if I didn’t want to.’ She paused. ‘You asked me what type of man I wanted to marry, and I said I wanted one who knew how to compromise, who knew how to think about somebody other than himself.’

‘Pretty deep,’ said Rupal. ‘I’m impressed.’

‘I asked about the things he liked,’ said Mira, ‘and he said he liked going out with his friends. He said he liked going to the gym.’

‘I was being honest,’ said Rajiv.

‘I should have asked about his previous relationships.’

‘Well, you didn’t.’

Mira cleared her throat and looked away.

‘Okay,’ said Rajiv, ‘I give up. I should have told you about Shabnam.’

‘If you had, I wouldn’t have married you.’

‘Well, you did.’

‘I need some water,’ said Mira, standing up and stumbling towards the door, wanting to be anywhere but there.

*

Downstairs, her saasu and Rekha Masi were clearing things away in the kitchen and whispering. Mira stood at the bottom of the stairs, listening.

‘But it’s free,’ said Rekha Masi.

‘No. He won’t agree to it. Things will sort themselves out.’

‘I thought of him as soon as I heard about it. It’s a brand-new scheme.’

‘Pass me those glasses.’

‘Are you listening?’

‘You know what people from India are like,’ said her saasu. ‘They don’t understand this sort of thing.’

‘It’s a way of helping with stress. It’s not rocket science.’

‘Keep your voice down.’

‘Here, let me put those in the dishwasher.’

‘It’ll take me two minutes to wash them,’ said her saasu.

‘I’ve got a leaflet,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘Here. See what you think.’

As soon as Mira walked into the kitchen, they stopped talking, and she saw her saasu stuff something into her bag.

‘Did you need something?’ asked Rekha Masi.

‘Just water,’ said Mira, making her way to the sink.

‘I suppose those princesses are relaxing upstairs, are they? While we clear up.’

‘I can help,’ said Mira, but Rekha Masi shook her head.

‘No need! We already know how helpful you are!’

* * *

Four weeks later, Mira discovered that the Leicester Mela was due to take place the following weekend. Tahliil mentioned it. She could see he was on the brink of inviting her to go with him, but for some reason didn’t quite manage it. After a week of avoiding him, she had given up, allowed herself to slip comfortably back to where they had been. If Rajiv saw no shame in flaunting his friendships in front of her, why should she?

She would rather have gone with Tahliil in any case, but it made her nervous to think people might see them together. At the same time, she knew with certainty that those very people would say nothing if they saw Rajiv walking around with his female friends.

On the day of the Mela, however, it transpired that Rajiv had already made plans to attend without her.

‘What about Mira?’ asked her saasu. ‘Can’t you take her?’

‘It’s a free world,’ he said. ‘Nobody’s stopping her from going.’

‘It’s her first Mela. If she doesn’t go with her husband, who will she go with?’

‘I’ll go by myself,’ said Mira.

‘You’ll do no such thing.’

‘I’ll be leaving at five,’ said Rajiv, ‘if you want to come.’

‘Mummy, why don’t you also come with us?’ said Mira. But her saasu shook her head.

‘I don’t feel in the mood,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, it’s just one of those days. Don’t worry about me. Your sasra and I will order a pizza or something.’

*

Inside the park, food stalls were set out one after another in neat rows, with a stage near the front on which dances were taking place. This year, there was supposed to be a firework display too, which was why Mira had wanted to come at all. She knew Leicester was full of Indians but, standing in the park, it stunned her to see so many. They passed a tent where Bollywood dance lessons were being conducted and another in which a woman was offering head massages. Further along were stalls selling skirts and blouses fashioned from old saris. She and Rajiv made their way past them, sharing a box of chilli mogo and a can of Coke. Afternoon had begun to bleed into evening, and she wondered whether they would have to wait for complete darkness before they saw any fireworks. Around them, she heard snatches of conversation in English, Gujarati, Hindi, Tamil, other languages she didn’t recognise. The sound of fun and laughter.

They stood about a hundred and fifty metres from the stage and watched a group of young girls perform garba. She recognised the song. When she was at school, she had done something similar with the girls from her class. When she next checked her phone, she saw that Tahliil had sent her a message.

You here?

She imagined the fun they might have had together had she not been such a coward. Just the two of them. She also knew it was impossible, and so she left his message unanswered.

Before long it was dark, the crush of bodies dousing the crowd in a warm, sweaty fug. At some point, she grew aware of Rajiv talking to a group of people close by, but it was too muggy to see who they were or hear what they were saying.

‘These are my mates,’ he said eventually, into her ear. She squinted, smiled, waved, even though it wasn’t clear who she was waving at. After a minute, she recognised Ruma in the crowd, but there wasn’t enough room for them to move in for a hug and they stayed where they were.

Mira tried to focus on what was happening on stage, but once in a while she felt the press of somebody’s eyes on her. She turned to see a girl at the far end of their huddle looking at her. It happened a few times, the vague familiarity of the girl’s face crystallising a little in Mira’s mind each time, until it dawned on Mira who she was. And the moment it did, Mira felt a rush of discomfort run through her.

Shabnam was taller than Mira had imagined, almost Rajiv’s height. She wore a white bomber jacket with a brown fur trim. Her hair was long and straightened and seemed to run on endlessly behind her shoulders. Without the filters she was average-looking, and like any other girl in the crowd.

After some time, Mira saw Rajiv lean into Shabnam’s ear and say something.

‘Yeah fine,’ said Shabnam, ‘same old.’ Or was it ‘I was bored’?

Mira wondered what they might say to each other if they were forced to interact. But just as she thought this, the stage lights went out and the first firework hit the sky.

‘I’m not sure about all this air pollution,’ Mira heard Shabnam say.

Rajiv laughed. ‘Then why did you come?’

‘Oh, here we go,’ shouted Ruma. ‘Just enjoy the moment, for God’s sake.’

Now everybody laughed, expect for Mira. All she could do was feel annoyed that she had allowed Shabnam to rob her of her evening. She kept her gaze skywards, on the millions of sparkles blooming across the sky, but all she could hear was their laughter. Once she had heard enough, she pulled out her phone and sent Tahliil a message.

Yes. Where are you?

He sent one back immediately with the name of one of the side streets behind the park where they sometimes walked together. He told her he was alone.

By the time she received the message asking her whether she was coming, she had slipped away and disappeared into the heaving crowd. She walked quickly, pushing her way through the hordes of people and away from Rajiv and his friends, wondering how long it would be before they noticed she was gone. And once they did? Well, she didn’t care.

*

She found Tahliil just as the last of the fireworks were going off in the sky. He was sitting on a low brick wall, looking up at the cluster of sparks that rushed upwards and vanished into oblivion. Aside from the boom of the fireworks, the street was perfectly still. As she moved towards him, she saw the smoke of a cigarette leave his mouth. He threw it to the ground the moment he saw her. She felt relieved seeing him – that life still held the potential to be this pleasant, this easy. It was as though she had been wearing something very tight, and it had come loose.

‘You not with your family?’ asked Tahliil.

‘No.’

‘My mother and sister making me very angry,’ he said, ‘so I see fireworks alone.’

She positioned herself beside him on the brick wall so that their legs were dangling beside each other’s and their hands were millimetres apart. She felt her phone go off in her pocket but ignored it.

As the last firework took over the sky she watched it closely, its golden arcs disappearing into the formless black, its white core erupting like lava, trickling down like rain. A witness. Watching it, Mira felt at peace.

When she looked to her side, she saw that their hands were touching.
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‘I thought after marriage you’d put some weight on,’ her mother declared. ‘Aren’t they feeding you?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Mira, assessing her reflection on Rajiv’s laptop.

‘She’s fine,’ echoed her father, the way he sometimes did, as though he knew her life well enough to know the answer.

Her parents were sitting in her old bedroom, on two metal chairs brought in from the veranda. It was exactly as she had left it – the light-green walls, the thin paisley curtains that failed to keep the sun out, the almari that had once been home to her clothes, her jewellery. The small dressing table. The bed that creaked whenever anybody lay on it.

‘Your mother rarely comes into this room,’ said her father. ‘It reminds her too much of you.’ He ran his fingers over the laptop screen as if it were Mira’s face he was touching.

‘How much longer before they let you visit?’ asked her mother, rubbing at the screen with the end of her sari as if to wipe away the smudges left by his finger. She was the sort of woman who had forgotten how to relax, whose mind was on the next chore before the present one had even been completed. Mira had been used to it in India but now, each time they spoke, her mother’s restlessness appeared more and more pronounced.

‘She’s only been there a year,’ said her father.

‘Then why does it feel so much longer?’

‘Money doesn’t grow on trees.’

‘Now that I’ve got a job,’ said Mira, ‘I don’t have to rely on anybody. As soon as I’ve saved enough, I’ll visit.’

‘Are you still working as a cook?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who would have thought our daughter would become a chef?’

‘What else is there for me to do?’ said Mira.

‘I would never have paid for your beauty course,’ said her father, ‘if I knew how useless it would turn out to be.’

‘We weren’t to know,’ said her mother. ‘And besides, your years of helping me in the kitchen have finally come to good use.’

‘I enjoy work,’ said Mira. ‘It’s nice to get away from the house.’

‘Why?’ asked her mother. ‘Don’t you like being at home? When we sent you to England, we didn’t think you’d have to work at all. What about their garage?’

Mira shrugged. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

‘When they came to see you,’ said her father, ‘they told us their business was thriving. They made a point of it.’

‘So, they lied. What will you do? Ask for a refund?’ She saw her father’s face fill with shock. ‘If you can’t do something about it,’ said Mira, ‘then what’s the use in saying anything?’

‘What about Rajiv?’ asked her mother.

‘What about him?’

‘Is his job going well?’

‘Everything’s fine,’ said Mira. Then, before she knew what she was saying: ‘I don’t know how you did it, Ma. Agreeing to marry a stranger.’

Her mother looked puzzled. ‘What does that have to do with anything?’

‘Didn’t you feel invisible?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? I hope you haven’t been arguing with Rajiv.’

‘Sometimes I can’t understand why he married me,’ she said. Her parents looked at her with great seriousness then. She was saying too much, but there was no keeping it in.

‘Everything takes time,’ said her mother encouragingly. ‘Once Rajiv realises you’re a solid fixture in his life, he will learn to appreciate you.’

There was more Mira might have told them, but what was the point? ‘You said you had something important to discuss,’ she said instead.

Her father cleared his throat. ‘It’s about Shreya. There’s a boy from America.’

‘What boy?’

‘For your sister. He’s here with his parents.’

‘Can’t you let her finish medical school before you think about all this?’

‘When I was twenty-two I was already pregnant with you,’ said her mother.

‘Is that supposed to be a good thing?’

Her mother looked stricken and annoyed. ‘Since when did your tongue become so rough?’ she demanded.

‘These sorts of offers don’t come around often,’ said her father. ‘If we wait until Shreya finishes medical school, she’ll be too old.’

‘What does Shreya say?’

Her father shook his head ruefully. ‘She’s saying no.’

‘Well, then I’m saying no too.’

‘The Americans have said they’ll support her studies once she moves there.’

‘Let Shreya live her life!’ said Mira, but her father simply went on shaking his head.

‘We’re asking for your help,’ he said, ‘and all you want to do is shout at us.’

‘I’m not shouting!’

‘Imagine the life she could have in America.’

‘People make all kinds of promises,’ said Mira. ‘Are they really going to put her through medical school? What makes you think a life in America would be better than any life she might have in India? She could marry somebody educated, somebody wealthy. A doctor. She could have a good life.’

‘Which people are you talking about?’ asked her father. ‘Who would want to marry into our family? We don’t have status. We’re from a lower caste. We’re not educated.’

‘She’s going to be a doctor!’

‘We are simple people,’ said her father. ‘Thankfully, you and your sister both have the gift of beauty, but in a few years even that will fade.’

‘Let Shreya finish her studies.’

‘We should never have called,’ said her father, moving beyond the frame of the computer’s camera.

‘Now that you’re happily married in England,’ said her mother, ‘you don’t want the same for your sister. Going over there has given you a big head.’

‘You have no idea about my life,’ said Mira, succumbing to her anger. ‘All you care about is shipping us off so that we become somebody else’s responsibility. You don’t know what it’s like to live so far away, with strangers. I could be dead tomorrow and you wouldn’t know.’

Her mother was silent. Mira could feel her own body shaking and before any further damage was done, she pulled down the laptop screen and terminated their call.

* * *

Mira bought two tickets and waited for Tahliil in a corner of the train station where she hoped nobody would see her. This had been his idea. It had been his birthday a few days earlier and he wanted to celebrate with her.

Erratic fistfuls of rain fell from the clear summer sky. She willed them to stop. Just for a few hours. Just for today.

After about ten minutes she saw him, his puffer jacket the brightest thing on the road. He ran into the station, his hands hovering above his head to keep himself dry.

She watched him scan the room, waving the moment he spotted her. His smile filled his face, his eyes. She smiled too, the warmth of the moment passing through her, despite her nerves.

They had decided on Birmingham, because it was close enough but also far enough away. She handed Tahliil his ticket and they walked towards the train, careful to keep some distance.

It was only once they were on board and sitting beside each other – about five minutes into their journey – that she allowed herself to relax, their arms touching all the way from the tops of their shoulders down to their elbows.

Tahliil pulled a small carton of Ribena from his pocket and handed it to her. She laughed. He managed to remember even the smallest things about her.

He told her he hadn’t taken a single day off work since he arrived.

‘Did Mr Matharu say anything?’ she asked.

‘No. I do everything he wants. Always working hard. One day off no big problem.’

He had bought himself an Aero bar and she watched him eat it, drawing himself back a little with each bite of chocolate, so that he could assess the pockets of air trapped inside. When he offered her some she refused, preferring instead the pleasure of watching him eat. Once he had finished, he jerked forward to make himself more comfortable, which meant that their arms lost contact. She pulled him closer until their legs were also touching, and they sat that way for the remainder of the journey. Once or twice, she looked around to check there wasn’t anybody she recognised, and as the train hurtled along the tracks, she found herself astonished by where her life was taking her.

*

An hour later they emerged into the Bullring – its vast array of glass shops stretching above and beyond them – excited but with a real sense that they might get lost. It took another hour for the building to shrink in their imagination and for their fear to diminish.

They spent a long time exploring the floors of Harvey Nichols, marvelling at the prices, thankful that things could be looked at and touched for free. She had promised herself not to worry about money – it was his birthday, after all, and besides, whatever she was spending she had earned herself. To prove the point, she bought a small cone of jelly beans – something Rupal had once given her to try, that she knew Tahliil would enjoy – and they ate them one by one, trying to guess the flavour.

They walked through the lighting department and Tahliil stopped, briefly mesmerised by a lava lamp. He tugged at the label, read the price and shook his head.

‘Buy it,’ she said.

‘Where will I put it? I not having my own bedroom.’

He was right. She knew the kind of house he lived in. A few weeks ago, she had given in to her curiosity and followed him to one of the houses on the other side of Ross Walk. She hadn’t stayed long. Despite the neat new houses and the wide winding roads, she had felt as if she were being watched.

‘Do you like your house?’ she asked, as they walked beneath a canopy of dangling chandeliers.

‘My mother living there long time,’ he said, ‘from beginning, when house first constructed.’

‘Is it small?’

‘Not big like yours,’ he said.

‘My house is very small,’ she said, realising as she did how relative it all was.

‘I sleeping in front room with Sumaya.’

‘Sumaya. What is Sumaya like?’

He thrust his head back in laughter. She saw the back of his mouth. His teeth. ‘She just Sumaya!’ he said.

He walked beside her as she searched for a gift for her saasu. It was the only thing she had come with the intention of buying. They found a silk scarf – peach with white patterns drawn over it in the shape of mangoes. Sixty pounds felt extortionate – it was the kind of thing she would have been able to buy cheaply in India – but she bought it anyway. It was a gift. To thank her mother-in-law for the ways in which she had taken care of her, without which life would have been difficult.

The shop assistant asked whether it was a gift. Mira said it was and she and Tahliil watched as the lady wrapped it in soft tissue until it resembled something that matched the price she had paid for it. As soon as she had bought it, she put it away in her bag, together with all thoughts of her other life.

*

At lunchtime, they searched for somewhere to eat and came across a restaurant where people sat picking small plates of sushi off a conveyor belt. Neither of them had eaten raw fish before, and she could tell by Tahliil’s expression that he didn’t feel like trying it, so they went to Nando’s instead.

They shared a whole chicken, dispensing with cutlery so that they could eat with their fingers. Mira watched as he coated his chicken with extra hot sauce.

‘Too much,’ she said.

‘You Indian!’ he said. ‘You eating more spicy.’

She told him she didn’t like food that was too spicy. As she said it, she was reminded of something she had seen on Facebook – a chilli-eating contest somewhere in America – and she brought out her phone to show him.

They laughed as they watched the video. She loved watching him laugh. It was a kind of freedom, she thought, to be able to laugh in that way.

She let him finish watching the video as she ate her food. The next time she looked over, she could see he was looking through her photos and she snatched her phone away, regretting it immediately.

‘Your husband,’ he said, and when she looked at the screen she saw that he had landed on a photo of her and Rajiv taken at Rutland Water. He took the phone back from her. This time she let him. She braced herself as he zoomed in. His fingers were long, his fingernails bitten short. She wanted to explain that her smile in the photograph was drunk and temporary, but that would invite more questions, more things she didn’t want to think or talk about. So she said nothing and let him satisfy his curiosity.

‘Your husband good man?’ asked Tahliil.

Mira brought a piece of chicken up to her mouth to give herself time to think. ‘Our marriage was a mistake,’ she said finally.

‘How is possible people marrying by mistake?’

‘My father wanted me to marry him so that I could come to England. He thought I could have a good life here.’

‘You not wanting to marry your husband?’

‘I did want to marry him, I mean, I don’t know.’ She paused. ‘My husband doesn’t love me. He loves somebody else.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I just do.’

Tahliil pulled the meat off a chicken wing and left the bone on the side of his plate.

‘When I married Rajiv,’ said Mira, ‘I didn’t know what I wanted.’

‘Hmm. Now you know?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Now I know.’

He turned to look at her. ‘What you wanting?’ he asked, his shy face erupting with a goofy smile.

‘I don’t know,’ she said, the heat of his question stifling her. ‘What do you want?’

He put his fingers on the knife that lay between them on the table, rotating it until the blade pointed in her direction.

*

After lunch they went outside and found a bench to sit on. The rain had stopped, and a sliver of sunlight fell through a crack in the clouds. She reached into her bag and brought out a Sainsbury’s carrier bag. He watched as she peeled away the orange plastic to reveal a chocolate muffin.

‘Wait,’ she said, fishing in her jacket for a candle. When, at last, she brought it out, the moment felt complete and her heart filled with that perfection.

He lit the candle using his lighter and she pushed it into the muffin and began to hum ‘Happy Birthday’. He looked so incredibly shy in that moment, and she understood just how unprepared he was, how unprepared they both were, for their own happiness.

He must have seen it in her, because he stroked her cheek before breaking off a piece of muffin to feed her. She wanted to take his hand and put it on her chest so that he could feel all that was going on inside. Instead, she looked him in the eyes and hoped that everything she wanted to convey was somehow visible in her own.

* * *

It was dark when they arrived back in Leicester, and they debated whether to take the same bus or separate ones.

‘The same bus!’ she demanded, still heady from their day spent together, and when the bus arrived, they went upstairs and sat at the very back, eager to cling to the day even as it left them.

‘Bye,’ he said, squeezing her hand when the time came for him to get off. She watched his receding figure from the window. That was all they had done – hold hands – and she wondered how long it would be before there was something more. The mere thought of it sent magic running through her.

‘Did you have a nice time with your friend?’ asked her saasu when Mira got home. ‘There’s food in the fridge if you want it.’

Mira took the scarf out of her bag and watched as her saasu unwrapped it.

‘For me?’ she asked, as though that were impossible.

‘Who else?’

‘It’s my favourite colour. How did you know?’

‘It will look great on you. Here.’ Mira brought the scarf around her saasu’s neck and draped it over her shoulders.

‘What did we do to deserve you?’ asked her saasu.

Mira heated up some curry, three rotli and a papad, and sat down on the sofa. ‘Where is everybody?’ she asked.

‘Your sasra’s at the garage and Rajiv’s gone out.’

She might have asked where or with whom, but Mira found she didn’t care. After her day in Birmingham, none of that mattered. Increasingly, she was growing aware of the stream opening up between her and Rajiv, water gathering speed and depth with each second. Soon, she knew she would look up to discover he was far, far away.

She was asleep when Rajiv crept into bed beside her. Dreaming of Birmingham. She woke with Tahliil’s name on her lips and put her fingers over her mouth, afraid that she had said it out loud, and for the world to hear.

* * *

It would still be some weeks before she and Tahliil kissed. Weeks of wanting it and fretting over it. A kind of zinging apprehension frothing up whenever they were alone.

When the moment finally arrived, they were standing at the edge of the park beneath the trees, the late summer breeze gusting around them. She reached up onto her toes. When their lips finally met, it felt as though they had done it before. A million times. As if they had spent their lives doing it. Their legs knocked against each other in the dark, and for some reason this caused the kiss to linger.

It felt quite normal, quite familiar – his hands on her cheeks, her hands on his waist, the scent and taste of him – so that it wasn’t clear what she had been so worried about.

But before the kiss ended, she noticed something. As Tahliil’s lips pulled her up even higher onto her toes, for the briefest moment Mira felt as though they had lost contact with the earth. As if they were floating.
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As they came apart, Tahliil had to remind himself that the feeling of utter calm that passed through his body – still unfamiliar – was real.

He hadn’t kissed anybody in a long time, and as he walked home, it felt as though he had discovered something he hadn’t known he was searching for. She made him feel weightless, translucent, uncomplicated. He tried to forget she was married; the fact that she was with him at all seemed proof enough that whatever marriage existed meant nothing. And besides, how could a person who felt as though they were so much his truly belong to anybody else?

In the end, he put it down to the fact that they were both strangers in a foreign land. United in their foreignness and in their bravery, the world having cast itself anew once more for their benefit, to be felt and understood as if for the first time.

‘You look very pleased with yourself,’ said his mother, once he was home, breaking through the cloud of his thoughts. Until he began to wonder whether love truly was something that wouldn’t be hidden. He shrugged, as if to say he didn’t know what she was talking about, but over the course of the evening he caught her watching him, attempting to decipher whatever it was. In the morning, he woke rested and happy, having come to the realisation that this too was possible.

*

The week before, Marie had taken Mr Stevens with her to Scotland for a month, leaving strict instructions for Tahliil to deep clean the house in readiness for his return.

He knew the cleaning would take him only a few days, but he went to the house each morning anyway. He knew every room, every drawer, the inside of every cupboard. As though they were his. The beds were freshly made, the carpets vacuumed, the windowsills cleaned – he had done most of it himself. The faint smell of bleach clung to the bathroom; Marie must have mopped the tiles before they left.

Tahliil went upstairs and into one of the spare bedrooms, where he collapsed onto the bed and allowed himself to sink into the mattress. The quilt was soft, with blue and pink flowers sewn along its edges, and he stretched his arms and legs wide until they dangled over the sides. He had never slept in a bed so big and the sheer comfort of it felt startling. He took off his jacket and threw it on the floor. The house was still warm; Marie had forgotten to switch off the central heating.

So, he thought, this is what it feels like, to have a place of one’s own.

Before he left for the cash and carry, he went around with a dust cloth, polishing what he could, clearing up the odd surface, removing traces of himself.

Like Tahliil, Mr Stevens kept his money hidden in the house – wads of fifty-pound notes stuffed inside an envelope that he kept in a small drawer by the fireplace. The day after he and Marie left, Tahliil had noticed a padlock attached to the drawer – Marie’s idea, most likely.

‘You used to be able to trust the banks in this country,’ Mr Stevens had said. ‘Well, not anymore. One day you’ll wake up and find the bank has gone under and then good luck trying to get your dosh.’ But Tahliil wasn’t convinced. He trusted the banks in England, even if Mr Stevens didn’t. As soon as the government granted him leave to remain, he would open a bank account where he could deposit his money.

*

Through the living-room window, Tahliil saw it was raining. He locked Mr Stevens’ front door and walked quickly, seeking shelter beneath some of the larger trees lining Loughborough Road. He saw a bus shelter up ahead and ran towards it. As he began running, he saw somebody ahead of him.

Had it not been for the scar on the back of the man’s head, Tahliil might not have thought anything of it, but the more he looked, the more convinced he grew that it was Abshir, alive and well, come to meet him halfway across the world. The man was the same height, had the same rakish build.

Once the rain had eased, Tahliil left the protection of the bus shelter and walked further along the road until he found himself behind the man, running to catch up, getting soaked in the process. ‘Abshir,’ he shouted, then louder: ‘Abshir!’

When there was no response, he tapped the man on the shoulder, but when he turned around, Tahliil saw that it wasn’t his friend at all. How could it be? Abshir was dead. Immediately, Tahliil found himself back in Mogadishu, back at his best friend’s funeral, the corpse wrapped tightly in white cotton, a green cloth pulled over with God’s name embroidered on it.

* * *

They had been neighbours from the time they were born. Their mothers were friends too, helping each other whenever they could – with food, childcare.

Abshir was the well-behaved, generous one. The one who thought of others before himself, who took whichever job he could find, who gave every shilling he earned to his father.

Tahliil was the lazy one. The one who bunked off school and wanted to have fun above all else, who refused to let go of their boyhood.

It was Abshir who had changed that, who had made Tahliil dream of the lives they might have, if only they tried. Who had checked Tahliil’s homework. Forced him to go to school. And if Abshir did ever miss school, it was invariably because Tahliil had persuaded him to.

‘You always take me down the wrong path,’ said Abshir.

‘And you always take me down the path that is least exciting. At least now we’re even.’

In the beginning, they worked as shoe-shiners in the south of the city, starting early, finishing late, before heading to the beach to play football with the other boys. Occasionally, they swam. Just as the sun was setting. Tahliil’s father had taught them to swim, had held up their small, dark bodies so they could kick their legs and spray each other with sea water.

When it came to university, it was Tahliil who had ended up enrolling, who had the comfort of his father’s hard-earned savings. Abshir couldn’t afford it and had gone searching for jobs instead. Jobs that paid very little, that didn’t last long, but which he undertook with pride and diligence.

Tahliil had almost completed his first year when his father lost his job and their money ran out. So, he left university and went looking for a job too – any job – promising himself that one day he would return to complete his degree.

A man who lived on their street told them about a job at a hotel in the city centre. A decent job with decent money, and he and Abshir both went to see the hotel manager, who told them he had only one open position.

‘You take it,’ said Tahliil, without hesitation, seizing the opportunity to pay his friend back for his years of generosity.

‘What about you?’

‘I’ll find another job. There will be others.’

So it was decided, and Abshir gave up his other job in favour of this one, where he spent two whole years working day and night, toiling away, earning whatever he could.

*

Tahliil was in the middle of his afternoon nap when Abshir’s mother woke him to tell him about the bomb blasts.

They ran towards the main road and took the first tuk tuk they could find, pulling up just as they approached the intersection where the hotel had stood not long before, in its place a burning skeleton black with dust and smoke. They watched the unfolding chaos as though it somehow wasn’t real, until Abshir’s mother collapsed and had to be carried to the pavement.

After that, and until the day he left the country, whenever Tahliil looked up at the sky, all he saw was smoke.

It would be another four hours before they pulled Abshir’s body from the rubble, four hours during which Tahliil’s faith was scrubbed away. In God. In the fundamental goodness of things. In the place he called home.

When they finally buried his best friend, the void left behind was filled with something poisonous and rapid – a desire to escape.

* * *

Before the bleakness of his thoughts coloured everything, Tahliil ran to the cash and carry and busied himself in work. After some time, he went out into the yard, where he could see Mira through the kitchen window. She caught him looking, and as their eyes met, he was reminded of the joy he had felt that morning. And the peace.

They were approaching the end of summer, the days growing shorter and colder, and he had the idea of inviting Mira to Mr Stevens’ house in the morning, where he knew they would be warm, safe and alone.

On the day of her first visit, he arrived earlier than usual and spent the first hour making the house look good, rearranging things to his taste. But once that was done, he worried he’d forget to put them back in their correct place and undid all his work while the memory was still fresh.

At around eight, he heard the doorbell, and went downstairs to let Mira in. Beneath the fur trim of her hood, her eyes were barely visible.

‘You looking funny,’ he said.

‘What if somebody sees us?’

She kept her coat on as he showed her around, his hands on her shoulders steering her from one room to the next.

‘Calm down,’ he said. ‘Nobody here.’

They sat beside each other on the sofa, and he felt the rigidity of her body next to his.

‘What if there are cameras?’ she said, eyeing the corners of the room.

It wasn’t something Tahliil had considered, but to appease her they went through the rooms together. ‘Happy?’ he said, once they reached the spare bedroom. And for the first time that morning, she appeared to relax.

He threw himself onto the bed and after a moment she took off her coat and joined him. They lay beside each other, the edges of their bodies aligned, this simple touch enough to give him an erection. He turned to his side, embarrassed.

‘Who sleeps in these rooms?’ she asked.

‘Nobody.’

‘A whole family could live here.’

‘For now, this is our house,’ he said, moving to kiss her.

It took a moment for her to settle into the kiss, a minute for her lips to soften, another for her mouth to open, for the tip of her tongue to reach his, each kiss more involved than the previous one, until they were breathless with them. And as soon as it felt as though kisses weren’t enough, they went further, their trembling bodies united in their desire and nervousness.

He had only had sex twice before, and as Mira put her hands on his chest and began to unbutton his shirt, he felt a rising panic. Would he remember how to do it? What kind of lover would she think he was? Would his lack of experience disappoint her? Then, by extension, he thought of her husband, who knew her body in ways Tahliil didn’t.

‘What happened?’ she asked, staring up at him. He thought if he spoke, whatever was happening between them would dissolve, so he responded instead with an intense kiss, pushing away whatever else was in his head. She responded with just as much urgency until, sometime later, their bodies were slick with sweat.

Once it was over, they lay across the bed, their bodies shivering whenever they caught the air. He watched her looking up at the ceiling and felt an urge to capture the moment, reaching across for his phone.

‘Stop!’ she said, pushing it out of his hand.

‘Just your face,’ he promised. ‘Just the face.’

‘No.’

‘This is my phone,’ he said. ‘Nobody checking my phone.’

Relenting, she turned in his direction and pouted.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Natural. Look up.’ So she went back to how she was, her hair a black halo across the blue pillow. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking, whether she was happy or sad, but this was also what he liked about her. Her mystery. He angled the phone this way and that, trying out different perspectives, and said he would only show her the photos once he had finished working on them.

‘Why don’t you become a photographer?’ she said, as she often did. ‘You make everything look good.’

He didn’t know what to tell her. In some ways, he thought she should already know the answer.

‘In a month, there’s a new exhibition in town,’ she said. ‘Rupal told me about it. Photographs from India.’

‘Is it free?’ he asked.

‘Don’t worry about the money,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you.’

He sat up on the bed and took two more photos of her.

‘I only have one photo of you on my phone,’ she said.

‘You wanting more?’

She considered it, before shaking her head. ‘No. It’s okay.’

*

Their mornings together felt precious for they conjured, among other things, the real possibility of a life together. He imagined waking up beside her, walking to work together, returning home, falling asleep together. Each possibility a world within a world, like the Russian dolls that sat along the mantelpiece in Mr Stevens’ living room.

Within the confines of the house, their relationship felt less illicit, devoid of stress and shame. Allowed to breathe. He had begun to recognise her moods – her face was the kind that was open and revealing. Although there were times Tahliil could tell that she was holding back.

On other occasions, she felt so intrinsic to his own life that he fantasised about introducing her to his mother and Sumaya and the conversations they might have. He went as far as to imagine how other Somali women might perceive her if he took her back with him to Mogadishu, or what she might look like dressed in a baati. He could imagine some of those women clearly, their accusatory stares, as though Mira was a thief who had stolen something that belonged to them.

He still remembered the first time he truly saw her, her hair caught in a hairnet, her clothes giving away the fact that she wasn’t from England. Now she looked as British as any other girl – polished, sleek in her clothes, revealing and guarding her sexuality in equal measure. Sometimes, all he wanted was to freeze her so that she would remain just as she had been the moment he fell in love with her.

One morning, she was lying across the sofa with her head in his lap. They were watching television and eating slices of apple sprinkled with salt and chilli powder that she had brought with her. He pulled the slices out of the plastic container and fed them to her, one by one. With his other hand, he massaged her neck, fingering the necklace she wore – tiny black and gold beads strung one after another, a mango-shaped gold pendant at its centre.

‘You always wearing this,’ he said.

She closed her hand over his but kept her eyes on the television.

‘This your favourite,’ he said.

She looked up at him, sighed. ‘It’s called a mangalsutra,’ she said.

‘Mangalsutra. What does this mean?’

‘It means I’m married. My husband gave it to me when we got married.’

He looked at it with greater concentration then, the black beads like mustard seeds over the surface of her skin. ‘What happens if you take it off? Will your husband be noticing?’

‘He wouldn’t, but my mother-in-law would. This used to belong to Rajiv’s grandmother.’

Tahliil nodded.

‘Does your mother wear jewellery?’ asked Mira.

‘Yeah,’ he said, pulling his phone out to show her a photo of his mother and Sumaya wearing their rings and bangles. ‘All married women wearing gold jewellery in my home country.’

‘Is Sumaya married?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Where is her husband?’

‘Mogadishu.’

‘Why is he in Mogadishu?’

‘Is very complicated situation,’ he said. He thought she might probe further, but she didn’t. There was still much about his life he hadn’t told her, partly because speaking of it caused pain, but also because he lived in the hope that not speaking about it would somehow release him from it. Although, increasingly, there was a feeling that such a thing might not be possible. At least, not until their interviews with the Home Office were over.

His father had told him that the past was like a piece of string, stitched to the inside of a person’s heart. One could never be entirely free of it.

‘Do you trust me?’ asked Mira, looking at him.

He wasn’t sure what to say. That he trusted her more than most? Would that be enough? Instead, he planted a kiss on her forehead.

‘I trust you,’ she said. ‘I love you.’ And that was the first time anybody had said that to him.

Just then, they heard somebody bang the front door and they bolted up from the sofa.

‘Who is it?’ whispered Mira, but he shrugged and motioned for her to go upstairs.

When he opened the door, Tahliil saw one of the neighbours – an old woman who lived two houses to their left. She had wiry grey hair and bulging eyes and sometimes accompanied Mr Stevens on his walks.

‘Oh,’ she said, when she saw him. ‘It’s you.’

‘I’m cleaning Mr Stevens’ house,’ he said, but the woman ignored him and reached up onto her tiptoes to peer over his shoulder.

‘Are you by yourself?’ she asked. ‘I thought I saw somebody.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m alone.’

The woman nodded. ‘His daughter asked me to keep an eye on the place is all.’

‘You coming inside?’ offered Tahliil, knowing she wouldn’t.

‘Not with these legs,’ she laughed. ‘So long as everything’s okay.’

‘Everything fine,’ he said.

He stood where he was, watching as she walked slowly back to her house and went inside. He looked around at the other houses close to Mr Stevens’ and wondered who else Marie had asked to keep an eye on the place. From what he knew, the people who lived directly opposite kept to themselves. In fact, Tahliil hadn’t ever heard Mr Stevens talk about them.

Once it was time for Mira to go, Tahliil told her to leave through the garden instead. The old woman might have spotted Mira when she came in through the front door. If she came and went through the garden, the fact that Mr Stevens’ house was on the corner meant the chances of somebody seeing her were low.

* * *

A few days later, Tahliil and Sumaya made their way back to Barkhado’s flat, this time carrying a letter from the Home Office. Their screening interviews had been scheduled for two weeks’ time.

‘It’s normal that they’re on the same day at the same time,’ said Barkhado. ‘They’ll be checking to see that your stories match up.’

‘I thought they would interview us together,’ said Tahliil.

‘No. You’re both adults. Each claim is separate.’

‘Will you come with us?’ asked Sumaya.

Barkhado shook her head. ‘You’re not allowed to take anybody with you. Not even a lawyer.’ She must have read the alarm on Tahliil’s face, because she tried to reassure them. ‘The interview shouldn’t last long,’ she said. ‘We’ll rehearse your answers together. The important thing is not to be nervous.’

Tahliil wasn’t sure such a thing was possible. Ever since they had received the letter, he’d had a knot at the base of his stomach.

Barkhado brought out a piece of paper with a list of questions on it, and they went through them one by one, Sumaya answering first followed by Tahliil.

‘Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?’ asked Sumaya, when they had finished.

‘It’s too late to back out now,’ said Barkhado. ‘Think about the kind of life you would have if you didn’t apply. You wouldn’t be able to get a proper job. You wouldn’t have access to doctors. The process is unnerving – I know – but it’s the correct thing to do. For your future.’

They nodded.

‘We’ve asked for an interpreter,’ said Barkhado. ‘If for any reason you can’t understand them, you’ll have to speak up and say so. It’s important. And once the interview is over, make sure you get a copy of the interview form.’

‘What if they detain us?’ asked Tahliil, finally voicing what had been on his mind.

‘I’d be surprised,’ said Barkhado. ‘You’ve got a strong case, being from a minority clan and having your mother already living here. But there’s no guarantee, I suppose. Especially at this time.’

Tahliil clenched his fist. He knew all Barkhado was doing was being honest, but what he wanted was more hope, more certainty. Then he began scratching the skin around his elbow.

‘Stop it,’ said Sumaya, pulling his hand away. ‘Stop doing that.’ And it was only then that he realised what he was doing.

*

On the day of the interview, they took a bus to London early in the morning. In the days leading up to it, Tahliil hadn’t been able to sleep. Now his tiredness bled into his eyes and left him with a migraine.

From Croydon station they walked, following the map on his phone. As soon as they saw the building, however, they stood on the opposite side of the road, still and silent.

He had expected Lunar House to appear more powerful. Instead, what they saw was something imposing but drab, hopeless, uninspiring. The brown-white exterior gave it the appearance of a council block, not dissimilar from those they had encountered in Leicester. He thought of all the people working inside. Thousands, probably. All trained to be sceptical of him and people like him. He imagined the many, many lives being debated, their fates decided. Whole futures determined.

‘Come on,’ said Sumaya, taking Tahliil by the hand. ‘We can’t stand here looking at it all day.’

*

Their interviews were scheduled for early afternoon, which meant they had to wait around. It wasn’t clear how long they would last, and although they had prepared their answers as thoroughly as they could, Tahliil wasn’t able to dislodge the fear that they would slip up – say too much or too little – and be detained.

‘All you have to do is tell the truth,’ Barkhado had said. So then why did it feel as though they had done something wrong and were attempting to conceal it?

They passed through security as if they were at an airport, before being ushered into a waiting room. Every ten minutes, Tahliil found himself needing the bathroom. Once inside, he took deep breaths and wiped the sweat from his face.

Sumaya suggested they go over what they had rehearsed, but it was futile. What more could they practise? Their answers were already etched onto their brains.

Instead, he flicked half-heartedly through the few magazines that had been left on one of the tables and waited for somebody to call his name.
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True to her word, Mira took him to see the photography exhibition.

Tahliil offered to pay for the tickets, but she wouldn’t let him. They met on a quiet street behind the train station and walked together to the gallery. It was a Saturday afternoon and the warm sunshine brought things to life. Swathes of shoppers rattled through the city centre, bags of shopping dangling from their arms.

The gallery was bigger than it looked from the outside, a narrow reception area opening out onto a vast, white square. Once they had presented their tickets, they were offered a drink and he took a glass of orange juice while Mira took a glass of Prosecco.

‘You don’t mind if I drink?’ she asked.

He shrugged, as if it hadn’t occurred to him. ‘It’s your life.’

They discovered they’d bought tickets to a preview and were surprised to find so many people inside. Tahliil had always imagined galleries to be sober, empty spaces.

The photographs had been taken in and around slums in Mumbai, by different European photographers who had been commissioned to work on the project. He began to read through the leaflet that explained this, but his English wasn’t strong enough and he had to focus on the images themselves, trying to decipher what it was about the hardship of Indian life and economic poverty that people found so artful and enthralling.

There was a sense that the photographers were looking into their chosen world from a safe distance. With a gaze that was shallow. Yet Tahliil found himself transfixed. By the way the light filtered through a thatched roof to reveal a woman asleep on the floor beneath. By the spray of water gushing from a pump and the row of children standing in a line ready to collect it. By the group of women sitting cross-legged on the floor playing cards beneath the sweltering sun.

Around him he heard the soft clink of glasses, the steady murmur of conversation.

‘You ever seeing a slum?’ he asked Mira.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘When I was young.’

‘You like these photos?’

Then it was her turn to shrug. ‘There are so many beautiful things in India,’ she said. ‘Why do people have to photograph this?’

‘Photography not only about beautiful things,’ said Tahliil, but Mira wasn’t convinced.

They came to a photograph of a woman carrying an enormous sack of used plastic bottles on her head. Behind her lay a sea of recyclable plastic, stretching all the way up to the horizon.

‘You think photographers gave these people money?’ he asked.

Mira clicked her teeth. ‘Probably not.’

They turned to see the woman who had taken their tickets standing beside them. ‘Welcome,’ she said. She was English, with short black hair that fell in a glossy neat line above her shoulders. She wore loose trousers, a T-shirt and an oversized blazer. ‘So glad you could join us.’

‘He’s a good photographer,’ said Mira, nodding in Tahliil’s direction.

‘Ah. What do you like to photograph?’

Tahliil felt embarrassed. ‘Different things,’ he said. ‘I preferring natural world.’

‘Well, there’s a lot of it,’ winked the woman. ‘Do you live in Leicester?’

‘Yeah.’

‘As it happens, the gallery is launching a new scheme in a few weeks,’ she said. ‘For local photographers. The idea is to provide mentorships for a small number of budding artists.’ She took a card out of her pocket and handed it to him. ‘In case you’re interested.’

‘Thank you,’ he said, looking it over before sliding it into his pocket, wondering what information, what disclosures such a thing might require. Before the woman began to ask more questions, he took a hold of Mira’s hand and led her to a section of photographs they hadn’t yet seen. This time, he attempted to read the captions beneath each image – information about the subject or the photographer or both.

Before then, it had not seemed possible that a person could earn a living solely through their photography, but reading through the profiles, he saw that for some people it was. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his ARC card. Beside his photo were the words: No Work. No Public Funds. He wondered whether this meant he was free to apply for the mentoring scheme after all, but was too afraid to return to the woman and ask.

*

They found somewhere to have lunch and spent many hours there, time losing all shape and morphing into something endless and expansive from which he had no desire to emerge.

It hadn’t occurred to him how much he had wanted to be away from his own house – from his mother and Sumaya, from the claustrophobia generated by their looming asylum applications – until he was.

The night before, he had woken to the sound of whimpering from the opposite end of the room – long and pained – moving about the inky blackness like a wounded animal. He had looked across at Sumaya and, when his eyes had adjusted, had seen that she was sitting up on her bed, rocking back and forth, her head thumping repeatedly against the wall.

He shot up from the sofa and hurried towards her, his knee hitting the coffee table, sending a shooting pain through his bones. ‘Stop! Don’t do that,’ he said, pulling her towards him, but she was bigger, bulkier, and she pushed him away. He tried again, grappling with the full mass of her torso until, at last, he managed to prise her away from the wall.

Her whimpers morphed into howls then, but as frightening as they were, Tahliil saw that they were something he might have anticipated. She was like a well, filling up with her own misery, the water finally spilling over. He had hoped speaking about her suffering, the way she had been forced to in her interview, would dull its impact. Now, he had to accept that the opposite might be true.

‘It’s just a nightmare,’ he said, but her cries would not cease, and in his state of helplessness he ran to the bottom of the stairs and shouted for their mother.

It was only later, in her mother’s arms, that Sumaya’s sobs finally eased.

‘My baby,’ cried Sumaya, through her hiccups. ‘My baby.’

‘There is nothing Allah does not see,’ said his mother, her voice sharp with rage. ‘Your child is with him. As for those men. Those despicable men. He sees them too. They will be punished.’

As though the very mention of them brought them charging into the room, Sumaya broke into a fresh set of howls. Tahliil wanted to reassure her the way his mother had, but he wasn’t sure he had the right. So he closed his eyes and prayed to a God he no longer believed in, asked him to erase Sumaya’s pain.

He thought of the men they had encountered in Libya and felt his own rage begin to simmer. He wasn’t sure who he hated more – the perpetrators of the crime or the God under whose eyes it had occurred.

He clenched his fist. For the remainder of that night, his mother had slept on the sofa close to Sumaya; Tahliil had gone upstairs to her bedroom, tried and failed to sleep. His eyes landed on a gap in the curtains through which he could see the house directly opposite theirs. This was Leicester, he told himself. As far from Libya as possible. Yet it seemed there was only so far he could go before his past caught up with him. Sometimes, he felt certain that the quicker he ran to escape, the sooner he would run into it.

*

When he looked up, Mira was watching him.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked.

‘I thinking about Sumaya.’

‘What about her?’

‘Nothing,’ he said.

Mira laid her knife and fork across her empty plate and looked straight ahead. He knew he had upset her; her earlier smile had collapsed. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

*

With Mr Stevens away, Mira visited the house most mornings, walking past it until she reached the gate at the back, texting Tahliil in advance so that he could leave it unlocked.

The house had begun to feel like a home. Together, he and Mira ate breakfast and drank cups of tea, which, they discovered, Indians and Somalis made the same way. They tried not to bring their other lives in with them, although it was difficult. Occasionally they had sex, but not always. Sometimes, it was enough to lie beside each other on the spare bed and kiss. Other times, all he wanted was to lay his hand across her chest, where he could feel her pulsing heart.

Marie had sent Tahliil a shopping list and called to check on the status of the deep clean, to see if the house would be ready for Mr Stevens’ return on Sunday. And although Tahliil had mentioned it to Mira, they hadn’t discussed it, or what would happen once the house was no longer theirs.

‘Do you think we’ll ever have a house of our own?’ asked Mira, catapulting him into the future, the way she often did.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘If we work hard.’

‘We would have to leave Leicester,’ she said.

‘Why?’

‘How could we live here?’

She was right. ‘What about my mother?’ he asked. ‘What about Sumaya?’ He couldn’t imagine abandoning them, having travelled this far so that they could all be together. He thought of the promises he had made to look after them, to keep Sumaya happy, as though her happiness was something he held in the palms of his hands.

He closed his eyes.

‘What’s wrong?’ said Mira.

‘Nothing.’

‘You always look like you’re thinking about something.’

‘Sorry.’

‘What are you worried about?’

‘I thinking about Sumaya,’ he said. He opened his eyes and turned to face her. Would she like him any less if he told her the truth? He cleared his throat. ‘Sumaya lose a baby,’ he said. ‘We lose a baby. In Libya.’

‘Libya?’

‘From Somalia we arriving in Libya. From Libya we going on boat to Italy.’

‘Sumaya had a baby?’

‘Sumaya pregnant,’ he said.

‘Where was her husband?’

‘He say he coming to England later, when he having more money. People tell us if baby born in England is better for baby. Government helping look after baby. So, we decide better to come to England before baby is born.’ Tahliil closed his eyes as the world he had tried to forget flared up before him. ‘When we arrive in Libya,’ he said, ‘people asking for money. People attacking us. Two men take Sumaya away from me. I try to stop them, but no good. They hit me.’

He remembered those men clearly – young, weedy, violent things, guns strung around their necks like garlands, yellow teeth, knives in their pockets. He remembered the way they had looked at him, with a kind of terrifying anger that had no beginning and no end.

‘They lock me in a room for two weeks, like prisoner. After two weeks, they bringing Sumaya back. She looking terrible. Terrible. But Sumaya not pregnant anymore. She lose baby.’

He thought if he opened his eyes, his tears would flood the room. He was speaking fast in order to get it all out and had no idea whether he was making sense. ‘Sumaya never talk about it,’ he said. ‘But I see her eyes after two weeks. Her eyes dead. But she never talk about it.’

‘Then what happened?’ asked Mira.

‘Sumaya say if she go back to Somalia, her husband not speak with her. Her husband not want her.’

‘Why?’

‘Because of what happened.’

He felt Mira’s hand close over his.

‘We paying money to take boat to Italy. Too much money. Everybody on the boat – young people, old people, children. Too many people but boat too small. Too many people.’

He would never forget the moment he first saw the boat. An orange dinghy bobbing up and down at the edge of the ocean. Nothing had been more hopeful, nothing more hopeless. He knew a boat so small couldn’t carry them all, couldn’t deliver on its promises, but what choice did they have? He was an engineer, he understood how boats worked, what made them sink. He even knew how to drive one. But none of those things had mattered.

Getting into Europe had been their last hope. He still couldn’t believe so much money could be spent so easily. Years and years’ worth of earnings stolen or handed over in a second. Nor could he believe the human capacity for cheating and abuse.

He and Sumaya had thought if they could just get across that stretch of ocean, they could begin their lives once more.

‘We on the boat for thirty hours, maybe more,’ he said. ‘It slowly sinking ’cos too many people. The driver throwing out everybody’s bags. No use. Boat sinking. People falling out. Waves too big. I trying to help but driver not let me. He keep taking us forward and if we trying to help people he hitting us. After many hours we see land, but there is hole in boat and water is coming in and everybody trying to take water out but it is too fast and boat start sinking and everybody jumping out and holding side of boat and start swimming. If people not swim, they die. So many children on boat. I trying to carry them, but I not strong enough. So many people drowning. Terrible. Terrible.’

Mira tightened her grip over his hand. ‘It’s over,’ she said. ‘It’s all over.’

‘Sumaya good swimmer,’ said Tahliil. ‘She best swimmer in the family. We swim. Very difficult. We reach land and I think we all going to die. We all so tired.’

He felt Mira’s hands on his face as she wiped away his tears. ‘I supposed to protect Sumaya,’ he said. ‘If I protect her, she still having baby.’ He had underestimated the onslaught of pain that came with thinking about it, and brought his knees up to his chest, as though he himself were a child.

Mira held him.

‘Forty people on boat and only twelve people surviving,’ he said. ‘Sumaya saying many people die for us, so now we must live for them.’

When he opened his eyes, he was surprised to find the world as he had left it. He could hardly believe he was still alive. There had been a moment in Sabratha where he had convinced himself that he and Sumaya would be dead before sunrise.

He thought of the young doctor who had been locked up with him, who had later accompanied them on the boat. He couldn’t remember his name. He thought of the woman whose children had both been killed in Somalia, who said she had nothing left to lose. He thought of the boy who had travelled to the new world all by himself, whose mother had packed him a handful of biscuits, which he had offered to others. Where were they all? How many were still alive? How many roaming aimlessly around the continent in search of homes and jobs? How many corpses lay buried in places unknown? One after another, the questions unravelled, until it dawned on Tahliil that he might never know the answers.

He turned to Mira. ‘All my life I loving the ocean,’ he said. ‘I going to beach every day.’ He paused. ‘Now I feeling afraid.’
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‘You should get yourself to Scotland, lad,’ said Mr Stevens, the morning after his return. He and Tahliil were in the kitchen. Tahliil was arranging Mr Stevens’ medication into a pill box for the coming month. ‘If it weren’t for that husband of hers, I’d be up there living with her. He’s a bastard, he is. Hates me. She knows he hates me and still she married him. What does that tell you?’ He cleared his throat. ‘It tells you she doesn’t give a flying fuck about her old man.’

‘I seeing some photos of Scotland,’ said Tahliil. ‘It looking very beautiful.’

‘Aye, it is, extremely beautiful, especially where Marie lives. Very fucking cold, though. And not many coloured people.’ He must have registered Tahliil’s confusion, because he said: ‘Not many Africans or Indians or whatever, you know. But yeah, it’s pretty.’

‘One day I visiting Scotland.’

‘Sure you will,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘Here, give me that bag, will ya?’

Tahliil walked to the chair in the corner of the room and lifted a plastic bag from the seat.

‘I bought you these,’ said Mr Stevens, pulling out what looked to be a packet of biscuits. ‘Two packets. One for you, one for your mother.’

Tahliil took them into his hands and read the label. Shortbread. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘No bother. What’s an old man good for if he can’t even bring a packet of biscuits back for those who look after him?’

‘Thank you.’

‘I bet they don’t have shortbread where you come from, do they?’

Tahliil inspected the packet more closely. ‘We having something similar,’ he said. ‘We calling buskud.’

‘Ah right.’

‘Somali people eating buskud with tea.’

‘Everybody likes biscuits with tea,’ laughed Mr Stevens. ‘I’ve never been to Africa. When my wife was alive, she wanted to go on safari. I said I’d take her. She had a real thing for animals. I should have bought the tickets while we had the chance. Tanzania. The Serengeti. I made the mistake of thinking we’d live forever.’ Mr Stevens laughed again, but the sound was sad, hollow. Since his return from Scotland, Tahliil had noticed how much older he looked. Older but excitable. As if on the brink of something.

‘You looking very relaxed,’ said Tahliil.

‘I’m glad I went up to see her. It will have meant a lot to her. She’s been meaning to take me up there for a long time.’

‘You not feeling lonely in Leicester by yourself, Mr Stevens?’

‘Too late to change anything now. Four weeks in Scotland and I wanted to come home.’

‘Home,’ Tahliil repeated.

‘Leicester. We used to live over by Gipsy Lane. Did your mother tell you that? I only moved here once my wife died because it wasn’t as big as the old place. She’d have hated this house, my wife. She always wanted space. She loved a big garden.’

Tahliil thought of Mira.

Mr Stevens got up from the table, the memory of his wife having made him restless.

‘Your wife,’ said Tahliil. ‘What’s her name?’

‘Eileen,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘Her name was Eileen.’

* * *

After dinner, Tahliil set about editing photographs on his phone.

He needed a distraction. Each Monday was the same. The steady building up of nerves. The sleepless night. Come Tuesday, he’d have to attend his weekly check-in at the Immigration Office, travelling all the way to Loughborough for something that was just as likely to take twenty minutes as two hours. Barkhado had explained that non-attendance would amount to a breach of his bail terms, and Tahliil had had no option but to confess to Mr Matharu what he was having to do, in order to explain the time off.

To his surprise, Mr Matharu had been supportive. ‘All the more reason to stick to our stories,’ was all he said, as though he understood things and had been in that position before. He even let Tahliil make up the hours he had missed.

Ever since his first check-in, Tahliil had felt a perpetual fear of being spied on by the government. In moments of panic, he wondered whether he should quit all his jobs and wait out the full year before he could officially apply to work. But he also recognised that this would mean having masses of free time – to worry, to ruminate – which could only be a bad thing.

Two weeks ago, Tahliil had chatted with a man who had been reporting for close to two years, who had exhausted every appeal avenue possible. The man told him he had noticed a rise in the number of people being interviewed by officers during their check-ins and ultimately detained. As a result, some people had stopped checking in altogether.

Tahliil went back to editing his photos. Tried to think only of what was in front of him. He came across one he had taken of Mira some days before, eating her lunch outside at Roopa’s. He had taken it without her knowing. In it, she was gazing off into the distance, deep in thought, her food millimetres from her mouth.

‘I saw you with your girlfriend,’ said Sumaya, intercepting his thoughts from the other end of the room. ‘You were in the park.’

‘Just because you haven’t got any friends,’ he said.

‘Who is this girl?’ asked his mother. ‘Where did you find her?’

‘I already told you. She works in the shop next to the cash and carry. We’re friends.’

‘What kind of friends?’

‘Friends who walk around the park together,’ said Sumaya.

His mother shook her head. ‘Why couldn’t you have found one of our own?’

He was about to answer when his phone went off in his hand. It was Marie.

As always, he fought the temptation to let it go to voicemail, before his cowardice got the better of him.

‘It’s me,’ she said, a certain subduedness to her voice Tahliil hadn’t heard before.

‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Sorry to be a pain. I’ve been trying to call Dad all evening and he’s not answering. He’s usually good at answering. I don’t know where he’d be. Well, not at this time. Usually, the phone’s just by his bed, isn’t it? Do you know where he is? I thought you might know.’

‘I seeing Mr Stevens in the morning,’ he said. ‘Mr Stevens fine. He happy.’

‘I’m sure he’s fine,’ said Marie. ‘There’s probably something up with his phone. That’s probably what it is. I told him he should get a new one, but he wouldn’t listen. I mean, how much does a new phone cost? I would have bought it for him.’ She paused. ‘I bought him a panic alarm – you must have seen it. In case he ever needed it. For times like this. But would he use it? Stupid man.’ Again, she paused. ‘If you pop by in the morning as usual, that’d be great. Please get him to call me.’

‘He probably sleeping,’ said Tahliil.

‘It’s still quite early by his standards. No?’

‘I will check,’ said Tahliil. ‘I going now. I check.’

‘Oh, I don’t want to be a bother.’

‘I go now.’

‘Only if you don’t mind,’ she said.

‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I checking.’

‘Would you mind calling me once you’re with him? He’s probably fallen into a deep sleep. It happens to the best of us, doesn’t it? That’s probably what it is.’

‘I calling you,’ he said, before he hung up.

‘Who was that?’ asked his mother, and when he told her she tried calling Mr Stevens herself but there was no answer. ‘Go,’ she said. ‘Everything will be fine, Inshallah.’

‘Inshallah.’

He made his way up Ross Walk. It was nearly nine o’clock and the streets were brown with mist. He was almost halfway there before he saw his first car, the lights blooming up out of nowhere, vanishing.

Mr Stevens had been in good spirits that morning. Tahliil quickened his pace, crossing his arms in front of his chest to keep himself warm. As he turned into Asha Margh, he noticed the cluster of nerves that had formed inside his stomach. He rang the bell, pressing down harder than usual, and in the absence of an immediate response he opened the front door and went inside. The house was dark and completely still, as though nobody had ever lived there. ‘Hello,’ he said, knocking on the bedroom door, hoping he’d hear the familiar groans emitted each time Mr Stevens opened his mouth. But there was no sound, and in that moment Tahliil knew something was wrong.

Mr Stevens was on his bed, tucked in neatly beneath his quilt, eyes closed, arms crossed over his stomach as though in prayer. Beneath the golden light of his bedside lamp, he had never looked so peaceful. Even from that distance, Tahliil knew he was gone, and that the deep emptiness pervading the house had come about because something had been lost.

Tahliil had seen many corpses, but Mr Stevens’ was the most serene, as though somebody had gently switched off the lights. He lowered his ear to Mr Stevens’ mouth, his hand to Mr Stevens’ chest. Nothing.

Just then, an immense sadness tipped into him, so heavy and cloying he worried he might not be able to move on from it. Was there such a thing as a death that wasn’t abrupt or shocking, he wondered.

Before he did anything, he called his mother.

‘Call the ambulance,’ she said. ‘Tell them you’re a family friend who was asked to check up on him. Give them Marie’s number.’ She paused. ‘On second thoughts, don’t do anything. I’ll come. I’ll get an Uber.’

He ended the call, then looked at Mr Stevens – his tranquil face, his mouth slightly ajar. What had he been thinking in the moments leading up to his death?

Tahliil’s phone rang. He saw that it was Marie. He looked at her name flashing on the screen and let it go to voicemail. He realised he was afraid – both of what he would have to say to her and of her reaction to it. He couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t somehow blame him for what had happened.

When his mother arrived, he led her inside and closed the door before anybody saw them.

‘At least he died peacefully,’ she said, offering up a prayer. ‘That surely is a blessing.’

Tahliil thought of the packets of shortbread Mr Stevens had given them, still unopened on the kitchen counter.

His mother called an ambulance, and they waited patiently beside Mr Stevens until they saw its blue flashes streaming through the bedroom window. The paramedic – a young woman with rings of red hair and tattoos across her neck – followed him inside.

‘His daughter asked us to check on him,’ said his mother. ‘I used to be his carer. He was a kind man.’

‘Do you have his daughter’s number?’ asked the paramedic.

‘Yes,’ said his mother. ‘Would you be able to speak to her on our behalf? To give her the news.’

‘Of course.’ She took down his mother’s name and address and before he knew it almost an hour had passed. He watched as they took the body away, hoisting it up onto a stretcher before making their way down the stairs and out of the house. ‘All in all, there are less peaceful ways to die,’ said the paramedic. ‘Everybody wants to die in their sleep, don’t they?’

As they stepped out onto the road, Tahliil saw some of the neighbours standing out on the pavement, people seeming to understand what had happened. He saw the old woman with the wiry grey hair and bulging eyes. She lowered her head slowly, sombrely.

His mother called a taxi and as they waited for it, they watched the ambulance set off on its way, leaving in its wake a bleak, empty road. Then his mother began to sob. ‘He was alone,’ she cried. ‘Is there a worse fate?’

‘The paramedic said dying in your sleep is the best way to go.’

‘The best way to go is surrounded by family. And to think, his son lives ten minutes up the road.’

*

Once they were home, and his mother had gone up to her room, Tahliil found he couldn’t sleep and went to stand in the kitchen so as not to wake Sumaya. He lifted a packet of the shortbread off the counter, peeling back the foil wrapper to reveal the pale biscuits inside. Bringing them up to his nose, he inhaled. He began to eat, the memory of Mr Stevens firmly in his mind. He went on eating, tirelessly, one piece of shortbread followed by another, until nearly a third of the packet was gone and his mouth was dry and full and exhausted and his cheeks wet.

Should he have been the one to give Marie the news, he wondered. Did that make him a coward? Each time he considered it, he saw her face – its devastated blur.

He pulled his phone out and dialled her number. She answered.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I not knowing what to say.’

He could hear her breathing on the other end of the line. Shallow hiccups, as though she had been crying.

‘Thank you for going over,’ she said eventually.

‘Mr Stevens looking very peaceful,’ he said.

‘Was he?’ She went to say something more, but her voice broke, and Tahliil knew that if he spoke, his would too.

They held on anyway, allowing the call to continue, their grief filling the space where words might otherwise have been.

*

In the morning, it took strength to leave the bed and go about his life. His sleep had been crammed with thoughts and nightmares – too many – when all he had wanted was to slip into the cocoon of his own sadness.

As soon as his shift was over and he had returned from his check-in, he went upstairs to his mother’s room and slept. By the time he woke, the house was empty, Sumaya and his mother having gone into town.

He thought of his father, miles away, to whom he hadn’t spoken in months. He imagined him asleep, dreaming of children who never called.

He picked up his phone.

It was Aisha, his father’s second wife, who answered, her thin voice fluttering, ribbon-like, between them. ‘Tahliil!’ she cried, the moment she heard his voice. ‘Where are you? How are you? Why haven’t you called? We’ve been waiting.’

Her familiar voice filled him with an immediate peace. He had spent the past fifteen years listening to it – it was as recognisable to him as his mother’s.

‘At least send us photos of your new home,’ she said.

He missed her. The astute, joyous woman whose intelligence and humour had carried his father through some of the best and worst years of his life. Who made his father happy in ways Tahliil’s mother couldn’t.

‘I will,’ said Tahliil.

‘What is it like, Leicester?’

He told her about Belgrave Road and some of the other areas he had visited, and about the other Somalis who lived on their street. She asked after Sumaya, and he said she was fine. She and Aisha didn’t get along, but the fact that Aisha always asked after Sumaya caused Tahliil to like her more.

‘Let me give it to aabaha,’ she said. ‘He’s outside fixing his tuk tuk.’

Tahliil waited, braced himself.

‘You’ve forgotten your aabo,’ said his father, with such familiarity that it felt as though they were standing opposite each other, the warm trickle of his father’s voice filling Tahliil from the soles of his feet all the way up.

‘Does a father only have a right to speak with his son twice a year?’

‘Sorry, Aabo.’

‘Your aabo is still alive, you know. Even though you are living so far away, he is still alive.’

‘How are you?’

‘How is an old man supposed to be? I am well. Waiting for morning to come and for evening to come and trying to earn a bit of money in the middle.’

‘You bought a tuk tuk?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We are trying. No harm in trying.’

‘What about your back?’

‘It’s fine.’

‘Can’t you find another job?’

His father laughed. ‘You make it sound easy. You know what it’s like. Or have you forgotten?’

‘I’ll send money once I have enough.’

‘First look after yourself and your sister. We’ll survive. We always do. Are you still working for that old man?’

‘He died,’ said Tahliil.

‘Died? When?’

‘Last night.’

‘May his soul rest in peace.’ His father fell quiet. ‘What will you do for money?’

‘I have two other jobs, Aabo. Working in shops.’

‘Well done. But make sure you look after your health.’

‘We have put in an application to the government. To let us stay here.’

‘Good.’

Tahliil imagined his father on the small veranda, sitting on his favourite chair, the way he had when they all still lived together, once they sold the house that had been Tahliil and Sumaya’s childhood home.

‘Keep calling,’ said his father. ‘Your aabo is getting old. Who knows how much longer he has left.’

‘Don’t speak like that, Aabo.’

‘That’s life,’ said his father. ‘Those who hide from death can never truly appreciate it. We must open our arms to it.’

Tahliil wanted to say he was tired of opening his arms to it. Exhausted. But he knew his father would not understand.


MIRA
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Her saasu dropped her off by the Curve Theatre, from where she walked along Rutland Street and up towards the twinkling bars and restaurants on Belvoir Street. She wore a yellow dress that flared at the shoulders and fell just above her knees, and a faux leather jacket because it was autumn. It had been months since she had seen her former classmates, and Masha had organised a reunion dinner.

In the time since Mira had last seen them, she had found herself a job, cut her hair short and begun to dress differently, and as she walked in the direction of the restaurant, she wore her upgraded identity as though it were another garment, something new and comfortable that made her feel good.

Masha had picked a Mexican restaurant that was dimly lit and noisy but inexpensive. Mira stood by the entrance and scoured the room until, from somewhere in the half-dark, she saw Masha waving at her. Mira was the last to arrive, and as she moved around the table towards the single empty seat, she noticed the way the others looked at her, with eyes and mouths twitching with curiosity. She found herself opposite Rafeeq, in a crisp blue shirt with white pinstripes and a black tie. He poured her red wine and told her he’d managed to get a new job working at the Walkers factory.

‘It’s good for the time being,’ he said. ‘It’s a proper factory, so everything is above board.’ She noticed how fluid his English sounded – better than hers – the edges completely smooth. He told her in time he wanted to move to London and find work in a call centre, which was why he made it a point to practise his English every day. He said he wanted to be able to speak without thinking, and she wondered whether such a thing was possible.

‘Don’t forget your Bengali,’ she said.

‘No chance of that,’ he laughed. ‘At home, it’s all we speak.’ There was something relaxed about him that she hadn’t noticed before, a certain ease, a sophistication, that made him attractive. When she first met him, he had told her he wanted to live a life of freedom in England – eating, drinking, living it up – otherwise, what was the point? They were all so used to being cautious and apologetic that it had felt like a breath of fresh air to hear somebody say such things out loud. She watched him gulp his red wine and later, once the food arrived, eat his beef tacos with genuine abandon.

She ordered chicken fajitas, but regretted her decision when they arrived, overwhelmed at the prospect of having to assemble her own meal. She pulled two napkins over her dress to stop it from getting stained and instead scooped the pieces of chicken up the way she would a curry, using the tortillas in place of rotli.

When she looked around the table, she caught Valerie staring at her. ‘You’re unrecognisable!’ said Valerie. ‘I’ve been watching you all evening! What’s happened to that shy, meek girl who used to come to my class?’

Mira brought her hands up to her hair. ‘This? I wanted to cut it short for so long. When I was younger, we weren’t allowed, but now that I’m here …’

‘It isn’t just your hair, my dear. I remember when I first saw you, right at the beginning. You looked so nervous. So unsure of yourself.’

‘Maybe I still am.’

Valerie shook her head. ‘Not anymore. I can tell. You seem much happier. It must be that husband of yours.’

‘Maybe.’

‘You’ve become confident. It’s lovely to see it!’

Valerie was right. There had been a time when Mira had been afraid of doing almost anything. Saying the wrong thing, leaving the house by herself, taking the bus. But those fears were gone. She had Rajiv to thank for that, she supposed. Had he not forced her to become independent, she might never have thought to take English classes. Had she not felt so excluded from his British life and his British friends, it might never have occurred to her to go about creating her own. Now, as she looked around the table, it occurred to her that she had, at last, succeeded at something, and she felt the warmth of that realisation pass through her.

Her English classes had also taught her that she had been naive to submit to her father’s demands, and to abandon her education as early as she had. Had she gone to college or to university the way Shreya had, who knew where her life might have taken her, what kinds of people she might have met.

‘I would like to propose a toast,’ said Valerie, raising her glass. ‘To some of my favourite students. Seeing you all this evening and hearing you speak such fantastic English has made me feel so immensely proud. Look how far you’ve all come. Long may it continue.’ Nine glasses were hoisted into the air and the clinking and laughter went on for a long time.

‘To Valerie!’ shouted Mira, in a bid to prolong it. In that moment, away from Flax Road and surrounded by her friends, Mira felt happy and accepted that happiness for what it was – something complete in and of itself rather than a mere promise of something more.

It would be another two hours before they emerged from the restaurant, and it was then, standing on the pavement with the evening breeze tickling her legs, that Mira understood what it was to feel fully drunk. Enough that her body tingled with it. There was a thrilling satisfaction to knowing she was capable of it.

She and Masha said goodbye to the others and made their way towards the Haymarket in search of taxis.

‘I’m drunk!’ said Mira loudly, as she linked arms with Masha to steady herself.

‘Who cares?’ laughed Masha.

‘I hope we all stay friends.’

‘We will! All evening you were laughing and smiling,’ said Masha.

‘Was I?’

‘Yes. Have you sorted things out with Rajiv?’

Masha was the only friend who knew about the Shabnam situation and she made a point of asking Mira about it whenever they were together.

‘Why does everybody think Rajiv is the only person who can make me happy?’

Masha looked confused.

‘It’s nothing to do with Rajiv,’ said Mira.

‘Okay, okay. So, then what is it?’

‘I’m just drunk. I’m happy.’

‘Yes, darling. It’s nice to see it.’

‘There’s more to my life than Rajiv.’

‘Do you guys ever talk about Shabnam?’

‘I’m tired of talking about her. I’m tired of thinking about her.’

‘Maybe they are just friends.’

‘You can’t be friends with somebody you once wanted to marry.’

They fell silent and went on walking. The temperature was perfect and, were it not for the dull ache brought on by her shoes, Mira could have gone on walking beneath the stillness of night forever. Leicester appeared beautiful beneath that serenity. If she hadn’t been drunk, she might have taken a photo too, to send to Tahliil.

‘Did I tell you about Tahliil?’ she said.

‘Hmm. The guy who works with you?’

‘He doesn’t work with me. He works in the shop next to mine.’

‘Yes.’

‘He likes taking photographs. He’s so good.’

‘Okay.’

‘He works so hard.’

Masha gave her a look. ‘You work hard too,’ she said. ‘Where is he from?’

‘Somalia.’

‘Africa.’

‘We’re good friends,’ said Mira. ‘We see each other every day. Almost every day. He’s had a difficult life. But he never complains.’

‘What does Rajiv think about your new friend?’

‘Rajiv doesn’t know. I mean, we’re just friends. It’s not his business.’

Masha nodded but in a way that suggested she wasn’t wholly convinced. ‘What does he look like?’

Mira took out her phone and they stood still while she scrolled through her WhatsApp messages in search of a photo. She landed on a selfie taken in Mr Stevens’ house, just after she and Tahliil had had sex. They were lying beside each other on the bed. She scrolled past it.

‘Wait,’ said Masha, yanking the phone out of her hand. ‘Wait. Wait.’ She scrolled backwards until they were both looking at it. ‘Is he your friend or is he your friend?’

Mira considered what to say next, but nothing felt correct, and she understood that the moment had arrived for her to either confess or deny it. Masha was her friend; if she couldn’t confide in her, then who? ‘We’re just friends,’ she said, at last.

‘Bullshit,’ said Masha, barely able to contain her excitement.

‘Promise you won’t tell anybody.’

‘Oh my God.’

Mira took the phone from her and put it back in her bag, her earlier drunkenness evaporating.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ asked Masha.

‘I don’t know.’

The shock of the revelation filled Masha’s face. ‘When did it happen?’

‘A few months ago. He was already working at the cash and carry before I started at Roopa’s.’

‘Is it just sex?’

‘No.’

‘Then?’

‘When we’re together, everything feels good.’

‘What if Rajiv finds out?’

‘He still loves Shabnam.’

Masha appeared lost for words. ‘You’re brave,’ she said, after some time.

‘You’re the only person who knows,’ said Mira.

‘Can I meet him?’

‘Maybe.’

‘What about your visa?’

‘Rajiv can’t find out.’

‘You’ll stay married to him?’

‘What choice do I have? I have to stay married to him for five years if I want to stay here.’

‘What will you do for another three and a half years?’

‘After two and a half years, Rajiv has to apply to extend my visa. I have to go through the same process as before.’

‘You need to be careful, darling.’

‘I know,’ said Mira. ‘But it’ll be worth it.’

‘Three and a half years is a long time.’

Mira understood this. So long as it meant she and Tahliil could be together, that they would be happy, it was a price she was willing to pay.

She nodded, unsure what more there was to say. Masha was only looking out for her, but Mira wasn’t prepared for it to feel like somebody poking holes in her future, and as soon as she saw a taxi, she stuck her arm out to hail it.

‘Just be careful,’ said Masha, pressing her arm. ‘I don’t want you to go back to India.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Mira, hugging Masha before getting into the car.

*

‘Did you have a good night, love?’ asked the driver, catching Mira’s gaze through the front mirror. He looked about fifty, with a head of short brown hair and a face that was slightly lopsided.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said. ‘Did you?’

As they made their way, she saw that Belgrave was deserted, the city transforming into a kind of ghost town. She couldn’t recall ever having seen it that way. It was difficult to imagine that just a few hours earlier, the main road had been bustling with shoppers.

‘Busy,’ said the driver, ‘you know how it is. Get up to anything exciting?’

She told him about the English classes and about their meal, and he asked about her accent and told her that his brother had married an Indian lady only last year. ‘He’s a lucky sod,’ said the driver, ‘to have all that Indian food cooked for him.’

She asked him whether he had ever visited India and he said he hadn’t. Then she asked him what kind of food he liked to eat and noticed how effortlessly the English flowed from her, and she wondered whether it had something to do with the alcohol.

‘Oh, you know,’ said the driver. ‘The usual. Seekh kebab. Chicken tikka masala. What made you want to come all the way to sunny Leicester, then?’

‘My husband lives here.’

He began to laugh. ‘You don’t look old enough to be married. You look as old as my youngest daughter.’

‘I’m twenty-four,’ she said.

‘Exactly. When I was twenty-four, I didn’t know my arse from my elbow.’ He must have clocked her bemusement. ‘It’s a saying, duck,’ he said. ‘When I was twenty-four, I didn’t know anything about anything. Some would argue I still don’t.’

‘How many years have you been married?’ she asked.

‘Well, I’m divorced. But before that, twenty years.’

‘Why did you get divorced?’ She was surprised by her boldness but forgave it. After all, wasn’t that the point of alcohol?

‘We just fell out of love,’ said the driver, as though things could be that simple.

Mira nodded. She knew what it was to fall in love, but not yet what it was to fall out of it.

‘Yep,’ said the driver. ‘She’s already found somebody else. And I’m enjoying being by myself.’

It granted Mira relief to hear about somebody else’s failures. To know that she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t make a marriage work. As they approached Melton Road, she imagined what it might be like to leave Leicester altogether. All she would have to do was fill her empty suitcases and buy a train ticket. Everything else would fall into place. She could cook, clean, fend for herself. And whatever she couldn’t do, she would learn.

Her mind went further still, and she wondered what the taxi driver might say if she told him about Tahliil. If they drove to Tahliil’s house, picked him up and disappeared.

She and Tahliil had already travelled such distances in search of new lives, what difference would another hundred, two hundred miles make? They could find jobs. They could save to buy a house with a garden. A car. She could begin a new life, secure in the knowledge that she was loved. It made her feel giddy – the thought of it. That was the thing about Tahliil – he had so little, yet she never felt lacking. Whenever she was with him, everything felt possible. And now she knew what that felt like, there was no unknowing it.

By the time she stepped out of the taxi and opened the front door, she had put her fantasies away, collapsing them into a precious cluster that she buried deep inside herself.

She fumbled in the darkness to take off her shoes, and when she switched on the light, she found her saasu asleep on the sofa, hidden beneath the spare bedding they kept downstairs, ready for visitors. Mira could make out only half of her saasu’s snoring face, her bare feet dangling over the sofa arm. Switching the light back off, she stood listening to her saasu’s snores, wondering what bad things had happened that evening that had caused her to sleep there.
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The following morning, Mira woke early and went downstairs before the others. Her saasu was awake on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. ‘What time is it?’ she asked, sitting up, wiping the sleep from her eyes.

‘Why were you sleeping here?’ asked Mira. ‘Was there an argument?’

Her saasu yawned, before sinking back into the sofa. ‘Did you have a nice time with your friends?’

Sitting beside her, Mira pulled her saasu’s feet up into her lap. The curtains in the room were too small for the window they occupied. Morning light fell in thin columns through the gaps, illuminating things – the family photo taken at Rajiv’s graduation, the dusty peacock feathers arranged in a vase, the bruise along the bottom of her saasu’s cheek.

‘Was Rajiv at home last night?’ asked Mira, but her saasu simply closed her eyes and turned to her side, threatening to fall back asleep. ‘What was the argument about?’

‘I don’t know. I was trying to think of ways to help. What we might do.’

It staggered Mira, the ease with which her saasu sought to absorb the family’s problems. Even as she was punished for it.

‘What if we asked the bank for another loan?’ asked Mira.

‘We still owe them money from before.’

‘Getting angry won’t solve anything.’

Her saasu looked at her blankly. Then, standing up, she tightened her dressing gown and threw open the curtains. As she made her way to the bathroom, Mira heard her say: ‘It must be my destiny.’

That word, which had once been filled with light and promise, morphed into something else entirely. Could it really be a woman’s destiny, to suffer this way at the hands of her husband?

They showered and dressed and cooked breakfast but when the men still weren’t downstairs by nine, Mira insisted they eat without them. And once that was done, she convinced her saasu to take a bus into town with her. The alternative – to stay at home, angry but with no place for her anger – felt impossible. Before they left, her saasu heaped the breakfast into plastic containers and set them out along the kitchen counter so that Rajiv and her sasra would see them as soon as they entered.

*

They walked through the Highcross, looking half-heartedly through racks of clothes and along shelves full of discounted items.

‘What about this for your sasra?’ asked her saasu, pulling a thick woollen coat that was reduced by fifty per cent off the rack. ‘He needs a new one.’

‘If he needs a new coat,’ said Mira, ‘he can come and look for one himself.’

Her saasu looked bemused, her gaze flitting between Mira and the coat before she finally pushed it back onto the rack.

At lunchtime, they went to a small café Mira and Masha used to visit after their English classes. The man behind the counter – a chubby, dark-haired Italian – recognised her. ‘Hello gorgeous,’ he said. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while.’

‘My English classes are over.’

‘So what? That doesn’t mean you have to stop coming here.’ He winked at her.

She saw her saasu looking at them. ‘This is my mother-in-law,’ she said.

‘Nice to meet you,’ said the man, nonplussed, offering his hand. ‘What can I get you lovely ladies?’

Mira ordered herself a tea, coffee for her saasu and a panini to share from beneath a small glass counter at the front. They found two empty chairs near the back.

Her saasu had covered her bruise with foundation that made the surface of her face look shiny and uneven.

‘Once Rajiv has saved enough money,’ said Mira, ‘we can start paying people back.’

‘That’s Rajiv’s money,’ said her saasu. ‘He shouldn’t have to give that to us. He’s a married man. He has responsibilities. One day you’ll want a house of your own. One day you’ll want children.’

‘What choice do we have?’ Mira could see her saasu didn’t want to talk about it, her eyes darting in every direction but Mira’s, but Mira knew that if she said nothing, things would only get worse. ‘When I lived in India,’ she said, ‘there was a woman on our road whose husband used to hit her. She would come to our house with a swollen lip or a black eye, and my mother would tend to her bruises. She was such a lively woman, full of laughter and stories. I would wonder how it was possible that all of these things – the happiness and the misery – could exist in the same person. After a while she stopped covering her bruises, as though they were simply a part of how she looked.’

Her saasu looked off into the distance and said nothing. The café owner brought over their order and they began to eat.

‘We must remember to buy some methi on the way home,’ said her saasu. ‘I’ll make thepla this evening. Everybody likes thepla.’

There was more Mira wanted to say, but the words died inside her mouth.

‘I don’t think anybody cares for me as much as you do,’ said her saasu tenderly, bringing a hand up to Mira’s cheek. ‘I wish I had been as wise as you when I was your age.’

They finished their panini and were almost done with their drinks when they heard somebody shout ‘Josh!’ and turned to see a small boy running in their direction. He came crashing into the side of her saasu’s chair.

‘Oh no,’ said her saasu, ‘are you hurt?’

He looked unsure, his eyes wide, his lips trembling. A woman Mira assumed was his mother pulled him away by the elbow. She was short, with red hair scraped into a walnut-sized bun. The boy began to scream. ‘Shh,’ said the woman, ‘everybody’s looking at us.’

Mira watched as the woman sat the boy back down at their table and handed him a biscuit, which he took reluctantly.

‘Soon you’ll have your own,’ said her saasu. ‘By the time I was your age, I already had Rajiv.’

Mira looked back at Josh. His tears had stopped, and the front of his T-shirt was covered in crumbs.

‘Rajiv was so well behaved.’

‘Was he?’

‘Before him, I didn’t know what it was to love another person. Not really. A child can make a woman feel loved in a way nobody else can.’

‘But you were so young.’

Her saasu smiled. ‘It wasn’t planned, but once I had him, nothing else mattered.’

Mira pushed their empty plates and cups to the centre of the table. ‘Did you only ever want one child?’

‘It didn’t happen. We did all the tests and the doctor said everything was fine, but it never happened. It was a sign, I suppose, that we were only ever meant to have Rajiv.’

At the other table, Josh had returned to his smiling self and Mira watched as he ran a toy car along the arms of his chair.

‘It’s sad when they grow up,’ said her saasu. ‘When Rajiv was still young, he and I were so close. Then he made his own friends, had his own life. I found it difficult.’

‘My mother says boys never leave their mothers.’

Her saasu shook her head, as though she wasn’t sure. ‘A child gives a woman a sense of purpose. It would be a good distraction for you. Something to bring you and Rajiv closer. Something to bring some happiness into the house.’

Mira lifted her hand to get the waiter’s attention.

‘I know things haven’t been easy for you,’ said her saasu, ‘but you must believe Rajiv when he tells you there’s nothing going on between him and that girl. That’s all in the past. She was never the right fit for him. And besides, you’re his wife. That other girl, she’s nobody.’

Mira wondered what conversations Rajiv and his parents must have had regarding Shabnam over the years. ‘But if they loved each other?’ she said.

‘People from such different religions and cultures can never be truly compatible.’

‘But—’

‘There are no buts. You’re the right person for him.’

Mira knew this wasn’t true. Neither her being the right person for Rajiv nor the assertion that two different religions and cultures couldn’t be united in love. The former she had learned to accept. The latter she had felt in her heart.

* * *

That night, she waited until she and Rajiv were alone.

‘Did you know Mummy slept in the front room last night?’ she asked, opening the wardrobe in search of her pyjamas.

‘No.’

‘When I got home, she was asleep on the sofa.’

Rajiv went on scrolling through his phone. ‘Is that why you went off into town by yourselves?’ he asked.

‘I thought she could do with a break.’

‘I went to bed early last night,’ he said.

‘How long will this go on?’ she asked, careful to remove all traces of anger and accusation from her voice.

‘They must have had a row.’

‘She has a big bruise on her cheek. Did you see it?’

‘No. What did they argue about?’

‘What do you think?’

‘They always argue about the same thing,’ said Rajiv. ‘She knows it’ll make him angry so why does she do it?’

‘It’s not her fault.’

Rajiv began to get changed, unbuttoning his shirt, pulling off his jeans and throwing them onto the floor. Then he sat on the edge of their bed with his back to her and lowered his head into the palms of his hands.

‘We have to help her,’ said Mira.

‘She cares too much what people think.’ He lay flat across the bed then, as if their conversation had depleted him of all energy. ‘She needs my dad’s financial support. Her work is drying up. Before long, she’ll have to find something else.’

‘We can support her.’

‘The money you earn is barely enough for yourself,’ said Rajiv.

It wouldn’t be easy, but they would manage. She was sure of it. But she knew Rajiv would not believe her, and without saying anything more, she switched off the bedside lamp and pretended to fall asleep.

*

In the middle of the night, she woke from a dream she couldn’t remember. Beside her, she saw Rajiv was awake too. He looked so absorbed and so lost that she wasn’t sure whether to reach out to him or do nothing. At times like this, she had to accept that he was as much a passenger in his life as it sometimes felt she was in hers, driven forward by other people and their hopes and expectations. ‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked, resting the palm of her hand against his chest.

He said nothing, instead bringing his hand up to his face to wipe away the wetness she could now see around his eyes. He turned onto his side so that they were facing each other.

She didn’t want to have sex with him. She never did. But once it was obvious that that was what he wanted, she allowed her compassion to take over. And as they went about it, she noticed his primal urgency, as though the closer their bodies were to each other, the further he was from his problems. She noticed something else too. The guilt of it all. Like she was cheating.

* * *

When she next saw Tahliil, it was at Mr Stevens’ house. It had been two weeks since the death, and the house felt weird and hollow because of it. Still, they were reluctant to stop visiting it, having nowhere else to go.

Mira had never met Mr Stevens but felt as though she had from the stories Tahliil told, and the clothes and ornaments and things she had seen dotted about the place. Marie had told Tahliil that the house would be put on the market, and he and Mira were bracing themselves for the day it was sold.

Their mornings together had grown to form a harbour against their other lives. In Mr Stevens’ house they were permitted to live as freely as they wanted, away from the eyes of the world. It had come as a relief to discover Tahliil was somebody she could imagine living with, somebody she could bear the thought of seeing day after day. Compared to her, he took up such little space, expected so little from his surroundings. The more time they spent together, the more certain she was that wherever they ended up, they would be happy.

‘How much do you think a house like this costs?’ she asked, as they were drinking chai in the spare bedroom.

‘Very expensive,’ he said.

‘One hundred thousand? Two hundred thousand?’

‘Houses getting very expensive.’

‘We could save up,’ she said. ‘We could get a mortgage.’

He gave her a look, to assess whether she was being serious.

‘So much money taking very long time to save,’ he said.

‘But it’s possible.’

He laughed. ‘Nothing is impossible.’

‘Have you heard from the Home Office?’ she asked.

He shook his head.

‘How long will it take?’

‘Many months,’ he said. ‘Many people waiting more than a year for second interview.’

She tutted, dismayed. ‘If the government could see how hard you work,’ she said, ‘they would let you stay here forever.’

He laughed. ‘I wish you were the government,’ he said.

Occasionally, Mira found herself fantasising about how things might have been had their lives been easier. Had they been born in England. Had they had the chance to complete their studies or been born in less traditional households where things like race and religion didn’t matter. She imagined what it might have been like had they met on the steps of a university, or out at some bar or club. But as tempting as this alternate reality was, deep down she knew that she and Tahliil could only ever have met each other the way they had, and with the lives they had. Had things been any different, they might never have felt the need for each other that they now did.

‘When this house is sold,’ she said, ‘where will we go?’

‘For now, we not worrying about future.’

She wished she could, but worrying about their future had become her obsession. ‘Where will we be in five years?’ she asked, but rather than bat the question away, Tahliil appeared to consider it.

‘I being allowed to stay in country,’ he said. ‘I having a good job. Good money.’

‘I will have my own business,’ she said. ‘I’ll be allowed to stay in the country too.’

‘Mira Sweet Mart. I like Mira. Is nice name.’

‘Where will it be?’

‘Here,’ he said.

‘No. Anywhere but here. Birmingham. London.’

‘London expensive.’

‘Not if we save enough money.’

‘If we save together, is possible.’

For a short while, their words sprouted wings and flew up into the surrounding air.

‘We make business together,’ he said. ‘I help with construction. I help with electrics and, how do you say, plum …’

‘Plumb-ing.’

‘Plumb-ing.’

‘We could go away for a weekend to look at properties,’ she said, her dreams rushing ahead of her. ‘It’s free to look.’

‘We taking the bus. We finding cheap hotel.’

‘We’ll create our own business, our own life,’ she said, committing the words to the air.

‘Yeah.’

‘How many jobs have you had?’

‘Many jobs,’ he said, ‘shoe-cleaning, taxi driver, electrician, builder, engineer.’ He held out his hands for her to look at. As if offering up proof. She saw the worn copper of his palms, his scarred knuckles.

‘You should use moisturiser,’ she said, reaching into her bag. ‘One day I’ll give you a manicure.’

He looked worried then, pulling his hands away, as though frightened a manicure would somehow erase his existence.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said, pulling them gently back into her lap before bringing them up to her lips. ‘I’m a qualified beautician.’
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At work a few days later, Mira wiped down the stove and set about washing some pans. Roopa’s wasn’t particularly busy, and she found herself distracted but unable to pinpoint the source of her distraction. It was a feeling – something uneasy unfurling in the pit of her stomach. When it still hadn’t dissipated by lunchtime, she took a bus to Flax Road, texting Tahliil on the way so that he wouldn’t wait for her.

That morning when Mira left for work, her saasu had still been in her nightgown. The night before, her line manager had called from the factory to say she should start looking for another job.

‘If they thought you were any good,’ her sasra had said, ‘they wouldn’t be so quick to get rid of you.’ They had finished dinner not long before and he was sipping his whisky, adding cubes of ice from a bowl on the coffee table. ‘I suppose our finances are back to being my responsibility.’

Neither Mira, Rajiv nor her saasu had responded, hoping perhaps that their collective silence would douse the flame before it caught. But later, once she and Rajiv had gone up to bed, they heard his parents arguing and the sound of something being thrown against a wall.

In the morning, Mira had searched her saasu’s face for bruising and although there wasn’t any, she had noticed a certain dispiritedness that was hard to ignore.

Now, as she stepped through the doorway, she was greeted by the warm fug of the central heating and the incense she had burned earlier that morning.

In the living room, she found her saasu asleep on the sofa.

‘Aren’t you feeling well?’ asked Mira.

Her saasu stirred but struggled to open her eyes.

‘Mummy?’

‘Mira,’ she said, her voice slurred.

Mira put her hand against her saasu’s forehead to check for a temperature. She didn’t feel warm.

‘I had a headache. That’s all.’

‘Okay.’

‘I took some medicine.’ Her saasu struggled to form the sentence, her face somewhat pale.

‘What medicine?’ asked Mira, searching the coffee table and surrounding area for a bottle or a packet. She went into the kitchen and looked inside the dustbin, where she saw two empty paracetamol trays. Pulling them out, she counted the empty blisters. Sixteen.

‘How many did you take?’ she asked, making her way back into the living room. But her saasu would not look at her.

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Did you take all sixteen?’ asked Mira, a panic beginning to work its way swiftly through her. ‘When did you take them?’

Her saasu kept her eyes closed. ‘I can’t remember,’ she said. ‘I think I took too many.’

Mira went into the front room and telephoned the local surgery. When she explained what had happened, the receptionist told her to take her saasu to the hospital.

‘We need to call an ambulance,’ said Mira, once she was back in the other room.

‘No ambulance,’ said her saasu. ‘No ambulance.’

‘Shall I call Rajiv?’

‘Give me some water. I’ll drink some water.’

Mira rushed into the kitchen and returned with a glass, which she held against her saasu’s mouth. She calculated the time it would take Rajiv to get home. Her heart sank. And with panic coursing through her, she left her saasu on the sofa and ran across the road to the house directly opposite. She knew the people who lived there. The wife worked at the same factory as her saasu, and the husband was at home on stress leave.

When he opened the door, she could see from his eyes that he had been asleep. ‘Could you drive us to the hospital?’ she said, but when he asked what the matter was, it took some time for her to get the words out.

‘Dear God,’ he said, once she had explained, rubbing his eyes before going back inside to fetch his car keys.

They couldn’t trust her saasu not to fall on her way out and had to steady her with their arms. With each section of road they traversed, Mira had a sense of being tugged closer to the ground. Her saasu kept her eyes closed and rested her head against the car window, as though unable to bear the effort of looking straight ahead. Occasionally, they heard heaving, as if she were half-heartedly attempting to vomit.

‘Keep your eyes open, Mummy,’ said Mira.

‘What if it’s too late?’ said her saasu.

‘We’re almost there. Everything’s going to be fine. Keep talking to me.’

*

The nurse asked how many pills had been swallowed and how long ago, and as soon as he had the information, he sat her saasu down in a wheelchair and took her inside. Then it was just Mira and the neighbour sitting beside each other in the waiting area.

Ninety minutes passed and when they still hadn’t heard anything, Mira thanked him and said she would be okay waiting by herself. He seemed reluctant to leave, but she insisted, telling him she would call as soon as she knew more, reassuring him that everything would be okay.

Aside from the neighbour, she hadn’t told anybody what had happened, lying to Jimmy so that he wouldn’t expect her back at work.

She was hoping the nurse would emerge and tell her everything was fine – that she could take her saasu home, that life could resume, that it was a small blip that could quickly be forgotten. But when she brought out her phone, she saw that it was approaching half past five. In an hour, Rajiv would be on his way home. As would her sasra.

When, at last, the nurse found her, he explained that her saasu would need to be kept in overnight for observation. Mira didn’t know what to say, and for a moment wanted to ask for his advice, so that she would know how to deliver the news to Rajiv and her sasra. She followed him through the ward and saw her saasu lying on one of the beds, staring solemnly ahead.

‘Why did you take so many?’ asked Mira, once they were by themselves.

‘I had a headache.’

‘If I hadn’t come home …’

‘They just want to keep me in for observation. I’ll be home tomorrow.’

Mira felt herself growing angry, and for a moment was not able to look at her saasu. ‘It could have been serious,’ she said.

Her saasu took a hold of her hand. ‘You really are my angel. Looking after me. Looking after the family.’

‘I can’t even look after myself.’

An hour later, Mira went back into the waiting area and telephoned Rajiv. She explained things in the way she had rehearsed, torn between describing what she thought had happened and what in fact had, fearing her vocabulary would fail her. He listened. Then, after a long pause, he told her he was on his way, and she heard the cracks in his voice.

When she returned to her saasu’s bedside, Mira saw that she had fallen asleep, her face a landscape of calm concealing whatever troubles lay beneath its surface.

Mira’s own mother believed the body to be a vessel of truth – every feeling, every struggle woven into its meat, its bones. Now, as Mira looked at her saasu, she wondered whether that was true or whether the body was as prone to deceit as everything else.

*

When Rajiv arrived at the hospital, he had Rekha Masi with him. Mira had expected to see her sasra, but there was no sign of him.

The ward, with its relentless beeps and its disinfected hum, felt so removed from the rest of her life that she had to remind herself that this was happening to her and not anybody else.

‘How is she?’ asked Rekha Masi, taking Mira into her embrace, an embrace so unexpected and necessary that it caused something inside Mira to break, until she was crying into the softness of Rekha Masi’s shoulder.

‘There, there,’ said Rekha Masi, running her hand up and down Mira’s back. ‘There, there.’ As they came apart, Mira saw that Rekha Masi’s eyes were wet too and, to their side, Rajiv looked bereft.

‘I bet you didn’t think you’d have to deal with all this when you decided to come to England,’ said Rekha Masi, attempting to break through the sadness that threatened to engulf them.

The commotion must have woken her saasu, because the next thing they heard was her voice – low, brittle, cloaked in apology.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ve given everybody so much trouble.’

‘You had us scared there for a while,’ said Rekha Masi, moving closer and running a hand over her sister’s cheek.

‘It was just a headache.’

‘Let’s not worry about it,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘What matters is that you’re okay.’

*

On their way home, Mira and Rajiv spoke not a single word. There seemed nothing left to say. She looked through her phone and glimpsed the string of messages Tahliil had left her, asking where she was, whether she was okay. She couldn’t bring herself to answer any of them. Over the course of that afternoon, her life with Rajiv had eclipsed all others.

‘We’ll need to eat something,’ said Rajiv eventually.

Now that he’d mentioned it, she was hungry. Enough that her head had begun to hurt. She wouldn’t have minded cooking for him – she did it every day – but the thought of cooking for her sasra repulsed her. ‘Shall we order a pizza?’ she said, and before Rajiv could change his mind, she pulled out her phone and placed the order.

When they returned home, they found her sasra in the living room watching television. On the coffee table sat an open can of beer and a pint glass that was almost empty. He didn’t acknowledge them as they walked past him and into the kitchen, and she had to take a deep breath to get a handle on her rage.

She pulled three plates from the kitchen cupboard, hot sauce and a can of Coke from the fridge, her hands shaking. Still, without complaint, she took everything into the living room, opened the pizza box and laid a slice on each of the three plates. She poured the Coke into two glasses and handed around the hot sauce. She did what was expected of her – dutifully, hating her own compliance, her own subservience, wondering how it was that her life had ended up this way.

She knew why her mother-in-law was in hospital, even if the others refused to acknowledge it.

‘Somebody should teach your mother to count,’ said her sasra. ‘All this fuss because she didn’t know how many pills to take.’

Mira felt a hot pulse of anger.

‘And you,’ said her sasra, pointing at her, ‘making such a big thing out of it. Getting the neighbours involved. Now everybody knows our business.’

Mira resisted an urge to throw her plate at him. ‘I don’t feel well,’ she said, lifting it off the table instead. ‘I’ll finish this upstairs.’

The men were silent.

As soon as she was in her room, she sat on the bed and waited for the anger to leave her body before she finished her food.

*

She was still awake when Rajiv came upstairs, but as he got into bed beside her, he said nothing, and it surprised her when he reached for her under the covers.

‘Not now,’ she said.

Usually, if she refused, he accepted it. But something about tonight was different. He ran the tips of his fingers gently up and down her bare arms – an attempt at romance. ‘What if we tried for a baby?’ he said.

Mira felt her body stiffen. ‘A baby?’

‘Yeah.’

‘We’re still young,’ said Mira. ‘What about all the things we want to do?’

‘A baby would make them so happy.’ She heard the plea in his voice – equal parts hope and despair. ‘It would give them something positive to focus on,’ he said.

She could see that he had convinced himself.

‘Things will get better,’ she said. It was all she could think to say.

He looked her in the eyes then. ‘Will you at least think about it?’ he said.

* * *

Following her saasu’s stay in the hospital, Rekha Masi had become a frequent visitor to their house. She visited during the day when she knew her sister would be alone. Today, however, Mira was home too, folding clothes in the living room while the sisters drank chai in the kitchen and chatted.

‘You’re not the one who needs to see a therapist,’ said Rekha Masi.

At Rajiv’s insistence, her saasu had agreed to counselling – something they had decided to keep from her sasra.

‘It’s difficult talking about such personal things with a stranger,’ said her saasu.

‘I can imagine.’

‘He’s very probing. He likes to talk about the past. What it was like growing up. I don’t understand what good can come of it. What does my childhood have to do with anything?’

‘Now that you’ve agreed to go,’ said Rekha Masi, ‘I think you should let the therapist do his job.’

‘God knows what he must think of us.’

‘Be honest. Tell him everything. He’s there to help you.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it.’

Rekha Masi took a sip of her tea. ‘Rupal used to see a therapist,’ she said.

‘Did she?’

‘Years ago. She told me only once it was all over. She spent two years seeing one. Imagine.’

‘Rupal’s always been so strong. What did she need a therapist for?’

‘She said she needed it to help her accept who she was.’

‘Children today!’ laughed her saasu. ‘When we were young, did therapy exist? People just got on with their lives, didn’t they, instead of paying strangers to talk about them?’

‘I used to think that way, but I can’t deny the impact it’s had on her. She used to be so angry – surely you remember?’

‘She was very argumentative. I remember that.’

‘Precisely. She’s much calmer now. Not so defensive.’

‘I assumed she grew out of it.’

Rekha Masi shook her head. ‘People don’t just grow out of things. At least, not in any meaningful way.’

They fell quiet.

‘Did you speak to him about that free stress management workshop?’ asked Rekha Masi. Then, having realised Mira was in the next room, she stood up and pulled the kitchen door shut.

Mira took the folded clothes upstairs. By the time she came back down, the kitchen door was ajar.

‘Everything feels so much more spacious in here,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘You know I used to hate how you kept all that stuff on the table. Doesn’t it feel so much nicer to be able to sit and eat at your dining table?’

‘The cupboards were Mira’s idea.’

‘Of course they were,’ said Rekha Masi, pushing the door open and leaning her head out. ‘You’re clearly the wise one in this house, Mira,’ she said. ‘Maybe you can persuade your mother-in-law to get a new kitchen altogether?’

‘What’s wrong with my kitchen?’ asked her saasu.

‘You’ve had this kitchen for thirty years.’

‘And where will the money come from?’

Rekha Masi rolled her eyes.

‘How’s Rupal?’ asked Mira.

‘Upset.’

‘Why?’

‘Who knows! I assume you already know they want to get married.’

‘Yes.’

‘And tell me honestly, what do you think?’

‘I’m happy for them,’ said Mira.

Rekha Masi frowned. ‘But they already are happy! Isn’t that the point? She doesn’t need marriage to make her happy!’

‘But it’s important to Chantelle.’

‘What will marriage give them that they don’t already have?’

When she thought about it, Mira wasn’t sure there was anything.

‘You’ve been in this country such a short time,’ said Rekha Masi, ‘and already you’re beginning to think like them.’ It wasn’t clear whether this was supposed to be a compliment. ‘In my day, marriage was between a man and a woman. End of story.’

‘The world is changing,’ said Mira.

‘That’s what people keep telling me. But I’m worried.’

‘About what?’ asked her saasu.

‘Do you know any other women who have got married in our community? Can you name even one?’

‘As long as you’re okay with it,’ said Mira, ‘it shouldn’t matter what anybody else thinks.’

Rekha Masi nodded but in a way that suggested she wasn’t sure. ‘I can see why Rupal likes you,’ she said.

‘I used to think the way you do,’ said Mira. ‘But I can see how much they love each other.’

‘I thought Rupal would grow out of it.’

‘Just let her live her life,’ said her saasu.

‘Imagine the things people are going to say about us.’

‘So long as you’re okay with Rupal’s life, what choice do other people have? You’re her mother.’

Rekha Masi folded her arms and let out a big sigh. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it’s me. Perhaps I need to think about things differently.’
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On the day of Mr Stevens’ funeral, Tahliil took a bus to Gilroes Cemetery. His mother had wanted to come, but her legs weren’t up to it.

Outside the chapel, a crowd of people had gathered. Tahliil cast his gaze over them in search of Marie. She stood along the peripheries, dabbing at her nose with a tissue, managing to be at once both inside and outside the group.

He didn’t know what he’d say to her, or what she’d say to him, and it made him anxious. He looked at the people who had come to pay their respects and wondered who they all were. As far as he was concerned, Mr Stevens had been alone. Not that Tahliil was surprised. Whenever anybody died in Mogadishu, throngs of people arrived at the funeral, many of whom hadn’t seen the deceased in months, often years. Why was it that people were much more willing to partake in a person’s death than in their life?

As a teenager, his father had stopped him from attending funerals, until they became too frequent to avoid. There had been a time Tahliil could recite the Janaaso from memory. He knew how to wash and wrap the body, how to secure it to stop it from rolling off the wooden frame on its way to the xabaalo.

He followed the group into the chapel and stood at the very back. Before long, somebody noticed him and ushered him forward. His eyes fell over the coffin, on which a flower arrangement had been set out. DAD. Towards the front, Marie stood beside two teenage boys who Tahliil thought must be her sons. Her grief seemed to push through her in waves, her body heaving with it, until the boy closest to her put his hand on her back to support her.

A while later, she stood at the lectern – her round, solid frame, her black skirt, the brim of her hat falling over her eyes – and read from a crumpled piece of paper. ‘You were a stubborn man,’ she said, her eyes on the coffin. ‘Stubborn but so kind.’ She blew her nose. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t home more. I’m sorry you were by yourself. I should have kept you with me in Scotland. I shouldn’t have let you come back. I should have—’ Here, she broke into a fresh set of sobs that muffled her voice and made it impossible for Tahliil to understand what she was saying.

It went on like this for a while, until a man – possibly her husband – walked up to the lectern, took her into his arms and led her back to her seat.

Tahliil was not used to hearing speeches at funerals, or anything other than prayers, but he liked that in England such a thing existed. That a person could be granted further dimensions even after death.

Once the coffin was taken outside and lowered into the ground, once the ceremony was complete, Marie came and stood by Tahliil, her eyes sore, strands of hair stuck to her face. ‘Thank you for coming,’ she said, bringing her arms around him. He wasn’t used to being hugged, and felt his body stiffen in response. She clung on anyway, until finally he was forced to put his arms around her. He could feel the great warmth of her flesh through her clothes. Conscious of being watched by others, Tahliil closed his eyes.

‘You were the last person to see him,’ she said.

‘Mr Stevens looking very peaceful. Mr Stevens looking like he sleeping.’

‘He always did love a nap,’ she said, allowing herself a moment of relief. ‘We’re going back to the house for the wake,’ she said. ‘For some food and drink. If you wanted to come. Have you got a lift?’ Tahliil said he didn’t, and she turned to a man she called Derek and asked whether he had space in his car. He said he did, and soon after that, everybody dispersed, leaving the greyish mist of the graveyard and Mr Stevens behind as they walked to their respective cars.

*

Derek must have been in his fifties. He wore thick-rimmed glasses and had a head full of shiny grey hair. He wound down the car window to let in some breeze; the interior was stuffy with cigarette smoke. ‘What’s your name, then?’ he asked.

‘Tahliil.’

‘Hmm, that’s a tricky one. Tahiil,’ he said.

‘Tahliil.’

‘Okay, let’s try again. Tahliil.’

‘Yeah.’

‘How did you know him then? The old man.’

‘I looking after Mr Stevens in mornings. I looking after the house, cleaning, helping Mr Stevens.’

‘Ah. Mr Stevens. I bet he loved you calling him that.’

‘My mother also looking after Mr Stevens. Before. Now me.’

‘Ah yes. Marie did say.’

‘How do you know Mr Stevens?’

‘I’m his son.’

‘His son?’

‘Yep. The bad son.’

Tahliil looked at Derek more closely, and in the space of a second it became obvious that he was. The broad, flat face. The round chin. The green eyes. He didn’t know what to say. Something about Derek’s manner didn’t match what Tahliil expected from a grieving son.

‘Where are you living?’ asked Tahliil.

‘Over in Syston.’

They drove a while without speaking.

‘Did he ever talk about me, my old man?’ asked Derek.

‘No,’ said Tahliil, knowing it was the wrong answer but not having any alternative.

‘There’s a surprise. God, he really hated me, didn’t he?’

‘Mr Stevens was a nice man.’

‘Everybody’s nice unless they’re your own bloody father,’ laughed Derek. ‘What about your old man? Is he still alive?’

‘My father living in my home country. In Somalia.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I was reading something on the news about Somalia just yesterday. Not the safest place, is it? Wouldn’t he be better off over here?’

‘My father preferring to live in Mogadishu.’

‘Home is home, I suppose.’

Tahliil wanted to ask what disagreement had occurred between Derek and Mr Stevens, but the question felt futile.

*

Back at the house, Tahliil stood in one corner waiting for somebody to tell him what to do. The rooms felt unrecognisable filled with so many people. On the dining table were set out bowls of crisps and foil trays loaded with sandwiches. Marie poured red wine into plastic cups and offered them around.

‘Of course,’ she said, when she got to him, ‘you don’t drink, do you?’ She grabbed him by the elbow and led him to one end of the dining table, where she picked up a paper plate and began to fill it with crisps and sandwiches. ‘Do you eat meat?’ she asked.

‘Only halal,’ he said.

She left the half-filled plate where it was and picked up a fresh one, which she stacked with cheese and salad sandwiches and more crisps. Then she poured him a glass of orange juice and found him a chair to sit on. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘Nobody’ll bother you here.’

He ate his sandwiches slowly and listened to the conversations that swirled about the room in low, tactful voices. Stories about Mr Stevens he hadn’t heard before, that brought the dead man to life. He watched as Marie went around hurriedly with a bottle of wine, topping up glasses even when they were full, as if the act of standing still were too much. Every now and then, Tahliil saw her point in his direction. ‘He used to look after Dad in the mornings,’ she said. ‘No, not through the council. It was a private arrangement. The council only sent somebody twice a week in the afternoon. Exactly. It’s not enough. Not when you’re his age.’

After he had finished eating, Tahliil went and found Marie in the kitchen. She and Derek were discussing something, and he could tell from the way they stopped talking that it was to do with him.

‘I go now,’ he said.

‘Of course,’ said Marie, then: ‘Before you do, though, Dad left something for you.’ She pulled an envelope from her pocket that had Tahliil’s name on it. ‘He left it on the dining table the night he died. I imagine you’ve already seen it.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I not seeing this before.’

‘We’re going to put the house on the market,’ said Derek. ‘But the place probably needs sprucing up before we do that. A lick of paint. I’d do it myself, but my back isn’t in good shape. We were wondering whether you wanted to do it.’

‘Yes, I can,’ said Tahliil.

‘The money in that envelope should be sufficient,’ said Marie.

Derek gave her a look. ‘We’ll pay for the materials, obviously.’

Briefly, Tahliil wondered what would happen if he said no, and whether Marie would take the envelope back. ‘Okay,’ he said.

Finally, he left. Relieved to be away from so many strangers, but empty at the thought of not seeing Mr Stevens again.

When he got home, he went into the bathroom and counted the notes inside the envelope. Two hundred pounds. Four crisp, fifty-pound notes that smelled as though they were freshly cut. Tahliil knew Mr Stevens had given him the money because he liked him, and not because he expected anything in return, and it made him angry the way Marie had behaved, as though Tahliil still owed them something over and above what he had already given.

* * *

‘So,’ said Sumaya, once he had returned downstairs and poured himself a glass of water. ‘She’s married.’

‘Who?’ asked his mother.

Tahliil felt his stomach tighten, and wondered whether the time had come to confess everything.

His mother looked at him. ‘Please God, no,’ she said.

‘I’ve been doing my research,’ said Sumaya.

‘You thought you could hide it from your own mother, did you?’

He finished his water and poured himself another glass from the jug on the coffee table. He knew the less he said, the more difficult things would be, but the words in his head refused to settle in any order.

‘Don’t you think we have enough problems?’ asked his mother. ‘Without you carrying on with that slut. Lying to your own mother, your own sister. And to imagine I thought you were the sensible one.’ Her words felt like blades against him. He hated the way she spoke, swearing and cussing like a low-class person, hissing in her rage, not able to think of things from any perspective other than her own.

‘Did you think we were stupid?’ asked Sumaya. ‘Did you think we wouldn’t find out?’

‘If you met her, you would like her,’ he said.

‘What kind of woman goes with another man while she’s married?’ asked his mother. ‘What about her husband? What about her family?’ She repositioned the cushions behind her back and sat upright, her body filled with new energy. ‘What if her family come looking for you?’ she said. ‘They’ll kill you. Allah, my children are going to need dhaqan celis. Please help them.’

‘Please stop,’ he said.

‘I always knew you were hanging around with too many wastrels in Mogadishu. Look how they’ve influenced you.’

His mother didn’t know what she was saying.

‘You should have stayed in Somalia,’ she said. ‘Instead, you’ve come here and started making trouble.’

He felt his earlier anger begin to spill over. ‘Yes!’ he shouted. ‘Yes, Sumaya and I should have stayed in Mogadishu. We should have stayed with father and Aisha. We shouldn’t have come to England to help you. We should have left you here to look after yourself, to massage your own legs.’ The words rattled through him and before he knew it, his mother had stood up, raced forward and slapped him, her strength enough to wind him. But even with his cheek stinging, all Tahliil could think of was the ease with which she had run, as though her legs were in perfect order.

‘How dare you speak to your mother this way,’ she said, but Tahliil was no longer listening. ‘A woman who is disloyal to her husband will never be loyal to any man.’

He left the room, pulled on his coat, slammed the front door shut and started walking, with no idea where he was going.

*

When he got to the end of Cooper Street, it began to rain, but he went on walking regardless, until he found himself on Melton Road in one of the dessert parlours he had often walked past but avoided, that felt too extravagant for somebody hoping to save money.

He ordered a coffee and a slice of cake and for once didn’t care how much they cost. He was drenched. He sat beside one of the radiators only to realise it was cold, and took off his jacket and hung it behind his chair instead, spreading his legs a little so his jeans might dry.

The dessert parlour was almost full, the abrupt rain having forced people indoors.

He pushed a forkful of cake into his mouth, focused his attention on the taste of chocolate, cherries, cream. Beneath the rapid noise of the dessert parlour, he felt alone. Alone in a way he wasn’t prepared for. As though his mother’s words had scooped out his core.

‘We are born alone, and we die alone,’ his father had a habit of saying. Now, Tahliil understood the dank truth behind those words and felt their bleakness tip into him.

He was moving his fork across the smears of whipped cream on his plate when something made him look up. His eyes landed on a man ordering at the counter. He saw the man’s profile and it took a minute for him to recognise who it was. Tahliil’s eyes followed him as he sat down at a table two rows ahead. On the opposite side of that table sat Mira. She was staring straight ahead at Tahliil, her eyes fixed and fearful. Rajiv must have noticed the intensity of her gaze, because he turned to look, and it was only then that Tahliil lowered his eyes back down to his empty plate.

‘What are you looking at?’ asked Rajiv.

‘Nothing,’ she said.

All it took was the sound of her voice, its familiar sweetness, to make Tahliil realise he wouldn’t be able to look in their direction again. He searched his mind for what he had been thinking about in the moments prior to looking up, but couldn’t recall any of it. From the periphery of his vision, he saw a waiter go to their table with their order, setting down a fork and a spoon, an ice cream sundae for them to share.

Tahliil wondered whether Mira was fighting as hard as he was to stop himself from running towards her. He noticed the hot, pulsating beat of his heart, the sweat on his palms, the extra effort it took to breathe. He could not think of anything other than them eating ice cream from the same bowl with the same spoon, and in that moment understood that he wasn’t prepared to see any form of Mira’s happiness that didn’t include him. She and Rajiv, sharing their dessert, feeding each other, made an incision right into Tahliil’s chest, sliced him open, and to distract himself he ran his hands over his pockets to check that he still had his house keys. Pulling on his jacket, he stood up and walked towards the door, trying his hardest not to look at them. He pushed it open and almost missed the front step, stumbling out onto the pavement. He was walking along the road, his head ringing, his breath coarse, when he felt the press of a hand on his right shoulder. His immediate thought was that it was her. That she had left her husband and come running after him.

‘Sorry, mate, I don’t think you paid your bill,’ he heard instead, and turned to see one of the waiters looking up at him, out of breath. Tahliil apologised and went scrambling in his pocket for money, the loose change falling about his feet in a jingling, silver-copper mess.

‘Sorry,’ he said, as he handed the waiter a ten-pound note that was more money than he owed, but he didn’t care – anything to not have to go back inside.

The waiter took it and, shielding himself from the downpour with his hands, ran back the way he had come.

* * *

That evening, there was no exchange of messages wishing each other a good night, and the following day he didn’t respond to Mira’s texts or answer any of her calls. The Monday after, he went to work as usual but avoided going out into the yard and, when he had to, he stopped himself from looking up into the kitchen window. At lunchtime, he ate his sandwich indoors and it was only later, when he went back out into the yard to fetch something, that she ran outside to talk to him.

‘Why are you ignoring me?’

‘I’m not,’ he said, unable to look at her.

‘I didn’t know you would be there. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come.’

‘You free to go anywhere.’

He was standing by the dustbins, and she came and stood by him, as close as she could without touching him. He hated how awkward everything felt.

When eventually he looked at her, he saw how miserable she was, her face drawn, her eyes puffy, a reflection of himself. ‘How can we be together if you married?’ he asked, but before she had a chance to respond, Malti shouted her name and she looked at him helplessly, then turned to go back inside.

Over the course of the afternoon there was a flurry of text messages:

I feeling angry, he wrote.

Because I was with Rajiv?

Yeah.

I didn’t know you would be there.

I know.

So why are you upset?

I don’t know.

You always knew I had a husband.

I know.

I never hid it from you.

I don’t like him.

I don’t love him.

I know.

Don’t be angry.

I wanting to be with only you. I not wanting you to be with anybody else.

I want that too.

We go to different city. We go anywhere.

The words raced out of him before he had truly considered them. He and Mira had already travelled halfway across the world by themselves, he thought. If they could manage that, surely anything was possible.

*

The next time they had sex, it was in one of the cheap hotels in Evington. It had been two weeks since they had touched each other, and they went about it with an urgency that was breathless and unnerving. He gripped her body, his fingers digging into her skin. He felt her fingernails across his back.

With each kiss, Tahliil realised he was trying to eradicate even the smallest distance between them, as though what was required was for her to become a part of him, the way his arms were, or his heart. But whenever he looked into her eyes, he found her husband looking back at him.

Tahliil kissed her in a bid to pull himself out of it, but the image of her husband had spread like ink through him until he was angry, and it wasn’t clear when their lovemaking transformed into something else. It was only then, when he looked into Mira’s eyes, that he saw something – confusion, fear – that he hadn’t seen before, and that caused his body to slacken and fall apart from hers so completely. Limp, cold, devoid of lust.

‘You’re so angry,’ she said, pulling the duvet over herself, her armour against him.

He felt terrible. ‘Sorry,’ he said, hating himself, wanting to disappear, fearing he had lost her. ‘I keep thinking about your husband.’

‘Forget about him.’

‘How long you have to stay together?’ he asked.

‘If I divorce him, the government will send me back,’ she said. ‘I have to stay married to him for three more years.’

Time stretched out before them, wide and infinite. Would they really be able to survive it, he wondered.

They lay beside each other, looking up at the ceiling. Veins of damp had left brown scribbles in one corner of the room. Tahliil felt awful. That he had brought her to a place like this. That it was all he could afford. And if Mira hadn’t put her hand on his chest just then, if she hadn’t leaned in and kissed him, he might have felt that way forever.
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Ever since Mira had told him about her mother-in-law’s overdose, Tahliil found himself thinking about it.

He was forced to conceive of her other life in ways he hadn’t before. As though it was something she was shackled to, that tightened its grip on her the more she attempted to free herself. The fifteen minutes they spent together went from occurring every day to twice a week, with Mira leaving Roopa’s at lunchtime and taking a bus to Flax Road instead. And although he understood why she was doing it, there was a sense that her other life was finally laying claim to her.

She had also stopped coming to Mr Stevens’ house with the same regularity, and on the days she did, she appeared withdrawn and preoccupied.

Derek had delivered the paint and rollers and other supplies, and Tahliil spent his mornings dressed in old overalls, painting, attempting to make things look clean, new, desirable. He went about the job with pride and diligence, laying dustsheets over the floor and across the furniture, applying masking tape carefully along the walls and the skirting. It was important things looked good; it was what Mr Stevens deserved. And besides, it was good practice, for when Tahliil had a house of his own.

Every now and then, he received texts from Derek telling him that he had been to the house to check on the progress, sometimes with a list of things that needed Tahliil’s attention. This felt odd, given his lack of presence and involvement while Mr Stevens had been alive.

Most of the time, Tahliil was glad to be by himself. At home, his relationship with his mother and Sumaya had evolved into something terse and exhausting.

‘That witch has cast a spell on you,’ his mother would say.

‘You don’t know anything about her.’

‘I know enough. Look at how you are, how you’ve become. Going against your own family. Your own blood.’

He wondered whether it wouldn’t be easier to tell them it was over, just to get them off his back. ‘Why can’t you be happy for me?’ he asked instead.

‘Happy? That a married woman has got her claws into you?’ His mother spoke with such conviction, as though she knew everything about love. Enough to see through its weedy tangles.

He finished one wall and was about to move on to the next when he received a text from Mira, telling him she was on her way. It wasn’t something they had planned, and his usual excitement at the prospect of seeing her dwindled into something akin to dread. In bleaker moments, he wondered whether she was falling out of love with him but didn’t quite know how to say it.

He pushed his roller across the wall one last time before losing interest and lowering it back onto the paint tray. It felt absurd that a single person could have such a bearing on his emotions.

He sat with his back against an unpainted wall and waited. When she finally knocked on the back door, he took a while to let her in, first checking himself in the bathroom mirror, as though how he looked in that moment was crucial to what might transpire between them.

She looked drawn despite her make-up, her eyes devoid of their usual spark, and it was only when she had pulled the door closed behind her and unexpectedly leaned in to kiss him that the knots that had formed inside him came loose. She followed him inside and offered to help with the painting, pulling on a spare overall he had found in the cellar. ‘I wanted to see you,’ she said.

‘Why?’

She looked at him oddly. ‘Why not?’

Usually, whenever they were alone, they were looking for excuses to touch, but this morning he sensed her hesitation. She helped paint the bottom part of the wall while he climbed a step ladder and painted the top. Every now and then he looked at her, to see whether she was enjoying herself, whether she was happy, although the answer to such questions was no longer easily discernible. They worked with concentration, until finally he played some music on his phone and the awkwardness was temporarily covered over.

‘Last night there was a big argument,’ she said.

He looked at her to show he was listening.

‘My mother-in-law stopped seeing her therapist.’

‘Why?’

‘She says she doesn’t need it. It’s a waste of money.’

Tahliil didn’t know much about therapy. If he was honest, it was as alien a concept to him as it evidently was for Mira’s mother-in-law. The idea that talking about the past could somehow rectify the present or future felt naive and indulgent. Where he came from, problems were dealt with by thinking up practical solutions.

‘She stopped going a few weeks ago,’ said Mira, ‘but Rajiv found out only yesterday.’

‘It’s her life,’ said Tahliil. ‘Her choice.’

‘If she doesn’t see a therapist, how will things change?’

He wasn’t sure what to say.

‘It could happen again,’ she said. ‘It could be worse this time. What would we do?’

She let out a deep breath. Did her ‘we’ include him, Tahliil wondered.

‘Why would anybody accept that kind of life?’ asked Mira.

‘Some people too scared to change their lives,’ he said.

‘Everybody acts like everything is normal. Now they want me to have a baby.’

‘A baby?’

They paused, the word floating between them.

‘They think a baby will solve everything,’ she said.

*

Once the wall was complete, Mira cleaned up her roller, and Tahliil followed her into the kitchen, where she set about washing her hands. ‘Do you want to have a baby?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yes. But Rajiv does.’

‘Why?’

‘He thinks a baby will be a distraction.’

Tahliil handed her a towel to dry her hands. ‘They all stupid,’ he said. ‘Everybody stupid.’ The thought of a baby – Mira and Rajiv’s baby – lingered, and he left Mira in the kitchen and returned to the living room. When she joined him there, she looked exactly as she had when she first arrived, the paint washed off her hands, her make-up reapplied, all evidence removed, and he considered how easily it had been achieved – slipping out of one life and into another.

He looked at the freshly painted wall. ‘Our house having different colours,’ he said, eager to remind her of their future. ‘Bright colours.’

She nodded. ‘Beige is so boring.’

‘We having nice furniture. Nice chairs.’

‘Will it be a big house?’ she asked.

‘Whatever you want.’

‘I want a big garden. I want to grow fruits and vegetables. Flowers.’

She spoke as though she could see it.

‘You can buy these things in the market,’ he laughed. ‘Very cheap.’

‘It’s not about money.’

‘You sure you still wanting to live with me?’ he asked.

‘Yes! Let’s go to London. Soon. We can find a cheap Airbnb. We can arrange to see some houses.’ She threaded her arms under his so that their bodies were nestled into each other.

It would be years before they’d be able to live together, but he tried not to let that tarnish the fantasy. Without their dreams, they had nothing.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘One day we having big house. Bigger than this one. One day we having a family. Children.’ He made sure his voice was loud and strong enough to carry the weight of the things they wanted.

*

Once Mira was gone, he finished painting another wall and tried not to dwell on the fact that she was still having sex with her husband. He wondered whether they used contraception, how often they had sex, whether it was always at Rajiv’s insistence or whether she ever initiated it. If he thought about it rationally, it seemed obvious that they still would. How could she refuse? Had he been in her position, he would have done the same. But it wasn’t long before the rational thoughts were eaten up by something that had nothing to do with his brain and everything to do with his heart. After seeing them together in the dessert parlour, he had found it increasingly difficult to conceive of them as distinct entities and to shift the concern that her life on Flax Road was more prominent than she allowed him to believe.

*

Occasionally, Tahliil went to Mr Stevens’ house in the evenings too.

‘They should be paying you extra for all the hours you’re putting in,’ said his mother. ‘If Mr Stevens could see the way they’re taking advantage of you, he’d turn in his grave!’

For once, Tahliil agreed with her.

After months of looking, Sumaya had managed to secure part-time work in a factory that packed socks and underwear. It was only ten hours a week, but it was something.

They were still waiting to receive a date from the Home Office for their substantive interviews, but Tahliil knew that as soon as one year had passed from the date of their application, they would be able to apply for proper work – something that would pay them minimum wage. Until then, he and Sumaya would have to make do.

‘Nobody treats us with respect,’ said Sumaya. ‘They don’t want to know where we’re from, let alone our names. All anybody knows is how to exploit us.’

‘This is just the beginning,’ said his mother. ‘You had better get used to it. You are not there to make friends.’

‘I can earn money and still be respected.’

‘In time, you’ll get your respect. Those factories have new people starting every day. To earn respect, you have to stick it out.’

‘If the government lets us stay,’ said Sumaya, ‘I’m going to study part-time. I’ll go to university. Then I’ll get a good job that actually means something.’

‘Every job has meaning,’ said his mother. ‘If you got off your high horse, you would see this.’

‘You don’t understand,’ said Sumaya.

In the past, Tahliil might have stuck up for his sister or attempted to soothe her, but the urge no longer came as naturally as it once had. In fact, the more he heard her speak, the more he understood how firmly set she was on the path to becoming bitter and unforgiving like their mother.

A week earlier, his mother had received a call from Sumaya’s husband, Mustafa, setting out his intentions to seek a divorce. It was a call Tahliil and his mother had been dreading.

His mother told Mustafa he was a coward she hoped never to see again. And as she recounted the conversation to Tahliil, she drew comparisons with her own life, leading her to the sorry conclusion that all men were the same.

What they had to do was find the right moment to tell Sumaya.

Tahliil had no idea when that moment would arrive or how his sister would take it, and wished he wouldn’t have to be there to witness it. He supposed that made him a coward too.

* * *

One evening, a few days later, rather than going home after finishing up at Mr Stevens’ house, Tahliil walked all the way to Flax Road.

By now, he knew exactly where she lived. The number. The reddish bricks. The white double-glazed front door with a panel of stained glass.

He stood at one end of the road, pretending to scroll through his phone, wondering whether she was inside, and if she was, what she was doing. After about fifteen minutes he walked the length of the road and when he returned, he saw her husband out on the front step.

Pulling the door shut behind him, Rajiv walked further along the road and lit himself a cigarette. Then, leaning against his car, he began to smoke it.

Rajiv. The man who had so many of the things Tahliil wanted: a house. A complete education. A profession. Money. A wife.

He must have sensed Tahliil looking, because their eyes met before Tahliil looked away. Rajiv put his cigarette out and got into his car, and Tahliil followed the car lights as they moved steadily down the road and away from him, growing smaller and smaller before disappearing.

One day, things would work out. Then Tahliil would look back on his life and see that every hardship had been worth it.

He made his way back to the end of the road and lit a cigarette, watching as rings of smoke floated up from his mouth into the cool air.

He sent Mira a text.

Come outside. I on your road.

Really?

Come outside.

Where are you?

Near corner shop.

He knew she would come. And when she did? They’d get on a bus and never return.

Fifteen minutes later, he saw her emerge and walk stealthily in his direction. Beside the corner shop ran a narrow, open passageway hidden from the road. Once she was close enough to see him, he went inside. She followed. There, beneath the still darkness, he pressed her up against the wall and kissed her.

They spoke not a word. Instead, he let the intensity of the moment, the near pain of it, speak for him. He kissed her as though he might never kiss her again – reckless, greedy – and was relieved when she returned his kiss with equal ferocity. Their bodies were pressed up against each other so tightly that he could feel her pounding chest, and he wondered whether, if they willed it enough, they would vanish into thin air.
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In December – fourteen months after they had applied for asylum – Tahliil and Sumaya received a letter from the Home Office with dates for their second interviews.

‘You’ve still got a few months to prepare,’ said Barkhado when they went to see her. ‘Try and stay positive.’

Tahliil knew she was right, and that this was something they had been waiting for – patiently and with hope. But now that it was visible on the horizon, he couldn’t help but worry that they were simply one step closer to being sent back to Somalia.

‘There’s no guessing with this government,’ said Barkhado, ‘but we should remember that they do allow some people to stay. More than you might think. The important thing is that you’ve been honest and attended all your check-ins.’

Sumaya handed over their money, before Barkhado switched on her computer and opened the document they had drawn up together covering the timeline from when Tahliil and Sumaya had left Mogadishu to when they had arrived in Leicester. ‘Fourteen months is a long time,’ she said. ‘We need to make sure you haven’t forgotten anything and that your stories are still matching up. Sometimes, traumas trick our mind into forgetting.’

Tahliil nodded. He had a printout of the timeline at home, but had not looked at it in a while, too caught up in his everyday life.

‘Libya is where your stories will diverge,’ said Barkhado. ‘I know it’s difficult to talk about, but you are going to be asked about it. In great detail.’ Tahliil could sense Sumaya tensing up beside him. ‘When we get to that bit,’ said Barkhado, ‘we can do it just the two of us.’

‘Okay,’ said Sumaya.

They stayed with Barkhado for over two hours, rehearsing details of their journey, practising speaking slowly, hoping repetition would finally turn their suffering into a story that could be recounted without pain. Barkhado took on the role of the interviewer, questioning them with scepticism and rigour, so that by the time they got home, they were shattered.

‘The Home Office will make you feel as if they don’t believe you,’ Barkhado had said, ‘as if they think you’re lying. You just need to stick to what you’ve told them. Don’t let them fool you into thinking you’ve done something wrong.’

‘We will memorise everything,’ Tahliil had said.

‘You don’t want to sound like a parrot. You need to appear calm. Talk the way you normally would.’

*

‘The whole system is ridiculous,’ said his mother, later that evening. ‘Only last year the Home Office had to apologise because they told people they could stay when they shouldn’t have. An admin error. Imagine.’

Tahliil didn’t want to imagine it; he could think of nothing worse. ‘Let’s talk about something else,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ said his mother, ‘we still have time. We can worry about it later. Tahliil, go and buy some mutton from the butchers, will you? Let’s at least have ourselves a decent meal.’

He walked the three streets to the nearest halal butcher, trying not to be overcome by the sensation that life was rapidly disintegrating. Every few steps he paused, pressed his hand to his chest, took a deep breath.

He imagined himself years in the future, still stuck in Leicester, trying to claim his life as his own. Getting nowhere. He wanted to start over, to carry on walking as far and as fast as he could, until his problems lay somewhere behind him. Then he considered just how far he already had run – miles and miles of earth disappearing beneath his feet – and wondered whether there was anywhere left for him to go.

Back at the house, he helped his mother prepare the mutton and rice while Sumaya chopped a salad of onions and tomatoes. An hour later, they sat around the coffee table and ate skoudehkaris with a kind of abandon they rarely allowed themselves. It was the least they could do – enjoy a meal they had all worked so hard to afford. He thought of all the hours he and Sumaya would have to spend preparing for their interviews – reliving each moment – and it took some effort to maintain his appetite.

*

The following day, late in the afternoon, he unloaded the washing machine and set about hanging the clothes on the clothes-horse by the radiator. Not long before, it had rained. Now, sunlight streamed through the net curtains, casting patterns across the sofa and over the floor.

‘Sumaya’s complaints have become less,’ said his mother, ‘have you noticed?’

‘Yes.’

‘I knew getting a job would help her.’

‘She needs more friends,’ he said.

‘Friends can wait. What she needs is money.’

‘There are more important things,’ he said, realising how hollow the words sounded even as he spoke them.

‘I tried to convince Mustafa,’ said his mother.

‘What did he say?’

‘I tried to explain to him that he was making a mistake. That whatever happened wasn’t Sumaya’s fault. That there was a time when he loved her.’

‘And?’

‘He said his feelings have changed. He said they are too far apart to go on as they were.’

Tahliil finished hanging the last of the clothes and sat beside his mother on the sofa.

‘Mustafa had the audacity to suggest that he could marry again,’ said his mother, ‘and have two wives. Like your father.’

‘What did you say?’

‘I’m not having my daughter treated like a piece of garbage! Why are you men so driven by the stupid thing dangling between your legs?’

‘Not all men!’ he said.

‘Sumaya needs to build a life of her own. Once she does that, she will realise she no longer needs Mustafa. And when the time is right, we can find her a decent Somali boy to marry.’

‘Why does she have to get married at all?’ asked Tahliil.

‘The world is a tough place for unmarried women.’

‘You’ve managed well so far,’ he said.

‘I came into this country at the right time,’ said his mother. ‘And besides, I am married.’

*

They were watching television, Tahliil massaging his mother’s legs, when he heard his phone buzz and saw a message from Mira.

Are you at home?

[image: ] Yeah.

I’m near your house.

Really?

Can you come out?

Where are you?

On your street.

My street?

Yes.

Ok

He made an excuse and left the house. As soon as he stepped outside, he saw her on the street corner. She appeared small, her hands deep inside her coat pockets. He looked around himself in case any of his neighbours were watching.

‘What happened?’ he asked.

Her eyes were sore, and he could tell she had been crying. There was a fragility about her that put him on edge, that he wasn’t prepared for or knew what to do with. He noticed too how difficult she found it to look him in the eyes.

‘I can’t stay in that house anymore,’ she said. ‘I can’t do it.’

‘What do you mean?’

She lowered her gaze to the ground. ‘Let’s go away from here,’ she said. ‘Please.’

‘Why? What happened?’

‘Whenever I’m there I can’t breathe. My chest feels tight. I hate it.’

‘But what happened?’

‘I just want to leave.’

Each time a car went past, Tahliil felt himself grow anxious, afraid it was her husband or her in-laws out looking for her. ‘We needing money,’ he said. ‘We needing time. Government finally giving us date for big interview. If they allowing us to stay, life becoming easier. Then we can go anywhere.’

He felt pinpricks of rain on his face and looked at the sky.

‘How many years will we have to put up with this?’ asked Mira.

‘We go away for weekend,’ he said. ‘Like we talk about. We go to London. Promise.’

He had not seen her this way before, but could see that she had reached the end of some road.

‘It’s raining,’ he said. ‘We talk about this tomorrow, okay?’ But she shook her head. As the rain fell, he looked around for some shelter but there wasn’t any. He thought of Mr Stevens’ house – now sold – for which he no longer had the key.

‘I don’t want to hide anymore,’ she said, an unwavering firmness to her voice, and it occurred to him that if he resisted her in that moment, he would lose her.

The drizzle gained pace. A gust of wind made his clothes wet. He looked over his shoulder in the direction of his house. It would take them less than a minute to go inside, less than a minute to be warm and dry. It felt absurd that he hadn’t thought of it sooner. If he couldn’t bring the girl he loved into his own home, what did that say about him? ‘Come,’ he said, taking her by the hand, leading her in that direction until they were standing outside his front door.

*

As they entered, he noticed things as though for the first time: the messy pile of shoes in one corner of the hallway, a towel left to dry over the radiator, the floor in need of vacuuming. He fought an impulse to make her wait outside, so he could tidy the place up. He realised, as they were standing in the hallway, that he had not considered the possibility of bringing Mira back to his house, though he couldn’t say why.

He pulled the towel off the radiator and handed it to Mira so that she could dry herself. The house smelt of spices, tiger balm, medicated oil. Once she had dried herself, he led her towards the living room, taking a deep breath as he opened the door.

His mother had her back to them, her legs horizontal across the sofa. ‘Did you forget something?’ she said, turning to look. Then, catching sight of Mira standing behind him, she twisted her body in a way that looked painful. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked.

Tahliil walked over to the chair in the corner, removed the pile of letters and leaflets on top of it and gestured for Mira to sit down. Never before had he seen her look so sad, so uncomfortable.

‘Well,’ said his mother, ‘now that she’s settled, are you going to answer me?’

‘This is Mira,’ he said.

His mother’s eyes narrowed, her lips forming a tight round, as though she were about to blow a whistle. ‘What is she doing in our house?’

‘Hooyo …’ But before he could go on, his mother raised a hand to stop him.

‘So. You’re the one who’s cast a spell over my son.’ She repositioned herself on the sofa so her legs were dangling over its edge.

Tahliil looked at Mira, sunk into the chair, her hands clasped in her lap. Small. A shadow.

‘What do you want with my son?’ asked his mother. When there was no response, she shot Tahliil a look. ‘Does she speak? Can she speak? Or has Allah taken her tongue?’

‘We want to be together,’ he said. ‘Can she stay with us?’

His mother laughed, hard and bitter. ‘What do you think this is? A women’s shelter? She is another man’s wife.’

‘Hooyo—’

‘Does your husband know you’re here? What about your in-laws? You’ve got some nerve.’

He wanted Mira to say something, anything, but she wouldn’t.

‘What is it you want exactly? To divorce your husband so that you can be with my son? So that you can move into my house?’

‘She will get a divorce as soon as she can,’ said Tahliil.

‘How can you be so naive?’

‘We want to be together.’

‘Foolish boy! How long will you wait for another man’s wife? Use your brain, Tahliil! What is so special about this girl? There are hundreds of other girls, prettier girls. Hundreds!’

‘She is the one I want to be with.’

‘We don’t know whether the government will even let you stay in this country. What if they make you leave?’

He didn’t have an answer.

‘She can’t stay here,’ said his mother. ‘I don’t want to make enemies.’

‘Do you want a drink?’ he asked Mira.

‘A drink? Get her out of this house. Get her out!’ His mother’s voice frightened him, and as he looked at Mira he saw that it had frightened her too, and that she was shaking.

‘She’ll stay with us,’ he said, with as much conviction as he could muster.

‘Get her out!’

Before he could respond, Mira stood up from her chair and rushed past him, making her way to the front door.

‘If you go after her,’ shouted his mother, ‘I won’t let you back in!’

‘Mira,’ he said, ‘Mira!’ But it was too late. She had opened the door and rushed outside. He saw her running, away from him, his house.

‘Tahliil! Don’t you step foot outside this house!’

‘Mira!’ he shouted, but she had vanished around the corner. He felt disgusted then. At his inability to fight for and protect the people he loved. But now that she was gone, he also understood just how much he loved her.


MIRA



25


Another bleak morning. A heaviness pressed down on her as soon as she woke, like rocks fastened to her chest. Mira looked at Rajiv asleep beside her, and wondered how it was that the gravity of her sadness hadn’t pulled him into its orbit. Just as she had thought her life was on the brink of changing and occupying some space larger than itself, the opposite had shown itself to be true. What she felt instead was a steady, relentless closing-in.

It occurred to her that Rajiv could have been almost any man. He was simply the man she was forced to live with, the man whose bed she was made to share, a nagging reminder of her own naivety.

The night before, the condom had split while they were having sex and by the time she understood what had happened, it was too late. But rather than look worried, Rajiv’s expression had been one of faint relief. Relief verging on happiness. ‘If it’s meant to be,’ he had shrugged, ‘nobody can stop it.’ He made it sound like a threat, and it was only later, once her panic had subsided, that she was able to laugh at his fickleness – the proud atheist humbled by some greater power.

Before she went to work, Mira went to see the doctor about taking the morning-after pill and to ask about being prescribed some regular birth control. To her surprise, the doctor – an Indian man, who looked to be in his thirties – prescribed them without hesitation, running through the list of alternatives and side effects and telling her exactly how they should be taken. She realised she had anticipated more questions, more uncertainty, but there wasn’t any. Instead, the doctor asked flatly whether she was being pressured into having a child.

‘No,’ she said.

He nodded, although it wasn’t clear he believed her. ‘It happens, sometimes,’ he said. ‘In our community.’

‘If somebody in my family wanted to see my medical records,’ asked Mira, ‘would you be obliged to show them?’

He tightened his smile and shook his head. ‘Everything you tell me is confidential.’

Before she left, she asked whether taking the birth control pill would cause her to put on weight – something she had read about that had put her off getting it sooner – but the doctor shook his head and told her not to trust everything she read on the internet.

She wrapped the pills in a handkerchief and stuffed them into her bag, where she knew nobody would look. Then she went to Roopa’s, in a slightly better mood than the one in which she had woken.

*

Her evenings were spent alone in her bedroom, researching different cities she and Tahliil might move to in case London proved to be too expensive. But invariably she returned to London, a place big and multicultural enough to absorb them, offering comfort, opportunity, anonymity. She knew it would be a long time before their lives allowed them to move, but that didn’t matter. The alternative – to accept whatever life she had without building fantasies to escape it – felt unfathomable.

At the front of her mind were two questions: whether it would be easy enough to find jobs when the time came, and whether they would feel happier living closer to other Indians and Somalis.

Following her run-in with Tahliil’s mother, her dislike for Somalis had slowly given way to something unexpected – a steely determination to be accepted. By his family. His people. Wherever she and Tahliil ended up, Mira wanted to feel part of a larger community, to have friends, people they could rely on. She had taken it for granted, living in Leicester, how surrounded she was by those she recognised and who recognised her. If they went too far out, they wouldn’t have anybody aside from themselves, and as idyllic as the idea seemed at first, there was an inherent danger to it that she recognised.

*

After she had left Tahliil’s house that afternoon, she had walked to Cossington Park where, among the flat, empty grass and the bare, browning trees, her loneliness had become palpable.

Sitting on Tahliil’s bench, she had braced herself as their carefully curated future lost its shape. She had expected him to come running after her, and when he hadn’t it had shaken something inside her. She hadn’t believed he would choose his family over her, and the fact that he had served to dilute the strength of whatever she felt existed between them.

Hearing Tahliil’s mother speak, it had dawned on Mira that there was no space in his house or in his family for her. If she ended up staying with them, she would be as diminished as she was living on Flax Road.

It was only later, once she left the park and her breathing had returned to normal, that she attempted to see things from Tahliil’s perspective. She thought of her ex-boyfriend in India and how she had chosen her family over him. Was this any different? And besides, even if she and Tahliil did end up together, she already knew there were depths to his life that she would never understand as well as his mother and his sister did.

As she made her way home, it dawned on her that she would have to consider her next steps carefully. She had survived for close to two years. What difference would another two or three years make? Once she was free of Rajiv, she could do as she wanted. In the meantime, she’d be able to save more money, and if she really wanted, she could ask Jimmy for extra work to keep her busy.

She had walked the length of Harrison Road, distracting herself with the shops on either side, waiting for Tahliil to call, unsure what she would do if he didn’t. When eventually he did, her earlier hurt rose to the surface and she let the call ring out.

All weekend he had kept calling, but she couldn’t bring herself to answer. She hoped it was his way of telling her he wanted to be with her, but there was a fear that she’d answer only to discover he didn’t.

Finally, on Sunday night, he sent her a message: I love you. I here for you. We leaving Leicester when time is right. I promise. The words were as clean and as clear as she could have hoped for, and as soon as she read them her breath came easier. Reading them, she was reminded of something she had forgotten – his ability to soothe her. She felt relieved. As though she were a crumpled sheet hoisted into the air and pulled flat.

* * *

She kept her research, her discoveries, in a small notebook in her bag, its pages lined with Gujarati scrawl. Whenever new ideas emerged, she wrote them down, fearful that something else would appear and smother what had come before. Between those pages were skeletons of entire worlds she had dreamt up, worlds she believed she could write into existence.

Soon, she and Tahliil would have a plan, a destination. Soon, their lives would begin. Then happiness would follow. She was sure of it.

One lunchtime, once she and her saasu had finished eating, she pulled out her notebook and wrote down the cost of transport in London, something she hadn’t considered before. She scrolled through various websites in search of bus fares.

‘What are you writing?’ asked her saasu.

‘Nothing.’

‘It can’t be nothing.’

‘It’s for when I have enough money to start my own business. Some ideas.’

‘From the time we first met you,’ said her saasu, ‘I knew straight away that you weren’t the type of girl to sit around at home. I could see you were intelligent and ambitious. I wish I had been more like you.’

Mira lowered the notebook onto the coffee table and went to the bathroom. When she returned, she saw that her saasu had picked it up and was carefully leafing through its pages. ‘What’s this?’ she asked. ‘Do you want to move to London?’

‘I was just doing some research,’ said Mira, pulling the book carefully from her saasu’s grasp. ‘That’s all.’

‘I thought you liked Leicester.’

‘I was looking up how much things cost in different parts of the country, so that I could compare them.’

‘London is expensive,’ said her saasu.

‘It was just a bit of research. I’m going to be late for work.’

‘A business is a big risk. You’ve already seen how much stress it can cause.’

Mira pushed the notebook into her bag and pulled on her coat.

‘Does Rajiv know anything about this?’ asked her saasu.

‘It’s just some thoughts. It’s nothing!’

She could feel her saasu’s eyes on her. ‘Aren’t you happy here?’ she asked.

‘Mummy, it’s just a notebook.’

‘A new business requires a lot of investment.’

‘Yes.’

‘Leicester is our home.’

‘I know.’

‘Has there been an argument? Is it about that girl?’

‘No.’

There was a pause.

‘Would you tell me if you weren’t happy?’ asked her saasu.

‘Of course I would.’

‘I think of you as my daughter. The same way Rajiv is my son.’

‘It’s just a silly notebook.’

‘Once you have a child, you’ll need money for that.’

Mira opened the front door.

‘Children are expensive,’ said her saasu. ‘More than people think!’

Mira stepped outside. ‘I’ll see you later,’ she said, pulling the door shut.

As she made her way to Roopa’s, her saasu’s words rang in her ears. How could she have been so careless? If she and Tahliil were ever going to leave, they’d have to ensure people didn’t begin to suspect them.

She walked past Jimmy and into the steam of the kitchen, where Divya and Malti were washing up. She watched them working quickly, without complaint. Two further examples of women who had accepted whatever lives had been assigned to them and lived to tell the tale. If they could do it, why did Mira find it so difficult?

Gathering up some dirty utensils from the counter, she took them to the sink. Over Malti’s shoulder, she saw him. He had his back to her. He was running a broom over the ground in that slow, thoughtful way she had come to love. No matter how many reasons there were to stay in Leicester, she thought, all she needed was a reason to escape, and she already had that.

*

She began to look up houses to rent in London – she couldn’t help it – but was shocked by how little they could afford. Narrowing her search, she homed in on studios and single rooms in houses already occupied by other people. The things they could afford made the house on Flax Road look like a palace and she wondered whether she might miss it after all. All she wanted was for them to be able to live by themselves, but that would be another thing on a list of things that would have to wait.

She found herself drawn to places like Ealing – an area teeming with other Indians. Or Bethnal Green – home to mostly Bangladeshis and Somalis. She even telephoned a woman with an unusual-sounding name who had a room to let in Bethnal Green and made an attempt to haggle over the rent. The woman laughed and asked her where she was from and how long she had been in the country.

‘I’m from India,’ she said. ‘I will be living with my boyfriend. He’s from Somalia.’

As she said this, the words felt odd in her mouth, as though she was trying new food for the first time.

When she asked Tahliil whether he would prefer to live close to other Somalis, he seemed unsure. ‘Somali people not understanding our relationship,’ he said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because they not understanding.’

‘There is an area called Ealing where there are many Indians,’ said Mira. ‘Maybe we could live there.’

‘Why not we living somewhere nobody knows us?’

‘Because we might need help.’

‘We helping each other,’ he said, putting his arm around her.

She showed him photos of the room she had found – small, dank-looking, with a double bed stuffed into one corner. There was a small window to one side, a bedside lamp, a narrow wooden wardrobe that wouldn’t hold much. It looked as though it might be cold, too.

‘In time, we saving good money,’ he said. ‘We having better house. Much better than this.’

‘In London I can work as a beautician,’ she said. ‘Some ladies pay fifteen pounds just to have their eyebrows threaded!’

He laughed, allowing her once again to carry him along with her plans. ‘Okay.’

She put her phone away and rested her head against his shoulder. He drew her close and kissed the top of her head. ‘In the beginning things being difficult,’ he said.

‘We’ll be fine,’ she insisted. And she believed it.

Compared to his, her problems felt small, which was why she didn’t tell him that she was growing to resent Flax Road and the carefully managed delusions that seemed to exist within it, that she felt powerless to alter. It was like a wave she could see forming in the distance, growing taller with each second until finally it broke, destroying everything in its path, including her.
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‘There was a cancellation at the registry office,’ said Rupal, ‘so …’

It was a Saturday afternoon, and they were speaking on the phone. Puffs of light fell through Mira’s bedroom window.

‘You’re getting married in a month?’

‘Yup.’ Rupal’s tone was as it always was – flat, devoid of real emotion. As though happiness – or too much happiness – was something that couldn’t be trusted.

‘How will you arrange everything in four weeks?’ asked Mira. ‘It’s an Indian wedding.’

‘We’ve decided to keep it simple. We’ll have a civil ceremony and a reception. That’s it.’

‘Why don’t you sound more excited?’

‘I am,’ she said, increasing her pitch.

‘I thought Chantelle wanted a big wedding.’

‘Chantelle just wants to get married, so we figured we may as well do it while everyone’s fully on board.’

‘You mean Rekha Masi?’

‘Exactly. She seems to have changed her tune recently.’

‘Changed her tune?’

‘Her mind. Changed her mind.’

‘Great.’

‘I keep wondering what’s brought it on, but Chantelle says I should just be grateful and use the moment.’

‘People can change,’ said Mira, uncertain as she said it whether that was true.

‘I was thinking maybe you could do my make-up?’

‘Yes!’

‘Nothing too crazy, though. Nothing too wild.’

So. It was really happening. Two women getting married in their family.

Family. Mira tripped over the word. If she and Tahliil did end up doing what she hoped they would, she knew there was a risk they would lose their families. Not only her in-laws, but her own parents.

Following their argument, they had spoken less frequently. Any news she received about their lives came primarily through Shreya, and if they did speak, the conversation never ventured beyond the superficial. The question of happiness, which seemed always to be at the forefront of her father’s mind, was no longer spoken about, as though he believed mentioning it would invite trouble. She knew they trusted her less because of what she had said to them, but it no longer mattered. She knew what she stood for, what she was willing to fight for. The nostalgia she felt for home had lost its magic, replaced by a mild irritation that was piqued whenever she heard about their small lives that refused to see beyond themselves and that reminded her too much of Flax Road.

Still, once they discovered she wanted a divorce and loved somebody else, they would be forced to swallow the shame that would inevitably follow, not only from Rajiv’s parents but from people in their own community, as news of the scandal ran wild from house to house, free to be embellished and misunderstood as was the way of gossip. She could see it clearly. But Mira was determined, having accepted that moving forward required belief in a life that was bigger than her former or present one. And generous enough that it would open its arms and embrace her and Tahliil the moment they ran towards it.

But she hadn’t yet told even Shreya about Tahliil, which complicated matters. Instead, they spoke about Shreya’s studies, or the interesting, often duplicitous lives of her sister’s friends at university, which were easier to connect with and generated their own comfort. So far, Shreya had been successful in rejecting advances from the American family who wanted her for their son. She had managed to convince their father that she should get married only once she had completed medical school. It made Mira happy to see her sister achieve what she herself hadn’t been able to, and to know that her own unhappy life had, in some way, helped forge the path. There weren’t many things she could give her sister, but this was perhaps one of them. Still, for a short while at least, in the immediate aftermath, she’d likely have to lose contact even with Shreya.

When the time came, what she and Tahliil would require was to be left alone, while the world rearranged itself into a place in which they could comfortably exist.

*

When she had finished speaking with Rupal, Mira sat on the edge of the bed and allowed her imagination to run into the future, to the day she would tell Rajiv about Tahliil and they would leave. She imagined the look on Rajiv’s face as the news sank in. The half-empty wardrobe. The half-empty bed. Would he be surprised? Would he be relieved? Then, by extension, she imagined the disappointment that would flatten her saasu’s face.

Mira would write her a letter, perhaps – full of her own truth – seeking forgiveness. It was a strange thing to consider – that loving another person was all it took for whole sections of one’s life to implode and disappear.

* * *

One morning, Mira’s saasu followed her into the kitchen, where she was washing the dishes. ‘Your sasra seems a lot calmer these days,’ she said.

Mira supposed that was true. Since the hospital incident, she hadn’t witnessed any fresh bickering. Not that that accounted for much. ‘Good,’ she said, turning off the tap. ‘Do you think it will last?’

‘Of course it will.’

Mira was unconvinced. From what she knew, the garage was still struggling. Rajiv had started paying Masa back but that was only a recent development. Surely it was only a matter of time before something triggered her sasra’s anger?

The thing that worried her most was the speed with which they had all accepted her saasu’s overdose as something unintentional. Perhaps the gravity of the situation had not yet hit them. Just as, after an earthquake, the land returns to an eerie stillness, before life can be made sense of and resumed. Though Mira doubted it.

‘He’s found somebody to lend us money,’ said her saasu.

Mira shook her head. ‘More debt,’ she said.

‘Why must you be so negative? It costs nothing to be positive.’

Mira went into the front room and lifted her coat off the hook and her shoes from by the door.

‘Rajiv says his project is finally quietening down,’ said her saasu, coming up behind her. ‘He’ll be at home more.’

Mira said nothing.

‘Then you can start thinking about starting your own family.’

She stepped outside and pulled the door closed behind her. ‘I’m going to be late,’ she said. ‘Bye.’

It never ceased to amaze her – the readiness with which her saasu was willing to live in denial. Offering it up as a gift. Something to be passed down from person to person. If Mira hadn’t been strong enough to resist, she might also have become a willing recipient of it, believing that her marriage was something more than a misjudged occurrence. That things would get better, with enough time, with a baby, by fully suppressing her emotions. Until one day she found herself an old woman, cloaked in that very denial, no longer able to see the world for what it was. Unhappy at her core, but clueless as to where things had gone wrong.

* * *

She and Tahliil agreed to spend the weekend after Rupal’s wedding in London.

Mira took it as an opportunity to arrange viewings in and around Bethnal Green. Houses that were beautiful and way more than they could afford, but which added necessary fuel to their hopes. She found an Airbnb – a new listing – a studio in a converted warehouse that was slick and surprisingly affordable, where they could stay. For the few days they were together, they would live the life they had dreamt of, as if their future were already in their possession.

At the end of the week, she presented her shortlist of houses to Tahliil and they looked through them together, going as far as discussing what alterations they would make, had the properties truly been theirs. It made her the happiest, seeing him partake in her fantasies in this way. If they could keep living like this – taking the occasional weekend for themselves until such a time that they could be together more fully – her life at Flax Road might just become bearable.

Now that Tahliil had a date for his big interview, Mira took it as a sign that things were moving in the right direction. Once he no longer had that particular worry clouding his every moment, his life could finally open up and enable him to think more avidly about their future. Then it would simply be a matter of time. For her five years to be up. For her divorce to come through.

Once she and Tahliil had looked through the last of the property listings, she put her phone away, closed her eyes and rested her head on his shoulder, tired all of a sudden from having rushed so far ahead.

She took a deep breath and instead concentrated on the warmth of his body against her. The solid pillar of it. ‘I just want us to be happy,’ she said, after some time.

He brought his arm around her and squeezed. ‘Whenever we together, I’m happy,’ he said.
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Early in the morning, on the day of the wedding, Mira and her saasu drove to Rupal’s house. The preceding week had vanished beneath a frenzy of planning and organisation, and for the first time, Mira had seen Rupal lose her composure.

Now, as they stepped inside the house, Mira stifled a yawn. Upstairs, a group of female relatives had gathered, waiting patiently for Mira to administer facials and help with their make-up. The house was warm despite the weather, teeming with pre-wedding buzz reminiscent of Mira’s own wedding.

‘Pass me that Mars bar,’ said Rupal, gesturing at Rekha Masi.

‘A Mars bar? At this time? What about your diet? You’ve worked so hard.’

‘I’ve spent my whole life on a diet. One chocolate bar won’t do anything. And besides, it’s my wedding day.’ As soon as it was in her hands, Rupal tore off the wrapper and ate it up in three hurried bites.

A while later, Rupal positioned herself in front of a full-length mirror as Mira went about her work, opening her eyes every so often to check the progress. ‘Nothing too crazy,’ she warned. ‘Nothing too dramatic.’

‘I know,’ laughed Mira. ‘I know.’

Rekha Masi carried cups of chai up to the bedroom and passed them around. Rupal’s bed was covered with Indian outfits, the embroidery alive and glistening beneath the bedroom lights.

Her saasu had brought three saris to choose from, still in their plastic casings. ‘What about this one?’ she asked, holding an orange sari up to the light.

‘It suits you,’ said Mira.

‘I’m not sure. I don’t want your sasra to think I look like a jalebi.’

‘If you like it, wear it,’ said Rekha Masi. ‘Who cares what he thinks?’

But her saasu seemed unsure. ‘What about one of these instead?’ she said. ‘I think he prefers these colours.’

Mira and Rekha Masi looked at each other. Would there ever come a time when her saasu did something purely to please herself, Mira wondered.

From out on the landing, one of the other women asked whether Mira could help apply her fake eyelashes, and moments after that another relative emerged from somewhere and asked if Mira thought her outfit made her look like a Christmas tree. Somebody else wanted help with their hair.

She heard her name being called from every corner of the room, women seeking her opinion, her advice, her assurance, as though what she thought mattered. It occurred to her in that moment that, despite her perceptions, Rajiv’s relatives now considered her one of their own. Before she got married, it was something she had craved – to feel wanted and cared for in this way – but now that she had it, she wasn’t sure what it meant. Once she left Rajiv, what would these women think of her? Would they respect her courage or despise her for making a mockery of her vows? Would they feel pride or something akin to disgust? She had behaved politely towards them all, hadn’t she? Courteously. Dutifully. Would those things count for something?

*

For herself, Mira chose a peach and purple sari with an elaborate mirrored border that she draped in a way she had seen done on Instagram. For her saasu, they decided on a silk sari, jade green with a pink border that brought out something in her eyes. Once they were ready, her saasu looked like a different woman, her hair cascading in waves over her shoulders, her face revealing something of what had once existed. ‘Are you sure it isn’t too much?’ she asked, assessing herself in the mirror.

‘No,’ said Mira, ‘you look perfect.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes!’

They got into their respective cars and drove to the registry office, a building that looked too formal, too devoid of romantic spirit, with a car park that mirrored the grey-blue of the patchy sky. Rajiv and her sasra were waiting by the entrance, dressed in Western suits that made them look handsome despite the setting, and as she and her saasu made their way towards them, she noticed the way her sasra looked at them, as though surprised by the way they had turned out. It made her self-conscious, and she wondered whether that was what it was like to be her saasu. It wasn’t until some of the other women arrived, equally colourful in their garb, that the feeling dissipated.

In India, you could always tell a wedding was going to take place days before it began. The colourful chaos seemed always to spill out onto the surrounding streets. Here, there was none of that. Instead, as the guests waited to be let inside, Mira grew aware of a nervous energy that seemed to float about them, as though people weren’t sure what to do or how to behave. ‘Let’s take some photos,’ she encouraged, in a bid to evoke excitement, pulling out her phone and bunching people together against the backdrop of the winter garden. ‘Smile,’ she said, ‘Rupal’s getting married!’

*

The registrar, a small, severe-looking woman with a crop of blonde hair, told a few jokes to lighten the mood, but people seemed too nervous to laugh. Before long, a hush descended, and they were all asked to stand.

Rupal and Chantelle arrived separately, each on the arm of their respective fathers.

Rupal wore a white suit, Chantelle a white dress, clothes that were simple and beautiful and that showed off their thin, fit bodies.

With each step, Chantelle’s gaze combed the rows of guests – her eyes, her mouth, barely able to contain their excitement.

When it was Rupal’s turn, she walked through the cloud of happiness Chantelle had generated earlier, but Mira could see that she was nervous. She saw it in the rigidness of her body, her tight smile, the way her body appeared to tremble. It was the first time Mira had seen her so jittery, her gaze fixed firmly ahead, as though she believed looking anywhere else might cause something inside her to break. As she approached the front, Mira caught her gaze and smiled.

In the front row, Rekha Masi stood with her hands clasped in front of her, her eyes a blur of tears.

As the brides stood opposite each other and exchanged their vows, Mira noticed the intensity with which they spoke. There was a purity to it that was entirely unexpected and overwhelming, and before she knew it her own eyes were wet.

Would she get married again? she wondered.

She knew nothing about Somali weddings, although she suspected they would be unlike anything she had encountered. Perhaps she and Tahliil would do as Rupal and Chantelle were doing. Something small and intimate. The opposite to what she and Rajiv had done.

They could invite a few friends perhaps, assuming they had some by then, and she wondered who they might be, these friends who were yet to enter their lives.

Beside her, she could see Rajiv was concentrating on what was happening at the front. It was hard to believe they had been married for as long as they had. It still wasn’t clear what she felt for him; all she knew was that it wasn’t love. Not even close to it. Occasionally, she fantasised about telling him everything. Asking him whether he would stay married to her just so that she could stay in England, despite knowing she loved Tahliil. She imagined his face losing its colour, its composure. Or perhaps he would be relieved, a future with Shabnam once again within his grasp.

Perhaps she and Tahliil wouldn’t get married after all. That too would be okay. Once they were living by themselves in London, they would no longer be bound by such societal expectations.

‘I have great pleasure in pronouncing you married,’ said the registrar, snatching Mira away from her thoughts. There was a loud cheer as Rupal and Chantelle kissed each other softly on the mouth. A kiss that contained a multitude of things but no explanation.

* * *

A local restaurant had been hired for the reception, the inside draped with bright flowers. Foliage had been arranged along the walls and across the tables. Near the front, masses of ivy had been wrapped around two huge arches, creating the impression of an enchanted forest beneath which Rupal and Chantelle would sit. Towards the back, a low stage had been erected on which the band were getting set up.

‘This is more like it,’ said Rajiv, offering glasses of champagne from a tray near the front.

‘Rupal looked so happy,’ said Mira’s saasu.

Her sasra knocked back his champagne. ‘Two women getting married,’ he said.

‘We have to move with the times,’ said her saasu.

‘It can’t be easy,’ said Mira, settling the pleats of her sari, ‘having to constantly fight to be with the person you love.’

They looked at each other, but nobody appeared to know what to say.

She took one sip of her drink followed quickly by another, hoping the alcohol would ease the passage of the afternoon.

*

‘Here you are,’ said Rupal, arriving at their table a while later, a glass of champagne in each hand. She had changed into a grey and silver lehenga that puffed out over masses of netting and fell in a dome around her waist. On top she wore a T-shirt that read Just Married. The earlier nerves had gone, and in their place was something lighter, brighter, confident.

‘Congratulations,’ said Rajiv. ‘Another one bites the dust.’

As he stood up to hug Rupal, he knocked against the side of their table, causing the champagne flutes to jangle across its surface.

‘Thanks, cuz. Now that all the serious stuff is over, we can get plastered.’

‘Yep.’

‘You’d all better dance,’ warned Rupal. ‘I know what you’re like.’

‘We will.’

The lights were dimmed as an army of waiters brought food out to the tables. On stage, the band played songs Mira didn’t recognise. ‘How does it feel to be married?’ she asked Rupal, standing to greet her.

‘Surreal. I’m not used to having to smile so much.’

Rajiv laughed. ‘You miserable cow.’

‘Piss off.’

‘Soon your cheeks will begin to hurt,’ laughed Mira.

‘I can’t believe it’s done,’ said Rupal. ‘After all these years. Can you believe it?’

‘You played the long game,’ said Rajiv.

‘That’s what makes it so special,’ said Mira. They heard Rekha Masi shout Rupal’s name. ‘Enjoy your moment,’ said Mira. ‘You’re a married woman!’

‘Thanks for all your help,’ said Rupal. ‘You’re a lifesaver, honestly.’ Then she was gone.

*

An hour later, Chantelle and Rupal stood in front of a tiered cake and cut through it using a knife that looked closer to a sword. Around them, drunken applause drowned out all other sound. Once that had died down, Chantelle took the mic.

‘Usually, it’s the groom who gives a speech,’ she said, ‘but as you might have gathered, this isn’t that kind of wedding.’ People cheered. ‘In the years since Rupal and I have been together, I don’t think anybody expected us to get married, least of all ourselves. Up until ten years ago it wasn’t even possible. In many parts of the world, it still isn’t. But today, as I look around, it occurs to me that the world is changing. Everything is changing. And here we are.

‘I have always known I wanted to be with Rupal. I knew it as soon as I met her. I remember thinking she was one of the most creative, intelligent people I had ever met. I still think that.’ She turned to face Rupal. ‘I hope I can keep making you smile. For the rest of our lives. You taught me how to love myself. You taught me what it was to feel unashamed. You taught me that love has no boundaries, no colour, no creed. That it’s just a giant cuddly thing with open arms inside which anybody can fit.

‘I never used to think marriage was particularly important, but now, standing here in this room, I realise just how important it is. To be able to say these things without any fear or any shame, and in front of our family and our friends.

‘There will be ups and downs, I’m sure, but we will always have each other. From now until forever. Ladies and gentlemen, can I please ask you to raise a toast to my amazing bride, Rupal.’

Long after the words had been spoken, long after the applause they invoked had died down, they danced through the air, leaving in their wake a sweet, intoxicating scent.

It occurred to Mira how lucky they all were – Chantelle, Rupal, herself, even Rajiv – to have known what it was to be in love, to have experienced that profound pleasure.

Once she and Tahliil were together, they’d be able to hold hands in public, dance, kiss. Just as Rupal and Chantelle were doing. She’d no longer need to pull a hood over her head or travel miles just so they could comfortably exist around each other.

She pulled out her phone and sent him a text.

Miss you, she wrote.

Immediately, he replied.

Miss you too.

At the centre of the room, a mirrored sphere rotated in the darkness, reflecting shards of yellow, pink and green light. Chantelle and Rupal held each other’s hands and waists and swayed through their first dance. Occasionally, one girl extended her arm and released the other into an applause-inducing swirl.

‘The happy couple would like their guests to join them on the dance floor,’ said the DJ.

‘Come on,’ said Rajiv, to Mira’s surprise. ‘Let’s dance.’ But when she looked up, she saw that his words weren’t directed at her, but at his mother.

‘I don’t know how to dance,’ said her saasu, batting him away, but he was adamant. Relenting, her saasu stood up and they made their way to the centre of the gathering crowd, into which they disappeared.

Then it was just her and her sasra left at the table, and she watched him pour himself the last of the wine from the bottle and look out across the dance floor.

‘Do you like to dance?’ he asked. ‘You probably need your husband to ask you first.’ He laughed. ‘Why don’t you join them?’

‘I’ll go later,’ she said, reaching for her glass.

She felt his eyes on her. ‘Do your parents know we’ve got you drinking?’ he asked.

She looked at him. ‘What does it matter? What can they do about it?’

He returned to looking out at the dance floor. ‘You’ve changed,’ he said. ‘Coming here has made you confident.’

‘If a person isn’t willing to be the master of their own destiny,’ she said, ‘there’s always somebody ready to do it for them.’

He appeared to consider this, then nodded. ‘Destiny,’ he said. ‘I used to believe moving abroad would give me two homes, two destinies, but the opposite feels true. Each time a person moves country, they leave a part of themselves behind. We end up homeless. People like us. Belonging nowhere. Don’t you think?’

There was a truth to his words she found impossible to ignore. She felt sad then, looking at him. This man who wanted to believe so much that he was in control of his life, when in fact he had relinquished control long ago, to his anger, to the people he owed money, his own ego. She could see people feared him, but she also recognised that nobody respected him. Or even loved him. In that sense, he was a dying man. Impossible to resuscitate.

*

A while later, Mira heard an Indian song she recognised. A roar of approval floated up from the dance floor and she saw Rupal beckoning her.

‘Go and dance,’ said her sasra. So she did.

‘Finally!’ shouted Rupal, as Mira wove her way through the crowd. She and Chantelle were dancing, and Mira saw how effortlessly their smiles were pulled across their faces.

She closed her eyes, lifted her hands, and for a moment thought of nothing but the music. It was a song she loved, that she knew the words to, and even though she hadn’t heard it in a long time, the lyrics poured with great ease from her lips. She danced, her body comfortable and tipsy, nothing expected of it other than its own enjoyment.

After some time, she felt somebody’s hands on her shoulders and when she opened her eyes, she saw her saasu beaming at her, pulling her in the direction of where she and Rajiv were dancing. They held hands – the three of them – and danced in a loop, and she saw something in her saasu’s eyes that she hadn’t seen in a very long time. Happiness.

‘Why don’t we dance more often?’ asked her saasu. ‘It’s so much fun!’

‘We can dance whenever you like!’

‘You’re right!’

‘I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself!’ said Mira.

‘I think I drank too much wine.’

‘So what?’

‘Being drunk makes everything feel soft and warm, doesn’t it?’

Another song came on, one Mira and her saasu both recognised, and her saasu threw her arms up in the air as if to claim it. ‘I feel so happy today,’ she said. ‘What a wonderful day.’ She took Mira’s hand and put it into Rajiv’s. ‘I have everything.’

‘I hope you always feel this way, Mum,’ said Rajiv, bringing his arms around her.

‘Me too,’ said Mira.

‘Dance!’ insisted her saasu. ‘You don’t need this old biddy cramping your style.’ And before they could protest, she left them and made her way to Rekha Masi at the other end of the dance floor.

Then it was just the two of them, holding hands, Rajiv’s head lowered so that their cheeks were grazing one another. Mira moved in rhythm with his body, allowed herself to be guided by it. She tried not to let her feelings get in the way; there was something about this moment she suspected she might want to remember.

She would have liked to ask Rajiv what he thought of her after all this time. Whether he had grown to like her. Whether she was now British enough, or whether he had grown to like her Indianness. Two years was a long time to spend living with another person, to share their bed, their life, and she wondered whether their growing distance was something he was equally aware of. Then she thought of Shabnam and wondered whether, once Mira was gone, Rajiv would find his way back to her, as she hoped he would.


TAHLIIL
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Tahliil readied himself for the weekend. In a few days, he would be in London. Mira would be with him. The two of them, forging ahead towards a life others had refused them.

They would learn to live in the present, to appreciate joy – no matter how small – as and when it arrived. He realised he had been waiting for the right moment, only to reach the conclusion that such a thing might not exist. What they required was faith – in their convictions, in their destinies. That, coupled with their hard work, would see them through.

He heard his mother in the bathroom, gargling, brushing her teeth. At the other end of the room, Sumaya lay on her bed, asleep.

In a few days, they would no longer be the first people he saw upon opening his eyes. Instead, he would see Mira.

He showered and dressed, drank the tea his mother had left out on the kitchen counter, ate his banana, and made his way to the cash and carry.

The day was clear, the air bright with possibility. The shops along the main road looked radiant, as though given a new lease of life. He passed a sari shop where a young woman stood in the window, curating a display. A row of jewellery shops with gold ornaments draped over red velvet figurines.

He had grown to like Leicester. To appreciate its many shapes, smells, colours. It had turned out to be each of the things he had hoped it would be, and he wondered whether they would find another place quite like it.

He hung his jacket up and made his way out into the yard, where sacks of rice had been set out ready to be carried inside. He saw Mira through the kitchen window, setting up the steamer, working towards their future. It was unfathomable how much his mother and Sumaya disliked her. How insistent they were on seeing her only in one light. As though his feelings for her weren’t proof enough of her virtues.

He started work earlier these days – an arrangement Mr Matharu was happy with, now that Tahliil had proven himself.

If the government granted him asylum, Tahliil was certain the opportunity to earn good money would present itself. Already, he could see that his hard work had cemented his reputation. All he hoped was that other people would see in him the things Mr Matharu had.

He moved the sacks of rice before filling two crates with an order from Roopa’s. He was almost done when Mr Matharu followed him outside. ‘I’ve got some news,’ he said, his voice loud, vibrant. He took one end of the crate in Tahliil’s hands and helped lift it closer to Roopa’s. ‘I’ve bought another cash and carry. Out near Thurmaston. It should be open in a few months.’

‘Really?’

‘Yep. I’ve wanted to buy another one for ages. Well, this one came up, so I went for it, you know. Sometimes you just gotta take a risk.’

‘You gonna be a busy man,’ said Tahliil.

‘Busy is good.’

‘Congratulations.’

‘Yep, which brings me to what I wanted to say.’ They lowered the crate and turned to face each other. ‘The one in Thurmaston is slightly smaller than this one, and I need somebody to look after it. I can’t be in two places at once. How would you feel about managing that place for me? I’ll need to stay here, it’s where most of the customers are.’ He paused. ‘This is if the government lets you stay here, obviously. We would have to make it legit – the whole thing. You’d get a pay rise, of course.’

Tahliil’s immediate thought was to accept, to feel flattered that such an opportunity had presented itself. Of course he would do it. But he also felt nervous, at the thought of the Home Office rejecting their application.

‘What are you thinking?’ asked Mr Matharu. ‘You don’t look too convinced.’

‘Thank you, brother,’ he said. ‘Is good opportunity. Thank you for thinking of me.’

‘I’ve worked with a lot of people in my time. Trust me, your work ethic is good. I can rely on you. I know you’ll do a good job. I know it’ll get done, whatever it is.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll also need to start thinking about getting someone to replace you here. Even if only for a few hours. Shout if you know anybody.’

Immediately, Tahliil thought of Sumaya. She could supplement her hours at the factory. It would be a decent extra income, and aside from some of the heavier lifting, the job wasn’t too demanding. She was strong – stronger than him – and he felt sure she could do it as well as he did.

‘Great,’ said Mr Matharu, ‘so that’s sorted. I’ll take you to see it in a few weeks, so you can get a measure of the place. The only thing is, you’d have to take a bus.’

‘Okay, brother.’

‘You could walk if you wanted, I suppose. It’s up to you.’

They heard the front door go and Mr Matharu left him and went back inside. Tahliil looked through the kitchen window. Mira was towards the back of the kitchen, her glossy hair drifting out of her hairnet as she rubbed sweat from her brow. He kept his eyes on her, in the hope that she would feel his gaze and look up, but she was too busy to notice, lifting trays out of the steamer, turning her face a little to avoid getting the vapour in her eyes.

How could a person as hard-working or as ambitious not get the life she wanted?

‘Luck and talent are nothing without hard work,’ his father had told him. Tahliil hadn’t been convinced at the time, but now he hoped more than anything that his father’s words would show themselves to be true.

At last, Mira looked at him, a smile blooming over her face, so open and transparent that it seemed to contain each of their promises. The kind of smile Tahliil knew could carry him through the rest of his life.

She moved closer to the window and waved. He watched her lips move behind the glass. ‘Are you okay?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah.’

*

He finished his shift and made his way to the park and to the men playing football. They had begun to recognise him and had even offered to let him play, but he said he was happy to watch.

He zipped up his jacket and lit a cigarette. When he looked at his phone, he saw a missed call from his father, and took the opportunity to return it while he was away from the house.

‘I was missing the sound of your voice,’ said his father.

‘How are you?’

‘I managed to fix the tuk tuk. We are in the process of buying another one. A broken one that we can fix.’

‘Do you have many customers?’

‘Enough. It’s a good job. I can work when I want.’

‘Do you earn enough?’

‘What’s enough?’ laughed his father. ‘Is anything ever enough?’

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘Aisha thinks I should do something less physical, but I told her this old man still has some stamina left.’

‘How is she?’

‘Fine,’ said his father. ‘She’s always happy. You know her.’

‘I wish we could all be like her,’ said Tahliil.

‘If you asked her, she would say we all could be.’

‘Aabo, when did you first know you loved her?’

‘The second time I met her,’ said his father. ‘People say love happens at first sight, but in our case, it was at second sight. That was when I heard her speak. When I saw her smile.’

‘When did you know that you wanted to marry her?’

‘At the same time. When you fall in love, you’ll understand.’

‘Do you ever regret it?’

‘Never. I know this will sound harsh because of how unhappy it made your mother, but I had never felt that way about anybody until I met Aisha. When I met her, I realised I was missing a best friend. That’s what we are. Best friends. Our lives may not be the easiest, but we’re happy.’

‘I met a girl,’ said Tahliil.

His father laughed. ‘I see.’

‘But it’s complicated.’

‘Love itself is never complicated, Tahliil. It’s everything that surrounds love that’s complicated.’

Tahliil hadn’t thought of it that way before.

‘If you love somebody,’ said his father, ‘you feel it. That’s it. But the practicalities of turning that feeling into a life together can be difficult.’

‘But still possible?’

‘Always possible. And regardless of anything, if you love somebody, you should tell them. You must never keep that in your heart. Keeping it hidden is like allowing a piece of fruit to rot inside you. If it stays there long enough, it’ll begin to poison everything.’

Tahliil listened hard to what his father was saying.

‘Does she love you?’ asked his father.

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘Then what do you have to lose? Fortune favours the brave, and you are nothing if not brave.’

He wrapped his father’s words around himself like a blanket. Something warm and protective to hold on to whenever he doubted himself. He hadn’t known what was missing until he had his father’s approval and there was somebody in his immediate family who shared in this particular happiness.

*

That night, he dreamt of a boat. A wooden boat that glided, soundlessly, through turquoise water and promised to take him and Mira as far as they wanted, holding within its sails the things needed for a good life. In the distance they saw an island. A mound of golden sand rising from the ocean – the belly of a vast, gentle giant sleeping beneath the surface. Home.

When he opened his eyes, it took some time to shake himself free of its warmth, its bliss.

Across the room, he heard Sumaya thrashing about in her sleep, and for a moment wanted to close his eyes and pull her away from her dreams and into his.

She was the one person who had been with him through it all, who had seen everything. There had been a moment in Libya, when the men prised her away from him, that a look had passed between them, a look that contained many things, one of which was a pact to end their lives if the suffering became unbearable. To free themselves if nobody else would.

Now, he wondered what had stopped them. What had kept them alive and waiting for each other. He remembered the moment they brought her back to him, in the middle of the sweltering afternoon when he was starved and half asleep. His immediate thought was that he had died, and that they were meeting each other at the gates of paradise.

No matter how far apart their lives pulled them, they would always be close, wouldn’t they? For how could two people who had shared and endured such terrible things not always be walking beside each other?
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The day before he and Mira were due to depart, Tahliil woke earlier than usual and spent an hour writing down the words that, over the course of the past weeks, had steadily formed inside his heart. He couldn’t remember the last time he had written anything by hand, and as he looked at his crude scrawl, he suppressed an urge to tear up the piece of paper and begin again, until each word was neater and a truer reflection of the care he had taken in writing it.

He wrote to his mother. A letter explaining that he and Mira had gone away for the weekend. He knew it would enrage her, but he wanted to show her the depth and seriousness of his feelings. In it, he wrote that he had taken his mother’s example, to follow the path of individual freedom, and that he hoped one day she would see that he was correct and forgive him. Once it was written, he slipped it inside an envelope and hid it in his rucksack.

He counted whatever money he had – just over five thousand pounds – and wrapped two hundred and fifty pounds’ worth in a separate bundle to take with him, trying not to fret over how expensive their weekend together might end up being.

How much longer would he have to wait before he no longer had to worry about money with the same intensity? Before he could surrender to its enjoyment.

Mira had managed to save much more than him and had insisted on paying for their Airbnb. He should have been grateful, but instead he saw it as his own failing. It occurred to him, and not for the first time, that none of the women in his life had been able to depend on him in the way he had wanted, and he hoped one day his life would offer up an opportunity to rectify it.

*

Tahliil went to the cash and carry as usual, completing his tasks with extra diligence because he wanted Mr Matharu to feel as though he was there, even during those days he wasn’t.

At lunchtime, he took his sandwich and waited for Mira in the yard, looking over his shoulder every now and then, in case Mr Matharu happened to follow him outside.

‘Ready?’ he said, once she emerged.

‘When we get to Bethnal Green, we can call the lady and she’ll meet us.’

‘Will we take a bus?’

‘A bus from Leicester to Victoria station. Then the Tube to Bethnal Green.’

‘Is it expensive?’ he asked.

‘For one weekend, let’s not worry too much about money.’

‘Okay.’

‘Have you packed your things?’

He didn’t know what to tell her. He had nothing more than a slim pile of clothes to take with him. Enough to fill the smallest rucksack. It would take him less than ten minutes.

‘Are you nervous?’ she asked.

‘Yeah.’

She smiled. ‘In twenty-four hours, we’ll be together!’

He heard the thrill her voice wasn’t willing or able to contain.

‘Should we buy food?’ he asked.

‘It’s only London!’

‘Food expensive in London! Everything expensive!’

‘What did I just say about money?’

‘Sorry,’ he said.

‘Did you write your letter?’ asked Mira.

‘Yeah.’

She pressed his arm. ‘Don’t be nervous,’ she said. ‘Once we’re in London everything will be okay.’

When his shift ended, he went to get his coat from the storeroom. From inside, he saw Mr Matharu standing at the till, doing as he did each evening and counting the day’s earnings, flipping through wads of ten-, twenty- and fifty-pound notes, rubbing each between his finger and thumb.

Tahliil watched the ease with which he went about the task, as though it wasn’t money but some humble approximation. Yet, even as he resisted the urge to count along with Mr Matharu, Tahliil found himself doing exactly that: one hundred, two hundred, five hundred, one thousand.

He stopped.

How many months would it take Tahliil to earn that much money? He looked again at the pile of notes and wondered how likely Mr Matharu was to miss them if Tahliil simply took them, how easily they could be earned back. But as soon as the thought landed, it curdled with shame, until Tahliil could no longer look at the notes or at Mr Matharu in the same way.

‘Guess I’ll see you Tuesday, sonny,’ said Mr Matharu, as Tahliil made his way to the front door. ‘Enjoy your time off.’

‘Yeah,’ was all he managed, his voice a whisper, as though he had lost the privilege of speaking.

He took the long way home, thinking about what had just happened. And as if to prove that he wasn’t that person, he went into the nearest grocery store and bought the most expensive box of chocolates he could find. For a moment, all he wanted was not to worry about how much they cost and to enjoy them. When he offered the chocolates to his mother and Sumaya, he didn’t disclose the fact that he had bought them. Instead, he said they were a gift from Mr Matharu.

‘That’s kind of him,’ said his mother, checking the expiry date on the back of the box. ‘It’s good that he appreciates you.’

‘He’s a good man,’ said Tahliil.

Sumaya tore off the cellophane and spent a good minute analysing the various chocolates and matching them up against the description card inside the box. She took three, ate them slowly, intent on savouring each flavour. ‘These are good,’ she said, satisfied. ‘These are great.’

‘If Madam has eaten enough,’ said his mother, ‘perhaps she could pass the box to us?’

They watched EastEnders, passing the box of chocolates from person to person until it was empty.

‘This is the life,’ said his mother.

Later, he took his mother’s feet into his lap and massaged them, pressing firmly into her shins, her heels, the arches of each foot. He held on to them and wished for the strength he knew they contained, that had guided her through the world.

‘You’re a good boy,’ she said, reaching over and running her hand over his head. ‘Stay as you are. Even once you’re married. Regardless of who you marry. When you have your own family. Stay as you are.’

*

After dinner, he went for a walk along the main road, past the cash and carry and the Neighbourhood Centre and into Cossington Park. It had been a few days since his last visit and as he made his way to his bench, he saw that the park was deserted. He walked over the damp grass, his feet sinking into the muddy earth. The football pitch was empty.

The sun had set, the grass a deeper shade of emerald beneath the luminous fog of the park lamps. He was about to get up to leave when two teenagers zipped past him on their bicycles, disrupting the peace. He followed their tail-lights as they raced along the path, stopping when they reached the far corner where two other teenagers waited for them. Tahliil couldn’t see them in much detail but knew they were there all the same because of their bright clothes, which shone even in the accumulated dark.

He walked along the path in their direction. It was the path he and Mira had often walked down, that took them away from the main road and further into anonymity. With each step, it felt as though she were there beside him.

When he next looked up, Tahliil saw that beneath the trees, the teenagers he had seen earlier were caught in a tussle, their bicycles strewn haphazardly around them. As he walked closer, it became apparent that there was a person in the middle of the scrum being attacked by the others.

Tahliil might have stayed where he was had it not been for the stifling yelp, the scream that emerged from the middle of the cluster. He might have turned and walked out of the park, had it not been for the glint of a knife one of the teenagers pulled from his jacket.

‘Stop,’ he shouted, before he could think. ‘Stop!’

One of the teenagers looked over his shoulder and in Tahliil’s direction. ‘What the fuck you lookin’ at?’ He launched to his feet until he was facing Tahliil. There were only a few metres separating them but even from that distance, it wasn’t clear to Tahliil whether he was looking at a teenager or a man, his face occupying some dangerous space in the middle. ‘Cunt!’ he shouted. ‘Cunt!’

Tahliil turned and walked back in the direction he had come from, quickening his pace. With each passing moment he could hear them mounting their bikes, switching gears, and before he knew it, they were behind him. He began to run, quickly, without looking back. But it was too late.

‘Cunt!’ spat the boy, ramming his bike into Tahliil and forcing him to the ground.

‘Stop,’ said Tahliil, his hands shielding his face, but they were already on top of him, and the punches kept coming until one fell against his jaw and he heard a hollow, ringing sound somewhere deep inside his ear.

He felt their violent thuds through his clothes, the weight of their fists and boots on him, quick and relentless, and were it not for the silver blade somebody pulled out and swiped at his face, he might have let them continue hitting him until they had exhausted themselves.

Instead, he pinned the knife-wielding hand to the ground and began to punch with the other, his strength dangerous and bewildering, as though he had unlocked something terrible inside himself.

The fighting went on, long and painful – punches raining down on his head – until he began to feel numb, and the teenagers transformed into the men he and Sumaya had encountered in Libya who had attacked them and destroyed parts of them that they would never recover. Tahliil fought the way he wished he had at the time, his violence blistering, threatening to set the world aflame.

Then they heard voices and felt the weight of more bodies. ‘Show’s over, folks,’ somebody said. ‘Get yourselves off home.’ He felt a tightening grip on his arm as he was pulled apart from the others. ‘Look at the state of you.’

He attempted to get his breath back, but his pounding head made it difficult to think. Then there was the pain and the blood – wet, metallic – that no amount of words could explain or disguise. On his face and in his mouth. All over him.

He saw somebody’s fluorescent jacket and felt the cold metal of handcuffs digging into his skin, and it was then that he understood what was happening.

As they walked towards the road, they passed a group of residents who had emerged from the surrounding houses to look.

*

In the back of the police car, they sat him beside one of the other men. As they made their way, he saw Belgrave Road through the window.

It was only as they passed Roopa’s and the cash and carry, however, their lights still burning, that it dawned on Tahliil where he was. Leicester.

He thought of Mira, Sumaya, and his mother, and felt a sharp pain in his stomach and an even sharper one in his head.

He swallowed, tasted blood.

Tahliil wanted to explain, tell the police officers they had got it wrong, tell them all the things he and Sumaya had been through. But the words refused to form. And as the car lurched forward, he was sustained by a single thought: that the worst had already occurred. That whatever happened now could not possibly be as bad as what had come before.
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From outside, the building was larger than Mira had expected – wide, pale brick walls, high windows from which it seemed unlikely anybody could see outside. Not that there was much to see. The journey had taken a long time – longer than she cared to remember – and as she stood in front of it, she wondered how many people were locked inside. This wasn’t the only building of its kind; there were others, dotted around the country, close to airports, full of desperate, hopeful people.

The cloud-filled sky threatened rain, and she hoped it wouldn’t make good on its promise. A queue had formed near the entrance. Directly in front of her stood two Black women, tired but talkative, catching each other’s yawns as they waited in line.

‘It’ll be nice to see him,’ said one woman – tall, slim, with determined, intelligent eyes. ‘He looks forward to my visits.’

‘Of course,’ said the other smaller, slightly dumpy woman.

‘The last time I came, he was complaining about having to work for everything. Toothpaste even. Just imagine. When Melvin was in prison, it was the same.’

‘But they ain’t criminals!’

‘They treat dogs better than they do people in this country.’

‘The guards been beating people up too, I heard. What did his solicitor say?’

‘He thinks they’ll send him back. The government says he’ll be safe if he returns. I mean, really? I told him I’m like his mother. He ain’t got nobody apart from me. But the solicitor says it’s not enough.’

Mira watched as the thinner woman rummaged in her handbag and pulled out a bag of sweets. She offered one to Mira. ‘Go on, girl,’ she said. ‘What else we gonna do?’

‘Thank you,’ said Mira, taking a red one that tasted of raspberries. She needed something to cover the dry sourness that had accumulated in her mouth.

‘Who you here to see?’

‘My boyfriend.’

‘Where’s he from?’

‘Somalia.’

The women looked at each other, then back at her. ‘Your boyfriend from Somalia?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you look Indian. You Indian?’

She was about to answer when a warden emerged from inside and opened the gate. She wore a uniform, like a police officer. Her black hair dangled in a neat ponytail across her back. ‘Can you make sure your passports and ID cards are open at the right page,’ she said. ‘We want to get you in as quickly as possible. And we’ll need a thumbprint.’

The Black women turned to face the front, arched their backs and flattened the fronts of their dresses. The earlier conversation evaporated and was replaced by a twitching silence that ran the length of the queue.

Mira had a plastic bag with her, stuffed full of food – crisps, biscuits, samosas, whatever else she could think of. Aero chocolate bars. Twix. All the things he liked. She was looking forward to seeing his face as he looked through it.

When the time came, she was patted down by a woman with warm, solid hands. ‘You can’t take that in,’ said the woman, motioning towards the carrier bag.

‘Why?’

‘Food and drink isn’t allowed. It’s on the website.’

‘It’s just food,’ said Mira, pulling apart the handles so the woman could look inside.

‘Those are the rules,’ said the woman. ‘It’s all on the website.’

‘Can you give it to him after I leave?’

‘No. If you want to go inside, you’ll have to leave that here.’

She wanted to argue, but already she could hear people tutting behind her, listening to their conversation, and she handed over the bag and tried to ignore the immense sadness she felt as it was stuffed into an empty filing cabinet.

They were buzzed through endless locked corridors until they reached a large room with high ceilings and benches set out one after another. It should have felt warm because of the almost-yellow colour of the walls, but in fact the opposite was true.

She could feel the relentless drumming of her heart at the prospect of seeing him, the journey to this moment having taken so long. She should have been excited, but she was scared – for him, for herself, for whatever she was about to discover. But before she moved any further, she pushed those fears aside. They weren’t something she wanted him to see.

Shortly after, her eyes landed on him, sitting on a bench in the far corner of the room, furthest away from the door. He was looking out towards the gush of people making their way inside. Their eyes met, and it was like a train had hurtled through her.

His eyes lit up and she bit the inside of her mouth to stop herself from crying, but it was too late; her tears had already made him a wobbling reflection.

She walked straight up to him, her pace quickening with each breath, and when they hugged, the warmth of his body granted her the permission to finally sob. She sobbed because the happiness in his eyes didn’t match the rest of him. He looked defeated, as if he were being held up by something weak and invisible that she couldn’t see. For a long time they sat looking at each other, not trusting themselves to speak. When at last she did, each of the things she had kept locked inside – masses and masses of them – emerged in a big, frothing, tearful frenzy.

‘Don’t cry,’ he said, but even as he did, she could hear his voice breaking.

Some minutes passed before she looked at him properly and studied the dark bruising on his face.

‘Sorry,’ he said, sinking into himself.

‘Why?’

‘I try to walk away from them, but they not let me.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ she said. ‘You’re not that person.’ She saw the rash along his arms. The place where he incessantly scratched himself was covered with a plaster. His hands were trembling beneath hers. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘Everything is going to be okay.’

He looked up at her, pleading, desperate for her words to be true.

‘What does your lawyer say?’ she asked.

‘He trying to get me out. He’s saying I have PTSD.’

‘Do you like him? Should I find you another lawyer? A better one?’

‘Lawyers very expensive,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry about money.’

‘No. Your money you spending on yourself.’

‘I don’t need money,’ she said.

‘They take my phone. They say phone with internet and camera not allowed.’

‘You want a simple phone?’ asked Mira. ‘I’ll get you one.’ She looked around the room. People from all over the world, many from places she probably hadn’t heard of. A few benches along, she spotted the woman who had offered her a sweet outside. She was visiting a young man and Mira watched as they talked and laughed as though they were in a café and not in a detention centre. She thought of the cafés she and Tahliil had visited in town. How long ago that all felt.

‘You always thinking positive,’ said Tahliil, although from the way he said it, it wasn’t clear whether he thought this was a good thing or a bad thing.

‘You will only be in here one or two more months,’ she said. ‘I promise.’

He shrugged. Then, losing some of his composure, he sank backwards into his chair, closed his eyes and brought his fingers up to his temples.

‘Once you’re out,’ she said, ‘we can do all the things we said we would.’ But from the look on his face, it wasn’t clear he believed her.

Elsewhere in the room, they heard rattling conversations, angry whispers that puffed up into the air and burst, flatly, inexplicably. She turned to see the plump woman from the queue looking in their direction.

‘Is it all right in here?’ asked Mira.

He looked as if he was about to say something, before deciding against it.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘People very rude in here,’ he said. ‘People not respecting each other.’ He blew his nose, then took out a spare tissue and began to fold it into neat triangles.

‘Do you have your own room?’ she asked.

‘This not a fancy hotel,’ he laughed. ‘I sharing with man from Nigeria. He already been here three months. Small room. Small toilet. Toilet door broken. No privacy.’

‘What about food?’

‘Terrible,’ he said, frowning, as though the smell of it had followed him into the room. ‘Terrible food.’

She thought of the carrier bag she had been forced to leave outside, filled with things that would have made him happy.

‘What about you?’ he asked.

‘What about me?’

‘You still stuck in Leicester.’

She lowered her eyes. ‘Where else would I go?’

‘But you not happy.’

‘I’ll stay in Leicester for as long as I have to. Until they release you.’

‘What if government sending me back to Somalia?’

‘Then I’ll come to Somalia. Or we can go to India.’

At last, he smiled. As he did, she saw the whole world painted in the bright circles of his eyes.

‘Will you visit me again?’ he asked.

‘Of course!’ she said. ‘Now that I know how to do it, I’ll visit you all the time.’

Tahliil lifted the folded tissue and she saw that he had constructed a boat. A sturdy paper boat, which he sailed across the table towards her. She brought it carefully into the harbour of her hands and looked at it. She thought of all the places it would take them. Then she put it into her pocket and put her hands back on top of his. ‘I don’t want you to worry about anything,’ she said. ‘Everything will be fine. This will be our last fight.’

He looked at her intently.

When she next checked the time, Mira saw that they had only fifteen minutes left. She would see him again soon – she knew this – so why did it feel as though a tsunami was approaching, something she might have anticipated but hadn’t. In the time she had been there, she had grown accustomed to the musty smell of the room, to its stark, tired formality. Their time together had enabled them to create a world within a world, and as she looked at the clock, it became apparent that in the space of fifteen minutes it would cease to exist.

She looked around herself and felt the atmosphere begin to thicken as people readied themselves to leave.

‘I’ll come as soon as I can,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

He nodded, and she could see clearly that after that moment, they would not be able to speak to each other. That their eyes and their hearts were too full.

As the alarm went off signalling that their visit was over, she was doing everything in her power to hold on to the memory of the world they had created. She held her body upright and kept her face calm, her smile lifted, everything but her eyes, which showed the things her body was otherwise attempting to hide.

When eventually they said goodbye, it was with nothing more than a wave, and she had to turn around and keep walking without looking back, on and on until she was outside, where finally she allowed her legs to buckle, and with her knees pressed into the cold, wet earth, felt the full assault of everything she had just witnessed.

*

After she was gone, he went back to his room and lay down on his half of the bunk bed. Jidda was asleep on the bottom, his blanket pulled tightly up over his head.

Tahliil shuffled his body this way and that until he felt comfortable, the bed frame creaking with each turn. Seeing Mira had lifted something deep inside him and he felt lighter as a result. He shook himself, as if to check whether the feeling would last, then closed his eyes so that the image of her would stay with him.

Tomorrow his mother was due to visit, although he wasn’t sure how she’d manage on her own. Somebody would have to drive her. The Doctor, perhaps.

He thought of all the things Mira had said. Despite himself and all he knew of the world, he allowed himself a moment of relief that came with knowing that there were people in the world looking out for him.

‘How was it?’ asked Jidda, his voice catching Tahliil by surprise.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Very good to see her.’

‘A woman brings happiness that only a woman can.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Especially the woman you love. What did you talk about?’

‘Many things. She offering to find me a better lawyer.’

‘Everybody needs a good lawyer,’ said Jidda. ‘But not everybody can afford one.’

‘She good at saving money. She works hard.’

‘The worst thing is not knowing how long we have to stay here. Before you, man from Afghanistan sleeping here. He stay here one year.’

‘One year?’

‘Nobody cares. He have no family here. He have nobody. They send him back. In middle of the night they take him to airport and put him on the plane. In the morning he gone.’

There was a pause. ‘If they sending me back,’ said Tahliil, ‘what happening to my life?’

‘You carry on living, man. Maybe you try again. Maybe you accept your fate. Maybe you move to other part of Africa. Get a job, make a home, make a family.’

Tahliil supposed Jidda was right. His father would give him a bed to sleep on, wouldn’t he? Food to eat. Maybe even help him find a job. But returning home would also mean accepting the greatest defeat of his life. Having attempted so earnestly to build something strong, only to realise it was made of sand.

‘It’s good you have girlfriend who is willing to help you,’ said Jidda. ‘Some people have nobody.’

‘My girlfriend having her own life. Is very difficult.’

‘Everybody has to worry about their own life.’

‘But she is not a selfish person.’

‘Indian girls very beautiful,’ said Jidda. ‘Pretty.’

Tahliil nodded, closed his eyes. He imagined Mira on a train somewhere, looking out of the window at the rambling English countryside. Long ago, he had promised her a house with a garden. He attempted to think of that garden now – a lush green lawn, borders thick with flowers, fruit trees, planted vegetables, everything she wanted. If he concentrated hard enough, he could feel the cool blades of grass beneath his feet, taste the sweetness of an apple plucked from a tree. He imagined a swing in the middle of the garden. Her sitting on it. The curve of her body as she went up towards the sky and back down towards the earth. He imagined the wind in her hair. The sun on her face.

*

Mira thought of the hour they had spent together and how quickly the time had passed. The train carriage was almost empty and if she closed her eyes, she could hear its rattling as it moved along the tracks.

She knew there were things Tahliil hadn’t told her. Things that were hidden beneath the bruises on his face and the dullness of his eyes. She couldn’t imagine how he and others were expected to survive in a place like that.

The stench of bad food, of bleach, lingered in her nose long after she had left, and when she got off the train, Leicester smelt of those very things.

She waited at the bus stop and by the time the bus arrived, a dark band of blue had risen across the horizon, droplets of rain brushing her face. She brought out her phone and looked at the time. Tahliil had said they would be served dinner around then. She imagined him eating alone, and she closed her eyes and sent a small part of herself back to him for company.

Sitting at the top of the bus, she thought of the next twenty-four hours, then the next week, month, year. She tried to imagine the places their lives would take them, all the people they might meet, the joy that still awaited them. Then, just as easily, she stopped. All she or anybody could plan for was the single moment that came directly after the one they had just lived. And for now, that would have to be enough.

Tahliil had once told her that life was a string of second chances. Until the day they died, life would be willing to offer them a second chance. As she considered this, she felt his courage tip into her. All the way from her feet to the tips of her fingers. She thought of him and saw the world spread itself out before them. In that moment, she felt young. Younger than perhaps she ever had. As though her life was about to begin.

The bus moved along Belgrave Road, and she looked out of the window at all the things that were now familiar. She thought back to the day she had first arrived, when the foreignness of her surroundings had turned things dull, and she hadn’t a clue what she would do or how she would live.

She got off at the bus stop opposite Flax Road and crossed the road to the other side, passing the corner where Tahliil had once waited for her. It was here, beneath a blanket of darkness, hidden in one of the passageways, that he had pulled her close and kissed her. She felt him in the air as she remembered it, felt him on her lips. From inside her pocket, she pulled out the paper boat he had made her and smoothed its crumpled layers. Carefully, she slid it into her handbag, where it would stay safer for longer.

She walked along the pavement and towards the house where Rajiv and her in-laws waited for her, but even as she did, even as she put her key in the front door, he was all she could think of.

‘You’re home,’ said her saasu, the moment Mira stepped inside the living room. But she was wrong. Home was some other, distant shore. The place from which she had just returned. A place with no name. Home. The world she had seen within the bright circles of somebody else’s eyes. Within the deep chambers of somebody else’s heart. Home. The man sitting far far away, eating his dinner, thinking of her.
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Quirke's pathology department, set deep beneath 1950s Dublin, is his own gloomy realm: always quiet, always night, and always under his control. Until, late one evening, he stumbles across a body that should not be there.


The investigation he opens uncovers a dark secret at the heart of the city's high Catholic network - a secret with the power to shake his own family and everything he holds dear.


Praise for the Quirke Series:
'A joy to read.' Sunday Times
'Darkly dangerous [with] flinty humour.' Daily Telegraph
'Beguiling characters and evocative settings . . . Impeccable.' The Times 
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Rooney, Sally
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THE GLOBAL #1 BESTSELLER


AN IRISH TIMES TOP 100 IRISH BOOKS OF THE 21ST CENTURY


A BEST BOOK OF 2024 IN THE GUARDIAN, TIMES, SUNDAY TIMES, IRISH TIMES, LONDON STANDARD, INDEPENDENT, OBSERVER, NEW STATESMAN, iNEWS, GOOD HOUSEKEEPING, THE SKINNY, CITY AM, DAILY MAIL, AND THE CONVERSATION


'Intermezzo is perfect ... Is there a better novelist at work right now?' Observer
'Her most mature and moving book to date ... I read it in a state of rapture.'Sunday Times
'If a perfect Sally Rooney novel exists, this might just be it ... Her best novel yet.' Evening Standard
'Rooney has discovered her full literary prowess.' Independent


From the author of the multimillion-copy bestseller Normal People, an exquisitely moving story about grief, love and family. 


Aside from the fact that they are brothers, Peter and Ivan Koubek seem to have little in common.


Peter is a Dublin lawyer in his thirties - successful, competent and apparently unassailable. But in the wake of their father's death, he's medicating himself to sleep and struggling to manage his relationships with two very different women - his enduring first love Sylvia, and Naomi, a college student for whom life is one long joke.


Ivan is a twenty-two-year-old competitive chess player. He has always seen himself as socially awkward, a loner, the antithesis of his glib elder brother. Now, in the early weeks of his bereavement, Ivan meets Margaret, an older woman emerging from her own turbulent past, and their lives become rapidly and intensely intertwined.


For two grieving brothers and the people they love, this is a new interlude - a period of desire, despair and possibility - a chance to find out how much one life might hold inside itself without breaking.


Readers love Intermezzo:


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'An intimate and emotional read . I put the book down feeling that I am richer for having read it.' Megan


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'A beautifully written book with characters that capture the heart of the reader.' Sinead


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'I'm envious of anyone yet to read this, you're in for a treat.' Anon


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'The characters are brilliant; complex, heartful, raw and impactful.' S. Payne


⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'Shows dazzling skill but also heart-wrenching compassion and humanity.' Tom


Sally Rooney's book Intermezzo was a bestseller w/c 30/09/2024
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'One of the most brilliant British writers working today.' Spectator

Who decides the rules of the games we play?


In August 2007, or thereabouts, a young philosopher leaves Oslo, heading for Greece, on a mission to find Theodoros Apostolakis, the head of the Society of Lost Things. Fortunately, Apostolakis isn't lost, but everything else is: ancient libraries, entire civilisations, priceless books and a beautiful box, once used to play the world-famous game of Seven. The hunt for this small thing, among the countless lost things, becomes an absurdist quest through time and space: from the earliest human societies to the advent of AI.


Told, shared and mythologised by our narrator, along with a wild cast of dreamers, philosophers, poets, rebels and optimists, Seven is an extraordinary, uplifting journey through an ever darkening world.
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Demon Copperhead

Kingsolver, Barbara
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#1 NEW YORK TIMES READERS BEST BOOK OF THE 21ST CENTURY
A SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER 
WINNER OF THE PULITZER PRIZE FOR FICTION
TWICE WINNER OF THE WOMEN'S PRIZE
SHORTLISTED FOR THE ORWELL PRIZE FOR POLITICAL FICTION 
SHORTLISTED FOR THE JAMES TAIT BLACK PRIZE FOR FICTION
THE MULTI-MILLION COPY SELLING AUTHOR
BOOK AT BEDTIME ON BBC RADIO 4
AN OPRAH'S BOOK CLUB PICK

'Without a doubt the best book I'll read this year.' KATE ATKINSON 
'It's EPIC. Righteously angry, DEEPLY moving and exquisitely written.' MARIAN KEYES 
'Daring, entertaining and highly readable.' The Times 
'Electrifying.' Daily Mail 
'A blaze of a book.' RACHEL JOYCE 
'A masterclass.' RICHARD POWERS 
'Masterful.' Pulitzer Prize 
'Powerful.' Guardian 
'A work of genius.' KATE MOSSE 
____________ 
Demon Copperhead is a once-in-a-generation novel that breaks and mends your heart in the way only the best fiction can.

Demon's story begins with his traumatic birth to a single mother in a single-wide trailer, looking 'like a little blue prizefighter.' For the life ahead of him he would need all of that fighting spirit, along with buckets of charm, a quick wit, and some unexpected talents, legal and otherwise. 

In the southern Appalachian Mountains of Virginia, poverty isn't an idea, it's as natural as the grass grows. For a generation growing up in this world, at the heart of the modern opioid crisis, addiction isn't an abstraction, it's neighbours, parents, and friends. 'Family' could mean love, or reluctant foster care. For Demon, born on the wrong side of luck, the affection and safety he craves is as remote as the ocean he dreams of seeing one day. The wonder is in how far he's willing to travel to try and get there. 

Suffused with truth, anger and compassion, Demon Copperhead is an epic tale of love, loss and everything in between. 
____________ 

Readers love Demon Copperhead:

⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'Outstanding . . . I don't know how someone can write a book like this: inhabit a totally different character and create it with such empathy, respect and fullness.'
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐'Powerful and brilliant. To immerse yourself in a Kingsolver novel is to put yourself in the hands of a master.'
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐'This was one of the greatest books I have read . . . Kingsolver is a magician with words, and her rage quietly seeps from each page.'
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'Raw, angry, starkly beautiful . . . Genuinely one of the best books I've ever read.'
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐'An incredibly raw and moving read, with a big-hearted hero who will stay with me for a long time.'
⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ 'I cannot overstate how absorbing this book is. It is wonderful and has restored my faith in fiction and novels.'



Start Reading Now! (Ad)

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc422.jpg
faber





cover1.jpeg
BELGRAVE

MANISH CHAUHAN





OEBPS/image_rsrc421.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc424.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc425.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc423.jpg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc427.jpg
JOANNA KAVENNA

0r, How io Play a Ga






OEBPS/image_rsrc426.jpg
THE GLOBAL No.1 BESTSELLER

ITERNELID

PIERCING SUBIME
srwAnce” uresATRE.
FinaNciaL pENDENT
PERFECT. AMARVEL”






OEBPS/image_rsrc429.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc428.jpg
BARBARA
KINGSOLVER

DEMON COPPERHEAD






