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			For my father, strange and wonderful and always missed

		

	
		
			1

			There are stories where a shadowy specter from the past arrives on a young couple’s doorstep, dredging up secrets that have been long buried. Things do not usually go well for the young couple in these stories.

			They do not usually go well for the specter either.
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			No one answers when I knock.

			Arriving at Aliya’s door on a Thursday afternoon, sticky with heat, I did not want to think about how long it had been since we had spent any meaningful time together or what it would be like to see her.

			In the stained glass roses in Aliya’s window, I look very much like one of these specters. The pull of skin around my mouth, circles pressed under my eyes. My face is a fun house mirror. The sun is shining behind my head and it feels wrong. I forget that London can get like this in the summer. Overheated and squishy like spoiled fruit. The cotton of my T-shirt tight against my skin, the unbearable weight of my jeans. On the Tube, I’d stood between a pair of Australian backpackers, taller than me, their arms reaching up to the handrails, confronted with their inescapable ripeness, regretting everything. A rare heat, I never think of London this way. My memories of the city are a jumble: Hugh Grant with orange juice on his shirt, Iris Murdoch novels, images of drenched streets, pressing damply into the corners of pub windows with wet jumpers and umbrellas that both did and didn’t belong to me.

			Why does it feel like a returning to come here? I have never stood on this street, this little crescent of small houses in North London. Inside is a life that has almost nothing to do with mine anymore.

			Aliya said she’d come meet me at the train station if I liked—she could take the afternoon off work. I’d declined. Somehow it was less daunting to come straight here. I had embarrassing visions of us not being able to recognize each other among the crush of people—ridiculous, as we have not aged so much, no plastic surgery disguising our faces. And of course I have seen her: for every year that has gone since we last spoke, there have still been the pictures that filter through, available to scroll in the light of my phone, late at night when I’m on the bus back from a shift or sitting on the toilet in the pitch-black mornings.

			Aliya at her master’s graduation, a cap and gown, her mother’s arm thrown proudly around her; Aliya with a bad dye job, smiling miserably into a new friend’s camera; Aliya at hen parties, gigs, dinner parties, other people’s weddings. And finally her own. Aliya as a bride with the shape of a groom slotted in beside her, muscles rounding out his suit jacket, teeth like a shark. Aliya’s mouth stretched wide and red, her skin glossed into something unlike itself. I felt if I reached into it and rubbed a finger along her face, it would come away greasy and her face would smudge under my touch like an oil painting. She didn’t look especially older. She just didn’t look like any version of the person who belonged to me.

			I consider the window, its stained glass pattern, and a creature appears in it. A black-and-white face, peering out at me mockingly. I sleep in Aliya’s bed. I’m her best friend. She feeds me every morning while she drinks her coffee, it seems to be saying to me. I crouch and hiss at it. It hisses back.

			I check the weather, the news, my texts, as I wait.

			I am plonked on the front of her doorstep like an uncollected package. A man walks across the green with a small, long-haired child, chocolate on his T-shirt. They both regard me with curiosity as they come up the front path. I try to make my face look less approachable in case they try to speak to me. The child does not want to anyway; he has a ball under his arm, and his insistent pull of his father’s hand implies he wants to be back running circles in the triangle of grass and getting hit in the head with it. The dad smiles at me as he unlocks the front door, and I nod back. He hitches the child up into his arms and takes him upstairs.
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			We’ll say hello, probably hug. I remember Aliya’s hugs, the evolution of them. The reluctant, almost retiring lean as if it was a social custom she couldn’t quite understand and then the squeeze as if she didn’t want to let go.

			We won’t say we’ve missed each other. We’ll make small talk: the weather, the wedding, impersonal things. It will be awkward at first, as it is when people who were once close meet again, but perhaps we’ll pick up the thread. I have heard there are relationships like that, that go dormant for years but come alive, restored to their former vibrancy just as they were before, as if a slip of time has opened to let you through to the last moment of intimacy. Perhaps this will be us—as if only yesterday, we were lying in my bed, drinking coffee at midnight, watching The Thin Man, the halls beneath us reverberating with bass, knowing the party would never be as good as being with each other.

			Except there will be a man in the room, scratching in the corner, his arm around Aliya’s shoulders, his hand in the bag of crisps, the smell of his aftershave hanging in the air, his machismo killing the singular joy of Myrna Loy’s diction.

			I plan to stay in this flat with its stained glass windows for the rest of the weekend. My train back is on Monday night. Three days to make chitchat with her husband, to learn if he takes milk in his coffee, if he’s the kind of man who leaves tea bags on the kitchen sides and just walks away from them. I’ve never lived with a man before. The idea that the longest I will spend under the same roof as an adult man will be with her husband is a little upsetting. Mostly in that Aliya has a Husband. He is a Thing I cannot imagine, despite having zoomed in on his pictures to check the quality of his skin, the bags under his eyes, the stain on his shirt that turned out to be a smudge on my screen.
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			The dad comes back down.

			“You waiting for the Nasims?”

			My head pulls up in shock. That Aliya might have changed her name hadn’t occurred to me. I am surprised to find how much I judge her for it. It’s not something we explicitly discussed, but then we never thought of ourselves as the types who would marry. It is insulting to think of her so permanently marked by some stranger, his stink on her.

			“I’m a friend of Aliya’s,” I tell him. “She’s late.”

			Aliya has a habit of not showing up to things at the right time—either too early or too late. She used to call it Pakistani time, but I have since learned it is more erratic than that.

			“Well, if you wanted, you could wait upstairs. Get out of the sun.”

			I squint up at him, haloed by the day. There is a fuzziness to him—something soft on the edges, dad-ish, gentle rather than sleazy, and yet. I pause, with my lip between my teeth. I pull the T-shirt from where it sticks to my belly and blow gently down the neck of it.

			“I have a spare key as well,” he says.

			“That would be perfect.”

			“I mean, I should probably call them—”

			As if on cue, the phone trembles in my pocket. I pluck it out and flick my eyelashes up at Dad-ish.

			“I’m so sorry,” Aliya says.

			“Yes, you’re late.”

			It’s been a long time since I heard her voice. Having an audience makes it easier. I don’t feel the need to smooth it over, to make it okay that I’ve arrived and Aliya is not here to greet me.

			“So, so sorry. I got stuck in the line at the bank. I’ll be there asap. The thing is—Ben upstairs has a spare key—”

			“Well, he’s here with me now. So as long as you can convince him I’m not an axe murderer, I can rest my weary little behind inside your house.”

			“Give him to me.”

			I hand over my phone. The man makes a chuckle at whatever explanation Aliya offers and then he hangs up. He doesn’t pass it back to me to finish the call. We don’t say goodbye. We haven’t even said hello.

			I wait while he retrieves the key. A finger of sweat crawls down my back. He opens the door into a small hallway, busy but neat. Things begin to feel a little close, like he is standing too near me. The walls squeeze in. With the bag in my hand, I push into the kitchen. It is yellow, a color that looks left behind, chosen by a former occupant who thought it might be cheerful or perhaps watched Amélie one too many times. I press my back into the counter and find the dad still in the doorway.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			“No problem.” He twists the keys in his hands and looks around. I wonder how many times he’s been in here, if they are familiar enough to pop around and borrow sugar or coffee. There is a cup out on the counter with a lipsticked rim, and I have the sudden urge to put my mouth to it. I remember at university, the house with the broken toilet door, a small paved garden with dead plants and an ashtray, how Norah would say that you’d know if Aliya had been there because the coffee cups and cigarette butts were tipped in red. “Like a noir heroine walked through a film set,” she said once. We were smoking in the evening with the windows open, and I looked up at Aliya’s face and she laughed like she was embarrassed to be talked about.

			It is difficult to breathe with him still there, with his smell and his hands and the weight of his body in the room.

			“I’ll be okay from here.”

			I hear how rude it sounds.

			“Oh yeah, okay.”

			“I mean, I don’t want to keep you.”

			He lingers in the doorway. I can tell I’ve been brusque but feel no impulse to soften it.

			“If you need anything…”

			“I’m sure Aliya will look after me.”
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			After he leaves, I fiddle around. The kitchen is a safe place to snoop. There is always the excuse of fetching water or tea. The kettle is blue with a silver handle. The cups all match: no Sports Direct mug, no quirky jokes, no his and hers, just white ones covered in roses. There’s a bar cart with lace doilies and a tea set in the hall. The teas are rooibos and Yorkshire and loose-leaf and opera blue and jasmine, green, and chamomile. They are stacked in a neat pile, unopened, decorative. The fridge is well stocked, vegetables in the crisper, freshwater salmon, a whole shelf of condiments. When we lived together, we ate canned tuna in pasta mashed with cheese and mayonnaise, cold rotisserie chickens that we’d rip up with our hands into pre-packaged salads. Our beds were routinely covered in crisp and cereal and popcorn crumbs, anything we could shove into our mouths by the handful as we stayed up till early in the morning, the streetlight hanging in the window like our own personal moon.

			The kettle hisses in the background. I sit at the kitchen table trying to imagine what it might be like if this mug were mine, if I’d cracked it along the rim against my teeth laughing too hard at something my wife said while unloading the dishwasher one Sunday morning, rain heavy on the open window, something corny on the radio, the day stretching in front of us without urgency, her hand on my wrist, saying come back to bed, and the promise of this—cat wrapped up on our feet and warm under the duvet with our books.
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			When Aliya turns the key in the door, I freeze, stay seated. I let her find me. Her arms are heavy with bags, herbs spilling out the rim of a tote. There is a moment where I can see her in the hallway before she can see me, untangling the keys from the arm of her bag, her hair falling in her face. It is long again, a spitting of gray at the roots. She is dressed in soft-colored clothes that look expensive, a long blue shift that goes down to her ankles and the kind of shoes that could be slippers. When she looks up, I feel like a stalker.

			“Hi, hi. I’m sorry.”

			“I made myself at home. Kettle’s still hot if you want something.”

			I lift the mug to her the way men in old movies lift a glass when a dame walks in the door.

			She laughs nervously like she’s afraid of me.

			“Thanks for putting me up,” I say.

			We haven’t hugged yet. I wonder now if we will. I could shake her hand, but it seems depressingly formal, and then the moment has passed and we haven’t hugged or touched and I remain on the barstool in her kitchen and she in the doorway. Her dress swishes around her, its long tentlike shape, as she begins to unpack the groceries.

			“It’s good to see you,” she says, addressing it to the can of chickpeas that is going into a cupboard overhead.

			“Well, when Norah summons…”

			“Sure.”

			“Thanks for putting me up,” I say again. “I’m sure I could have scrounged a sofa-surf situation from the dregs of my phone book.”

			This isn’t true, but I feel compelled to say it, to lay the words between us.

			“No, don’t be silly. We have the guest room for a reason. It’s for guests.”

			She says it automatically, as if in reflex, as if it is the thing she says to all the people who come through her door and sleep in her sheets. She puts the jars down and turns to me.

			“Of course,” she says, “it’s lovely to have you, it gives us a chance to hang out. I didn’t mean—”

			“No, I—”

			“More tea?”

			“Coffee, please.”

			I watch her make it. The shuffle of her body around the kitchen, the light on the back of her head. She uses a moka pot now. It is tall and beautiful and shaped like a curvy woman. I can see the gold of her rings flicker in its reflection, little twinkling promises of love. We used cafetières when we lived together, a tall French press that we bought from a charity shop and filled to the brim.

			“I can’t believe she’s getting married,” I say. It’s just something to say. My mouth feels sticky and dry from the urge to talk.

			“Yeah, I know. She seemed so unlikely for it, so independent. But it’s always like that, isn’t it? You settle down as you’re older. Anyway, she and Beck have been together for years now. She’s devoted as a dog to her.”

			“Mmm. Imagine Norah becoming a wife. It’s so normal!”

			Aliya turns her head a little, one hand reaching up to push her hair behind her ear. There is a roundness to her, a softness enhanced. Where some of our friends have become sharper with age, the bones prominent in their faces, Aliya remains curved.

			“I think she likes normal. They seem settled, they seem happy. It’s not even that big a wedding; they’re not in it for the party. They’re just doing it to do it.”

			I pull at my knuckles till they crack.

			“That’s great and all. I don’t know. I can’t see it lasting. Monogamy can’t hold her that long. She’s always getting crushes on her clients.”

			“People do stay together, you know.”

			“Sure, usually with the help of a little dose of adrenaline from someone new.”

			Aliya pours the coffee. She has one of those posh steam foamers for the milk, another mockable thing that I bite my tongue about.

			“I don’t think we should start planning her affairs, she’s not even married yet.”

			“Oh, let her have a little affair. Maybe a smooch at the hen. You used to think it was very French to be unfaithful.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			I smile as she passes me the coffee. Aliya doesn’t sit down, so it feels instead like I am the one who lives here, leaning back on her barstool in the rear of her kitchen while she hovers by the stove.

			“You did. We watched The Postman Always Rings Twice, and you said you’d only know it was love when you’d managed to talk a man into killing your husband for you.”

			“I was eighteen and an idiot. I do not presently have ambitions to be an adulteress. Or even a murderer. You can’t possibly think all my values come from noir films anymore.”

			“I guess you didn’t have a nice shiny husband to cheat on back then. Where is he anyway?”

			“At work. Do you want anything to eat with that? It’s an awkward time, but I could make you some toast—or I got bagels, actually.”

			Bagels sustained us through the last term of university. Smeared in peanut butter in the morning and Boursin in the evening. Aliya liked hers with butter and cherry tomatoes, sometimes with anchovies layered underneath, a thing I found repulsive but she adored. We’d make them for each other on rotation. I took the morning shift, coffee and bagels; she made lunch to spare me fishing her anchovies out of their silky bed of oil. In the evenings, we ate ramen noodles that Aliya usually fried an egg to slide on top of—good brain food, she’d say vaguely. For all her Western mannerisms, she had the superstitions and remedies of any Pakistani grandmother and shared them with me generously: turmeric in milk for a cold; ginger in hot water, garlic crushed into a paste to ward off infection; homeopathic tinctures and little bottles of arnica drops. Rules I didn’t understand, like why some foods were bad for a period: coffee and mangoes and anything spicy or “hot.” Prayers also: for lost things, for safety, for travel, even an anti-theft one that she wrote out on a piece of paper and slipped into my bag when I went home for Christmas.

			It is an olive branch, that bagel. I can see it isn’t the multipack variety but wrapped in an individual sleeve from one of those hip bakeries with sprays of rosemary and garlic confit. There is even a little pot of something whipped to smear over it. I shake my head. It is too early for reminiscing.

			“Well, he’ll be home by six and we’ll have dinner then. Does that sound okay?”

			“Sure.”

			“Great.” She pushes her hands into the pockets of the dress and then back out again. I watch as she circles her wrists like there’s an ache in them. “Want me to show you to your room?”

			I nod and follow her down the hall.

			We carry our coffees into the room. There’s a small bed and a big desk, which she apologizes for.

			“I work from home a lot,” she tells me, clearing away the books from the table. “But I’m happy enough in the kitchen, so I won’t bother you tomorrow.”

			“I mean, you can work in here, I don’t mind, I—”

			“It’s fine, really. I’ll let you freshen up. Bathroom down the hall,” she says, as if there’s anywhere else for it to be.

			We smile at each other in the corridor, our teeth open. Aliya leans forward to touch my arm and gives it a squeeze. The gesture is impersonal, maternal—I can imagine her squeezing a colleague in a similar way, a husband’s niece, a girl crying on the Tube.

			I am unused to being touched. The last person to hug me was my mother’s nurse, the last time we thought we were sitting in the Gorgon’s final hours, the last time it seemed she wouldn’t make it through. I remember the feeling of the hug more sharply than I remember the fear she would die: the cold light of the hospital ward, the smell of piss under the disinfectant, and a woman as tall as the door leaning down to wrap an arm around my shoulders. Her name was Lina, and Mum was horrible to her. Perhaps the hug was an expression of relief. A few hours later, the danger passed and I went back to sipping coffee by my mother’s bed while she slept. The sun set in ribbons of red and gold outside the hospital window, and I felt it would stretch there forever.
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			“Shout if you need me,” Aliya says before she turns. I hear her footsteps down the corridor, disappearing into the primary bedroom. There is a small cup of fresh flowers on the nightstand, towels on the bed. An alarmingly adult gesture, like an Airbnb host. I wonder if she has dedicated guest towels instead of just pulling out whatever feels the cleanest. I hear a door shut down the hall, softly, as if she is trying not to disturb me.

			I lie flat on the bed in my filthy clothes and text Norah that I’m here, that I’m looking forward to seeing her tomorrow. She has eschewed the destination hen, which is a relief because my bank account wouldn’t stretch to Lisbon or even Málaga, opting instead for a weekend here in London. Dinner tomorrow, a civilized sit-down thing at a small-plates restaurant in Soho that used to be a whorehouse. Saturday: Scorsese marathon at the Prince Charles followed by dim sum and karaoke. Sunday: brunch, which Norah has decided to host herself at her and Beck’s place in Camberwell, hoping against London weather that it will hold, that the sun will be out and we can gather with Beck’s friends, who are much cooler than us, Swedish models and DJs. The wedding isn’t till the weekend after—I’ll be in a hotel for that, and Aliya will have ripped these sheets from the bed and stuffed them in the wash, swept up the hairs I leave on the floor, opened the windows and aired me out. I will be gone from this place and back out of her life again. There will be photos from this weekend, enough to record that we’d been in the same room together again, that we were friendly enough to coexist.

			My phone pings. It’s Norah.

			How’s it going? No shots fired yet?

			All very cordial.

			Phew. Any mention of the B-word yet?

			Not a peep.

			Save it till after the wedding maybe. I gotta go. Beck and I have date night.

			The idea of a date night preceding a hen party curdles my blood. This is the mistake with coming back to London—confronting the descent into coupledom. I do a roll call in my head of everyone who might possibly be coming tomorrow and I struggle to think of anyone who isn’t yet partnered.

			Hina’s been married for six years, and her disdain for me has only grown since we were at university. The last time I saw her was at Norah’s thirtieth, where she made polite references to what she thinks of as my bohemian lifestyle and described me to her husband as “very adventurous,” with an eyebrow wag making it clear how unimpressed she was by those adventures. I was the only person from the Mountbrooke house who hadn’t been invited to her wedding. There were pictures of them all—each with their partners, all smiling into the camera.

			People in couples don’t know how to socialize with single people. They don’t want to invite you to their dinner parties in case you uneven the numbers and have no one to play party games with. You can’t go on holiday with them without being consigned to the sofa bed. Sometimes they’ll meet you for a drink or a movie, one-on-one—they’ll pick somewhere you used to go, but it won’t be the same. Either they’ll bring their partner without telling you—you arrive in a darkened cinema or to a restaurant reservation, and there’s the toothy smile of a partner you didn’t expect, like a jump scare—or, if they’re on their own, the partner will hang in the air between you. They’ll have their phone in one hand all night, looking down at it with a private smile so you know they’d rather be home with their beloved, and they’ll leave before ten, lamenting your youthful late nights. You will walk together to the bus stop, pretending you can’t see the quickening in their pace, their relief in getting away from you, the relief they will wrap around their spouse when they get home and narrate back a story of your life, the dates you’ve been on, the come-ons you’ve rejected or the people you liked who didn’t like you back—all of these things are confirmation that they made the right choice, picked the right person.

			In our friendship circle, things are so fractured that the mechanics that keep most groups together well into middle age aren’t possible—the dreaded “girls’ nights.” Perhaps, actually, they have these now without me, gatherings at happy hours “without the partners,” bottomless brunches, the kind of club nights where only nostalgic pop is played. I am not sorry to miss them. What makes me uncomfortable really is the prospect of this weekend and the way our world as it was will push up against the world now and how I will stick out through it, blooming and beating like a bruised thumb.

			All the way here, I could feel it was a mistake, the way people know in their gut about plane crashes, waking with a deep sinking feeling, but they have booked the ticket, so they get on the plane anyway and then it goes down and it’s all over.

			That was how I felt outside the door of Aliya’s flat. The sick feeling of walking into a trap. What was I hoping to find inside?
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			A weekend is long enough to find out.

		

	
		
			2

			They were born six months apart. Two cities on either side of the planet. Aliya was the elder, though it would make more sense for it to be the other way around, for her to have followed Ava into the world as she did with everything else. Sometimes she thought it would make more sense if they’d been born on the same day, from the same womb, her hand on Ava’s foot as the doctor tugged her out.

			Six months apart, Aliya in the summer, Ava in the cold.

			Eighteen years later, Aliya was born again when they met.

			That was the true beginning.
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			When Aliya got to university, she mostly stopped speaking. It happened quite gradually. First on the plane on the way over, she noticed the comfort of silence, of not needing to communicate with anyone except to hand over her ticket or passport and listen to their instructions. She didn’t need many words. Nods and gestures of agreement sufficed. When she arrived at the other end, her throat was soft from the rest. She was to spend a week in London before Mountbrooke, staying with her khala and khalu. Khala picked her up from the airport. They hadn’t seen each other for a few years. Khala looked at her jeans, her mother’s jumper, and sighed.

			“When I came to London for the first time,” she said, “I wore a sari and went to the salon before my flight. I had a bun and a beehive. People were different in those days. Leaving home was a serious business.”

			Khala’s house was small and neat, a quiet place on a quiet tree-lined street. Mostly it was just the two of them. Her husband worked long hours in the civil service. As a child, Aliya had thought he was a spy. On visits to Pakistan, he was always disappearing from dinners to answer calls on his mobile phone long before most people had mobile phones. Khala seemed glad of her company and told her all the stories she could remember about the old country and her life in it. Sometimes she’d ask a question, but when Aliya opened her mouth to respond, she’d have drifted on to something else. Years of being married to a man who was never home had turned her into a one-sided conversationalist.

			At the end of the week, she drove Aliya to university. They packed the car with everything she thought a student might need: warm clothes, sheets and pillows, a single plate and cup, cutlery from her own drawers. These slotted safely beside the things Aliya’s mother sent: a prayer mat, a framed picture of their family at Eid, a selection of her favorite snacks wrapped lovingly twice in bubble wrap so they would survive the journey.

			Mountbrooke sat outside the belt of London suburbs in a small town. It was a nineteenth-century invention, built to look older. You half expected a moat as you came up to it. It began as a women’s institution. Aliya imagined Victorian suffragettes writing screeds here. It stood out of the town, a big redbrick building climbing out of the forest and toward the sky like a castle. It had been chosen by Aliya and by most others for its singular beautiful building that was on the front of all the brochures. There were no buildings that looked like that in her school in Karachi: the city was concrete clusters dotted with colonial ruins. The rest of the university was temporary seventies Portakabins that had never been replaced, but she hadn’t yet seen them. The fairy-tale brochure was all she could see.

			Her home and prison for the next three years. It was like landing on Mars. The unfamiliarity crisp with every breath. Somehow she’d expected to walk into a novel: a world laid out for her the way it seemed to be for young heroines at boarding schools, expecting to slip right into a cast of characters who would be her friends, people to lead her into how to live here in this cold place. What she’d hoped for, the Enid Blyton dream, seemed very far away. She became an anchoress in her own body, lips sealed in an unspoken pact. This was how she began her new life.
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			On her first night in halls, she lay awake for hours. She shared a turret room with a girl she knew she would never be friends with. They’d taken an instant dislike to each other, something feral like a cat doused in cold water. The Roommate did not struggle to sleep. Her blond head emitted a gentle snore from the pillow. Aliya was told that it was normal to cry on your first night away from home, but she was too paralyzed with fear. There was a deep certainty that something bad would happen if she went to sleep, but nevertheless she did go to sleep. She hadn’t pulled the curtains. The room was puddled in light from the tall turret windows. She woke to the sound of the Roommate groaning across the room and insisting the curtains be drawn.

			This, she ignored.

			Their windows looked out into the tops of the trees. There were suicide blocks on the windows so they wouldn’t open more than a sliver. She stuck her nose in the crevice and smelled the green.
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			She’d been warned about the culture shock—the change in weather, the coldness of English people, the hazards of a life abroad, the many dark alleys of bad decisions that were possible. But she was not prepared for the change in herself. That everything coming out of her mouth would sound so wrong, a marionette being played by a bad ventriloquist. She moved through the rooms and lectures and dining halls and cafés without giving away more than a shrug or a nod. Seminars were trickier. One lecturer in particular, a bald man in his sixties with the attitude of a kindly uncle, made a habit of calling on her, particularly if things pertained to Pakistan or South Asia in general, which they often did. (It was a module on colonialism in literature.) He’d nod in her direction and wait for her to say something. Eventually he gave up—her answers so brief, her discomfort so evident, that he realized there was nothing to be drawn from her.

			She and the Roommate communicated in grunts: shuffling around each other in the late nights or early mornings. Aliya would drape the Roommate’s dirty clothes passive-aggressively back onto her bed from where she left them on the floor; the Roommate, in turn, would mutter loudly about how weird she was to anyone who would listen—on the phone to her mother or even with the other girls on the floor. Her schedule was busy and social: parties and pubs and trips to various social societies. She had a boyfriend back home with whom she conducted long phone calls, late into the night. He was older, Aliya knew from her describing him to other girls, nearly thirty.

			There had been no hope for them, no chance or possibility that even in another life they might have been friends. The Roommate was tall and thin and blond and had played hockey at school. There was a picture of her team on the top of the defunct fireplace, her stretched out under a row of girls. “Don’t worry,” she said when she showed it to the other girls on the floor, “none of us were lesbians.” On another occasion, the Roommate was overheard complaining about the amount of Chinese people on her course. She took European studies, and it was full of mostly Europeans.

			Despite Aliya’s feral feelings toward her, she was the only one who didn’t like the Roommate. All the girls in the corridor were a chain, and the Roommate was one of them. Nipping in and out of each other’s rooms, borrowing tampons, asking for advice on how to respond to a text, accompanying each other on late-night trips to the launderette, early-morning trips to get birth control, outfit consultations, mixing vodka with lemonade and Red Bull. She watched their easy chatter, the words spilling out of their mouths, as swiftly and unthinkingly as water. The currency of these connections was confessions: “When did you lose it?” “Who do you fancy?” “Have you kissed anyone yet?” Aliya had no confessions to offer. She kept her empty coffers shut.

			Their room was in the east wing, and between the light and the green in the windows, it was like stepping into a storybook. The bathrooms had yellowing curtains and pull-chain toilets. The beds were Ikea, but the desks were Victorian, beautiful walnut bureaus with inkwells and secret compartments. The ceilings were high and the windows tall. It was the true misery of her life to have to share this room, this fairy tale of a space, with this girl who was as different from her as it was possible to be.
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			On the weekends, her parents would call, or Khala would ring to ask if she wanted to come visit. Sometimes she’d get the bus back to London and spend the weekend in Khala’s house, where she’d read in the spare room while Khala watched Pakistani TV shows and cooked them dinner. Every day, her heart sank as the sun went down. Her silence was beginning to worry her family. Over long calls in Khala’s kitchen with her parents on speakerphone, they urged her to make friends, to go to the Muslim Society, where they hoped she would find both God and a husband. Her mother complained about her father. Her father complained about the weather and the state of the country and how much he missed England, where he himself had been to university. It had always been this way for him—in England, he missed Pakistan, and vice versa. She did not understand how someone’s personality could shift so much according to their setting until she arrived at Mountbrooke.

			Because she was dutiful and because the friendships that seemed to sprout all over the campus were not forthcoming for her, she did go to the Muslim Society a few times. Perhaps because she was hoping they were right, that she might find something there that wasn’t available in lectures or in the seminar rooms or the dining halls, where people all seemed to know each other, seemed to move in clusters that were already developed.

			They met in the conservatory off the laundry room, a brightly lit space with white conference tables piled high with sweets and samosas. Everyone called each other Brother and Sister. She noticed they were mostly South Asian, though they had broad British accents that she couldn’t tell apart.

			“You all right?”

			Atif was a third-year with a wide spangled smile, tall in a university hoodie.

			The effort to speak back almost choked her. She was surprised by how different they sounded to each other, more aware of the distinct Pakistani-ness of her vowels. She told him she was looking for a drink, so he took her to the snack table and showed her where the tea was. She watched him watch her as she poured it.

			“So what are you studying?”

			“English.”

			“Is it! You want to be a teacher, then?”

			An irritating presumption. She found herself craning around the room but unable to catch any other eyes. The girls were all in one corner. Some of them were wearing abayas, and others just a scarf over their heads, long shirts and jeans. Their eyes lifted over to her as a flock and then blinked down. She wondered if she’d made a mistake in her first conversation here being with a boy, as if she were setting some kind of intention.

			“I don’t know yet.”

			“English is for teachers, no? Not really the kind of degree you can get a job with.”

			“I’ve not thought that far ahead.”

			“I’m doing business,” he said, though she hadn’t asked. “Got to be thinking about the future, you know. Got to have plans. Listen, where are you from?”

			“Pakistan.”

			“Sick, me too,” he said, and she resisted the urge to tell him he wasn’t, not really.

			“Whereabouts?”

			“My nano’s from Lahore. You been?”

			“No, I’m from Karachi.”

			“Karachi’s a shithole, isn’t it? You should go to Lahore.”

			She thought about the kind of trips he must have made to Pakistan, maybe once every few years, more if his family were wealthy. The air-conditioned car that would have picked him up from the airport; his nano’s house, where he’d eat chaat and drink rose lemonade; and the restaurants he probably went to, the shopping centers with the truck art and the off-brand jeans. She wanted to tell him he didn’t know anything, but she wasn’t ready for that kind of talk.

			“Excuse me,” she said, “I think I’m going to get a samosa.”

			She wandered over to the next table, near the girls. Close enough that one of them might speak to her, but the ranks were shut, even here. There was a film of humiliation beginning to creep up her skin. Even here she didn’t belong.

			“I like your bag.”

			The voice appeared beside her, a woman tall in heels and tight jeans and a kurta with wide bell sleeves. Her eyes were lined in kajal with perfect flecks in the corners.

			“Thank you, it’s from Khaadi.”

			The bag was a present from her mother, a zippered tote with an elephant embroidered onto it.

			The girl sighed. “I love Khaadi. Wish we could get it here. My auntie always brings me back things, but her taste is never right. She thinks I’m twelve and my favorite color is still pink.”

			“My mum, too. I went through a phase that I can never live down.”

			“How will we convince them that we’re women now?”

			“I don’t think my mum will think I’m an adult till I’m married.”

			The girl rolled her eyes. “For sure. I’m Hina.”

			Aliya felt the hesitation in her smile, how unused her mouth was to making it. She could begin to see the edges of a life raft reaching out in front of her.
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			It was in this period she began to write again. As a child, it was the thing she reached for most often—scribbles in notebooks, romantic aspirations to be a writer. Her mother liked the Beatles and sang “Paperback Writer” to her as a baby. They always joked it was why she liked books so much. Writing was a natural progression. Like all young people with more books than friends, she wanted to write them. This was not an original story. She joined the creative writing group on campus but went only once. It was in a chilly hall in the center of the grounds and full of skinny young people in turtlenecks and thin scarves. Her silence was an obstruction here: she did not want to read her work and was too shy to speak about anyone else’s. Besides that, they seemed very attached to their notebooks, stroking them like things of beautiful mystery. Halfway through a girl reading a poem about seeing her dead grandmother in the aurora borealis, she realized she could not come back. The girl stood tall and read with feeling. It wasn’t a good poem, but she read with a sincerity and self-belief that Aliya could never imagine inhabiting. Her voice rose and fell with emotion like an actor’s. Aliya was done with all that.

			The creative writing group also had an online portal—this was for the real misfits. You could put a story up and wait for comments. Aliya was writing so much that it had to go somewhere. It felt urgent for someone, anyone, to read it. It didn’t matter that the comments under the stories were mostly from people who knew each other—cloying praise, bland appraisal.

			She was hungry for it all.

			
				Excerpt: Paper Doll

				“What will you do,” he asks, “when this is over?”

				He is leaning up against the back of her bed with a cigarette in his mouth, unlit. She turns away from him, pulling stockings over her legs.

				“It is over. You need to get going—I have to be at work in twenty minutes.”

				“I don’t mean that. I mean when we stop seeing each other.”

				She laughs as she fixes her hair in the mirror. The shape of him over her shoulder.

				“I don’t need you,” she says. “I don’t need anyone.”

			

			A short story about a woman who has an affair with her childhood sweetheart in the weeks leading up to his wedding. They meet in her apartment in Paris. She lives alone with a parrot and a typewriter, which indicate her independence, her cosmopolitan lack of reliance on a man. The opposite of his beautiful, boring fiancée.

			At the end, she watches him dress for the last time, imagining she is watching him dress for his wedding. He puts his shoes on and walks into his new life.

			It ended with a line she rather liked—the parrot says his name after the door closes.
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			The comments were polite and confused.

			Dear Aliya, I would love to read about your culture and learn about Pakistan from you. This forum is a cultural exchange as much as anything else.

			Why doesn’t he invite her to the wedding till the day before?

			And the last:

			You must never carry an umbrella in Paris.

			(This last, with a picture of the forties movie star Katharine Hepburn as the icon, was the only one she kept coming back to.)
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			Paris, a city she went to once. Too young to remember much, mostly only the train from London through the Channel Tunnel. She thought they’d be able to look out through the glass windows and see fish. Then, in the black dark, she was certain she could feel the squeeze of water cinching down over their heads. Certain they would drown. She did not remember the streets or the shape of the city. Everything that came to her was passed through a cinematic filter—inextricable from the movies she watched. It was grating that they thought her work should be Pakistani because she was from Pakistan. When she tried to write about home, her blood dried up. There was nothing in the life she’d led that seemed worth writing about. Karachi in her imagination was a place where nothing happened. A perpetual afternoon—long, hot, a pause between the start and end of the day. She thought about her bedroom, with the toy chest and the bookshelves, the bed with blue-and-white sheets where she lay and dreamed of other places. Now she was in the other place—in the England she’d read about from Dickens, from Dodie Smith, Tolkien—and they wanted her to look back. It seems like you could go so much deeper with your heritage, read one of the comments. There was nothing there and she could not mine it.

			After that, she began writing anonymously. She kept coming back to the same characters, but no one seemed to notice. She wrote under the name Alice Evans. There was no Alice Evans at the university.
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			The comments to these were positive but uninspiring. Initially she got a rush, a dopamine kick. When this wore off, she kept writing anyway. It was the most regular communication she had. In the library, she sat, writing the same vignettes over and over like a schoolchild doodling in the corner of their exam paper. The lovers would meet, exchange quips, and talk about whether they should keep doing what they were doing—they would skirt around the reality of their situation. They would bare their teeth at it and smile. People commented on the lightness of the writing, on the sharpness of the dialogue. She’d look up their stories on the forum, hoping to return the praise, but everything there was dull, bland little observations about their childhoods, about nothing. She couldn’t get through more than a paragraph.

			Then one day, the Katharine Hepburn icon returned to the comments:

			This is delightful, but you could use a little more detail—why don’t they ever leave her apartment?

			She heard it in the actress’s characteristic drawl.

			The impulse to write back straightaway was strong. She tapped out a response and deleted it. She wanted to say Thank you for the feedback, but that felt weak. In the end, she said nothing. The comment sparked something in her. Later that night, as the halls of the dorm reverberated with another party, with people throwing up and dancing on tables, she went to the late-night computer room in the library to write. The cold blandness of the space transformed into something different from the energy in her veins. She watched videos online of Parisian streets, jotted down the names of things: where someone would buy cigarettes, their coffee, what magazines they might glance over; she built another little scene. The lovers running into each other, each with their dates.

			
				Excerpt: The Dinner Date

				They’re on the way out to dinner. Her date is paying for mints when she sees them, him and the fiancée standing under the canopy with the fruit, the diamond glittering on her finger while she examines the apples. The fiancée is still beautiful in person, cool despite the heat, not a hair out of place.

				“Marianne?” he says when he sees her.

				She had been hoping to avoid them. Her smile when she lets it come is tight and unwelcoming.

				“Hello, Jean Paul. Jean Paul, this is Henri.”

				He leans forward to kiss her cheek and holds her elbow as he does it, pulling her closer to him. Outside, the fiancée is flipping through Femme Actuelle, learning no doubt how to perfect her soufflé. She does not notice them. Marianne is jealous of her absorption in the piece. She must be easy to entertain.

				“Henri, eh?” Jean Paul drawls. “Nice mints.”

				“I’m sorry?”

				Henri looks bewildered. Marianne feels a laugh bubble up inside her, but she can’t tell if she’s really amused or just angry.

				“Mints are good for a date, you know,” he explains. “For kissing.”

				Marianne watches the fiancée come toward the door with the magazine tucked under her elbow.

				“We should go. Nice seeing you.”

				Later, when Henri asks how they know each other, she says only that they went to school together. “Apparently,” she tells him, “I bit his nose. I have no memory of that.”

			

			When it was finished, she felt good about it, like the muscles in her writing were tightening. The reader with the Katharine Hepburn icon was the only one she cared about impressing, the only one who seemed to read her in the way she wanted to be read, on the work and not its cultural authenticity. She settled in with a coffee from the vending machine and a pack of salt-and-vinegar crisps to read everything that Katharine Hepburn had ever posted. There were only a few pieces. There was a story called “Kate the Curst.”

			When she got to the end, she felt a short, sharp shock from how complete it was. The content of the story was not so different from what she was making. A sharp-tongued woman who wants more from life. A charming but useless man who hooks into her desires but cannot fulfill her. The same pattern, but Katharine Hepburn wrote it better. Aliya’s own scribbles seem deranged, egotistical: an explosion of paint against a wall unlike these detailed miniatures.

			The name on the profile was AvaLovelace, which she assumed was a play on the mathematician. That night, high on black library-machine coffee, she wrote to her. It took a long time to compose, bathroom breaks where she paced the halls and tried to think how best to convey that she, too, could read like this mysterious Ava could read.

			Under the story, she typed:

			I felt the sting in this.

			Clicking send, she stepped away from the computer and out into the dark. She walked back through the forest to her room, a racing in her heart. She was a girl in a fairy tale who had summoned up a monster and was now waiting to see if her spell worked. A wet soft evening, the ground slippery under her feet. By the science building, a girl was flirtatiously pouring a bottle of beer into her date’s mouth. They were on the steps, she a few above him, and she held the side of his jaw as she fed him. It looked tender somehow, and Aliya reminded herself to note it down. There were moments like this when AvaLovelace wrote, small intimate flickers between people. Aliya wrote sketches and outlines. AvaLovelace wrote bodies and their sticky closeness. Aliya wanted to learn her, wanted to write in the grooves she left behind. She swerved past the couple and kept the moment, which would have made her lonely before. Now it glowed in her: there was something she could keep from all of this. The pleasure in not living could be in observing.
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			In the morning, she found a note in her inbox.

			She’d woken up in the wash of sunlight and grumbles from the Roommate Monster. She liked to leave the curtains open. It got dark so early that she didn’t want to miss any of the daylight. This sudden descent had been one of the most disconcerting things about life in England. Pitch-black at five p.m., and everyone kept warning her that this would get worse and stay that way till next summer. She wanted to rise with the sun so she could keep as much of it as possible. Learning to appreciate the sun—another English thing. In Karachi, they lived like vampires with the curtains drawn, trying to block out as much of it as possible, emerging in the evenings for their revels, creatures of the night.

			The curtains were a point of contention between them. They passive-aggressively alternated between shutting them and throwing them open. Last night, the Roommate went to sleep first, so Aliya won, and the reward was the almighty rumble, sounds of a dying cat.

			By the time she got down to the library, the email had been sitting there for two hours, wilting in the midday grayness, mizzle drying on her jumper. If she’d known it was there, she would have rushed through breakfast, ignored the Roommate’s noises of discontent and simply stepped into her clothes.

			
				Alice (I assume not of Wonderland),

				Thank you for your note. I’m glad it moved you.

				I’ve been thinking about your characters. I like the way the families seem to loom over your stories—you never see them, but your characters are trapped by these invisible social constraints. Some people might cite Austen, but I think it’s very Wharton actually. Have you read any?

				Love(lace), Ava

			

			The flutter beneath her breastbone. She began to type and delete, type and delete. She understood why people smoked now. It was such a good pause, such an excuse to go outside. She’d only smoked one or two cigarettes in her life—at a café in Karachi with Khadija and her cousin, trying not to cough. Leaving her books behind to save the seat, she went down to the corner shop and exercised her vocal cords by buying some cigarettes. She was reading The Secret History at the time, so she bought Lucky Strikes, Henry’s brand. Then she walked back to the quad and made slow circles in the grass, spluttering inelegantly on her Luckies as she thought about what to say back. It had to be right. She’d hooked in a response, but she had to stay interesting.

			In the library, she hunted down the Whartons she could find. She put them on the table by the window, with her fresh pack of cigarettes, and felt the first real sense since she’d arrived that she was beginning to live a life that was even a little like what she might have imagined for herself in England—something was finally happening to her. She wrote back. She thanked Ava for the recommendation. She asked how her writing was going and was she working on anything new. I’d love to read it.
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			From then, the stories stayed between them. They didn’t need the writing group anymore, abandoned posting on the forum and only used its messenger service to write to each other. Ava did not write as Aliya wrote. She wrote seriously. The stories she posted on the forums; the ones they exchanged were just scribbles. She was working on a novel, though she would not say what it was about. Emails were often signed off mysteriously—I have to go work on my book. Aliya did not know anyone at all who was writing a book. It seemed as impossible to her as conjuring a rabbit out of a hat. When she wrote essays, she found herself saying everything important in the first few thousand words and then hanging on to stretch the rest. She looked up how many words there were in an average novel. Many tens of thousands! It must be exhausting.

			A certain arch distance characterized their conversation. This was thrilling, even though privately, she was suffused with large bursting feelings. She read The Age of Innocence and found it crackling within her. She cried in the library. In the months before their connection, Aliya moved through the campus, a speechless ghost, numb to anything. She thought of Countess Olenska, about how brave she was, living the way she wanted to live even though people in her family disapproved. Aliya wondered if she would be brave enough to live as she wanted. Even here across the world, a new life in a different country, and she could not do anything she thought they might disapprove of.

			Her life stayed in the boundaries they’d set out for her. She went to classes and Muslim Society. The clothes she owned were bought by Khala. Every morning, she put them on dutifully without thinking. Boot-cut jeans where everyone else was in skinny. It was the sort of difference Khala and her mother would have dismissed as petty, but it seemed to mean everything: in lecture halls, she felt she looked wrong. Sweaters, beige and gray and pink. Trousers and skirts in heavy dark colors. Clothes that belonged to a small child or an Italian widow, nothing in between.

			When she watched the Roommate dress, there was purpose to it. She did not care for her taste, but it was clear she had some. Her clothes were not inherited aesthetics; they were hers. The way she layered slinky things together, the belts around her hip bones, the care with which her hair fell into her eyes.

			Aliya never went out or spoke to inappropriate boys or even any appropriate ones. She ate when she was hungry: sandwiches from the corner shop so she didn’t have to go to the dining hall on her own, and on rainy days, when she needed something warm, packets of instant porridge cooked in the microwave. She slunk from thing to thing without much traction, getting through the days with as little interaction as she could manage, touching nothing, changing nothing, just grazing the surface of the living.

			Now she was crying over Newland Archer from The Age of Innocence. She felt the pain of it in her chest, like it was her own heart breaking, the way she felt when she sang along to Bollywood breakup songs in her mother’s car, the back seat, a rainy evening, the cracking open in her chest as if she were the one being left by a lover. She’d never had a lover. Never had anything close. There were heartbreaks before, crushes who liked someone else, prizes lost. Once, she fell into an almighty sulk because Khadija took Rabia to see Devdas instead of her, even though they’d planned for months to go together—in fact, she’d put off another trip to see it with her cousins while on holiday but had asked them to send her the promotional postcards of Aishwarya leaning seductively in the haveli with a candle in the crook of her arm. “Stop it,” her mother said, pushing back her hair. “You’re crying like your heart is broken.” And it probably was.

			She’d never had a grand affair with the cousin of the woman she was going to marry, like Newland in The Age of Innocence, but before her time at university, she’d certainly been familiar with feeling things. She used to feel often and deeply, too much, in fact—a live nerve. Lately, she’d been buried deep under all the silence. It was a painful relief to feel everything rushing back to the surface. There was nowhere for it to go. She tried to pour it into her writing, but she was self-conscious about that now.

			It was clear she wasn’t as good as Ava, probably never would be.

		

	
		
			3

			I wake up in Aliya’s house.

			I know it is Aliya’s house because it is quiet, there is no hiss of a broken boiler, no howling housemates, because my eyes open of their own volition and not with the shrill shriek of my alarm springing me from my bed in a flood of adrenaline. I open my eyes and I am in a soft, sweet-smelling room and there is nowhere urgent for me to be. Late-afternoon light puddles into the room through the lace curtains. I am out of time. It is light enough to still be day, but I can’t tell how close to dinner we are. There is sleep crusted against the corner of my mouth.

			I know it is Aliya’s house because the poster in the corner of the room is the same Pre-Raphaelite she had at university. Aliya had a thing for the Pre-Raphaelites. She wore long dresses and begged me not to cut my hair. It was weird and very charming. It made sense to me that she liked them; her models of femininity were always sort of folkish and strange, candles in the bathtub, cheap lavender perfume, sheets with white frills at the edges, but never heels or blowouts or fake lashes or anything normal. I lie in the bed and press my palms to the tender soreness of my eyes. There is a bookshelf in the room, and earlier, I pulled down a few things when I thought I was too wired for a nap. I found a ticket stub from a gig we’d been to together at the Roundhouse in her copy of Gaudy Night. Aida D’Souza, who couldn’t sing but whose vibe we liked, whose velvet jackets and waistcoats we admired. She’d spun fistfuls of confetti into the crowd and the room rose to grab them with a roar. We’d wound our way out of the crowd holding hands, our fingers sticky with sweat, Aliya’s dark curly head floating in front of me, confetti stuck in every strand.

			I never fall asleep reading, though I wish I could. The words just jumble as my brain gets tired, and it never really relaxes me. The idea of falling asleep reading feels chic, scholarly, Virginia Woolf–ish, the kind of thing you might expect a writer to brag about every time they are interviewed. I’m reading all of Rushdie right now, but I fall asleep to Dickens, they might say. There is a certain intellectualism that is prized among young literary women—a casual pretension. You must read everything but pretend not to care. You must have one vice that you talk about loudly enough that your personality doesn’t stiffen—enough to lighten your intellect but not enough to cancel it out. You can’t watch Love Island, but you may admit to a fondness for Agatha Christie. When we were younger, Aliya and I would study those profiles, Zadie Smith in the LRB, and try to come up with our own answers. Hers were always earnest and mine were always arch. I try to think how Aliya now might answer them and realize I don’t have to wait very long to find out.
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			As I wake, I know he is home. Know it before I can see him or hear him, just the hum of his presence in the flat. I swing my feet over the side of the bed and feel achy in my legs, as if each muscle is clenched. His presence is loud enough to be felt through sleep.

			Outside the window, I can hear the rattling of the Tube from behind the house, the tearing through of it. The first time I was on it with Aliya and Norah, I was so hungover I thought I would be sick. Norah held my hand and told me to imagine I was inside the belly of a dragon, her eyes big and bright saucers, and ten minutes later, I was sick on her ballet flats, covering their soft blue texture in watery bile.

			Down the hall, I hear them moving around each other, the speechless shuffle of married life. The bin clattering for collection, the hiss of the kettle, keys in the jar. I dress, climb back into the clothes I left on the floor by the side of the bed. They are rumpled and inelegant; I consider changing. Some part of me wants to impress him, but I’m not sure what impression I am hoping to make. There’s a mirror on the desk, too small to see more than sections of my face. I jot lipstick on and screw up my eyes to check it.

			The kitchen is too small for the three of us. The husband hulks over the counter like a boxer at one end of the ring, and everything little and sweet about the place is now cramped. Behind him, Aliya is wiping toast crumbs from the counter, and he is eating—a slab of sourdough covered in butter, bits in his beard.

			“The famous Ava!” he says. “I’ve heard so much about you. Sorry.” His mouth is full. “Did we wake you?”

			“I was just closing my eyes.”

			He leans forward, and I worry for a minute he thinks it might be appropriate for us to hug.

			He’s the one who woke me, but I don’t mention that. Aliya is quiet as a mouse. It was one of the best and worst things about living with her. You never heard her come in late, but you also couldn’t tell when she was entering a room at any time. Constant jump scares in the middle of brushing your teeth when you’d turn around and she’d just be there in the dark of the hallway, waiting to be let in like a vampire. Sometimes I’d call her “a spy in the house of love,” which she said was too long for a nickname, and anyway, none of our house were lovers, which is a half-truth I still think about.

			Aliya looks up at me.

			“That’s a nice top,” she says with a tilt of her head, as if she is looking for something to say, some way to cut the tension. I wonder how this feels for her, if it feels like there are two versions of her in this room—mine and his. I catch the glint of her wedding ring and remember mine is a ghost.

			“Can we get you a coffee? Drink?” His mouth is full and the words are mashed up in his toast.

			“I’m fine.”

			“We’ve got it all. Juice, squash.” He swallows and stretches upward with his body. “Even wine, if that’s your thing. I think Aliya’s friends left it the last time they were over.”

			I wonder if he drinks alcohol. Aliya used to be scornful about conservatives when she was younger—she would call them Brother-Sister types. They all went to Muslim Society and maintained a careful deferent distance from each other, the boys referring to the girls as their sisters, which Aliya found disgusting given the courting rituals that often followed these interactions. I smile at her to see if she is picking up on this Brother-Sister behavior. Her head is bent as she scrubs the linoleum. Everything is clean, but her hands work quickly and impatiently over the counter.

			“I ordered a takeaway,” she says. “I hope you don’t mind. I was planning on cooking, but then I had some last-minute work stuff to clear up.”

			“That’s fine.”

			“I should have asked if you have any dietary requirements,” she says, as if she has never seen me eat pizza straight from the fridge three days after its delivery, dotted with tuna and pineapples.

			“I only eat spinach now. From a can. Like Popeye. No, I don’t have any dietary requirements. I never did.”

			“Well,” says the Husband, “people are allergic to all sorts of things these days. I’m not saying they’re making it up, but how many of our grandparents ever died of lactose intolerance, you know?”

			“Just checking.” Aliya reaches behind the door to swing a tote bag onto her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a bit. Hamid, can you get her a drink and have a nice sit-down in the living room while you wait?”

			I bare my teeth at him.

			He smiles back.
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			We fit awkwardly around the table in their living room. It’s a good room. The early-evening sun spills in through net curtains and lights up all the things they have put down here together. These are the things I should want. I look around the room, which is snug but sweet. There is a record player in the corner with a set of tall black speakers and a collection in a magazine rack. There is a little trolley with pictures of Aliya and her husband on their wedding day. There is a gluggle jug in blue that is filled with sparkling water that gurgles into my glass. There is a thick Persian rug on the floor, the kind your feet could sink into; a large television with an Xbox; a trunk full of cozy blankets; a heaving bookshelf, and nothing on it is even color coordinated, just thrown up there like a splash into Aliya’s brain, collections of poetry, plays, biographies of dead queens and starlets; embroidered cushions; the walls painted in soft lavender—a color! Not magnolia like every despairing flat I have ever rented and never been able to touch. A place of her own, a place she can paint the wall and have a cat and put up pictures with real hooks, and this man, who has good teeth and well-shaped arms and might not be able to make conversation but at least wears clothes that fit him and might be boring but is probably not the devil. Probably, they eat dinner together at the table once a week and the rest of the time on the sofa watching reality television shows where people pretend to fall in love to secure influencer development deals and talk about how lucky they are never to have to go on a first date again. The cat probably sits on their laps. On the weekends, he probably goes to the gym while she reads in bed, or maybe she goes with him. Maybe this is Aliya now, one of those women who strap on Lycra on a Saturday morning to lift weights next to a sweaty man; to “spot” him, whatever that means; to watch football with him in the pub and sit around with the wives and girlfriends of his friends to talk about when they plan to procreate.

			This is what I am supposed to want, all of this laid out in front of me like a feast.

			Hamid plucks a T-shirt off the clothing horse and begins to unbutton his shirt.

			“Sorry,” he says. “Long day and I need to make myself comfortable. I hate these things.”

			He turns away, but I can see him in the mirror over the fireplace. He undoes the buttons at his cuffs and the bottom of the shirt and then shrugs out of it. The cotton of his vest flips up and I catch sight of his belly, which is neither hard nor soft. The averageness of his body disappoints me. Then he asks if he can check the football scores. He flips on the TV before I can respond and looks over at me with a secret smile.

			“Just quickly, before Aliya gets home. Don’t want her to accuse me of ignoring her friend.”

			“Oh, don’t mind me.”

			“I’m guessing you’re not the football type. You’re probably like Lia—into books and shit.”

			I straighten my back. In all these years, I have never heard anyone else call Aliya by a nickname. There is something about her that defies them, a reserve that makes them slip off her back. People don’t get close to her. We always had other friends, other people who thought of her as a friend, people who might tell her their secrets and call her in the middle of the night when their boyfriend dumped them, people who might think they knew her, but really, in all that time, it was us; it was only us. Everyone else auxiliary, at arm’s length. “Lia” put him in inner-circle territory.

			“I like books and shit, yeah. Don’t you?”

			“Nah, can never sit still enough for that.”

			“You know Aliya always said she could never fancy a man who didn’t read books.”

			“I guess she grew up. Other things matter more, you know?”

			He winks and goes back to the television. One quick whoop, and then, with a look at the door, he switches it off.

			“What are you doing with yourself at the moment, then?” he asks.

			Hamid has the manner of a friendly uncle. I always hate this question. Marina used to encourage me to say I was an artist. It’s what she said when anyone asked her. “We shouldn’t be defined by what we do to earn money,” she said. “That’s just a capitalist trick.” Except that Marina was a lawyer and that was a fairly respectable response to the question, no matter who was asking.

			“I work in a coffee shop. But it’s almost definitely closing down, so—I’ve been picking up temp work. They haven’t laid me off yet, but we can see it coming. Got to redirect somewhere.”

			“It’s an absolute crime,” he says, “what the pandemic has done to small businesses.”

			He talks like a Guardian article. I change tack.

			“What about you?”

			“I’m in orthopedics,” he says.

			People love to say they are “in things.”

			“Bones?”

			“Among other things.”

			“That sounds fascinating.”

			I imagine him standing over an operating table, taking a knife to a person the way one would to a roast chicken. His hands pressing down on a chest to crack the bones.

			“So you’re staying till the wedding, I guess?”

			“Just the weekend, actually. I have a hotel for the wedding. If that’s okay, obviously,” I add, even though I have no plans for what to do if he says no. Even the wedding Travelodge is burning a hole in my pocket that I can’t quite justify.

			“Sure, why wouldn’t it be? It’s nice for you guys to hang out. We always said when we moved in here how nice it would be to have a room for friends to crash in—so far, it’s just been our folks. Mine and then hers and then mine again. You know how it is, on rotation. Nice to have a pal in there.”

			My mother hasn’t seen the inside of any flat I’ve lived in ever. The idea of her where I live now is mildly amusing—gingerly stepping through the doorway past the nude paintings, the bicycles that clutter the hall, sniffing the mold that perfumes every corner of the place like an expensive and impenetrable room diffuser.

			Parents make sense in this flat, with its pale curtains and good plates. Hamid has put out the plates while Aliya picks up the food. He has even moved the flowers from the kitchen onto the dining table and brought out cloth napkins. I am impressed with these details and especially how they happen without his being directed. I wonder how well they know each other: an insane thing to wonder about a married couple, and yet it is where my mind goes. They know how the other likes their coffee. They will know how they like to come. When their cycle makes them crazy, who they think is their best friend and who it really is, which celebrities they fantasize about when they are alone, which scenes from movies make them cry, what most upsets them about the changes in the world and which elemental needs they can do the longest without—water, food, or sleep—without them breaking down entirely. What their parents call them affectionately and what their favorite color is. They must know each other well enough for all that, but is there the other thing, the skin-deep knowing, the instinctual mirror understanding—that animal thing of knowing another being is the same as you? I don’t know. I can’t see it yet. I can’t imagine even what they talk about when they are alone. He has just described his wife as a woman who’s “into books and shit,” but surely he must know by now that she is not just one of those women who posts pictures of their current reads next to a cup of coffee or glass of wine. He must know it’s more than that.

			This time next year, she will have a book out in the world—his parents and friends and friends’ wives will all be able to see it in bookstore windows and read about it in the paper and buy copies. They will be able to see inside her head. All of them will know things about her that he might not know yet. He should be terrified.

			Yet he leans casually back in the chair. He is drinking orange juice. His wedding ring clinks against the glass. A small silver band. He looks older in person than he does in the pictures—under the boyishness, there is something else, circles pressed under his eyes like bruises, a tired clench to his eyebrows. I do not feel this is personal, this tension—just what he carries from day to day, the burdens of adulthood. I resent this. As I size him up, he cares nothing for me. I am just his wife’s friend, around for dinner and the rest of the weekend; he will find ways to forget about me, and then, soon enough, I will be gone. I want to poke at this complacence till it bleeds.

			“Your parents all get along, then?” I ask.

			“Yeah, well enough—you know mums can get a bit territorial, but that’s it, really, all very civilized.”

			“That makes it sound militarized. Like you’ve had to draw up treaties.”

			“Well, they’re both protective of us,” he says. “You know what Aliya’s mum is like, she only wants the best for her. I feel very privileged they trusted me with her.”

			“Is that how the two of you met? Through your parents?”

			This pricks him. I can see suspicion move over his face as clearly as light over dark water.

			“Aliya didn’t tell you?”

			“Well, I wasn’t around when all of that was happening. I guess we’ve just not…We didn’t fall out, just not been as close lately.”

			“Where do you live, Ava?” he asks, and I bristle because this isn’t supposed to be about me.

			“I live in Glasgow for now.”

			“You don’t sound Scottish.”

			“I’m American, technically, but lapsed. I haven’t been back in years. My dad still lives there, but you know—everyone passes through London—you don’t need a full history of my life.”

			“I’m just curious,” he says. “It’s nice you’re back for Norah’s wedding.”

			I decide to pick at the unsaid here so we can move past it. He is tough all of a sudden, less pliable than I’d imagined.

			“I couldn’t come back for yours—for Aliya’s. My mother was dying.”

			The freezer shock of guilt across his face gives me a grim satisfaction. It is convenient so little of the time to have a dying parent, so I use it when I can.

			“I’m sorry, I—”

			“Oh, she didn’t die that time. It’s just—I couldn’t come.”

			“Oh, right.”

			“You were going to tell me the great love story,” I say, and lean my body forward on the table. He tenses, a quick tightening of the muscles on his arm, and then the door pushes open and the moment is gone.

			“I got too much,” she apologizes, bundling in with her keys still clattering in her hand as she lays everything out on the table. I watch the flurry of her work, unloading containers from the plastic, unwrapping the foil off the naans, passing me tubs of daal and biryani and chicken curry. She cracks poppadoms onto my plate, sloshes food onto Hamid’s—the whole operation reeks of busyness. In all the time I’ve been here, we’ve not been still together, not long enough to even look at each other. I watch her whirl and spin like a dervish.

			In an attempt to shift things somehow, I ask for the glass of wine that was offered earlier. Aliya doesn’t join me. The wine is warm and a little sickly sweet, tasting like something that has undergone further fermentation in its time on the back of their kitchen counter, cooking in the sun. I drink it anyway to help with the nerves and pretend it goes great with the food.

			“Most people find that way too spicy,” Hamid says as I mop up the aubergine. “We’ve ordered it for some friends before, and they can’t manage more than a few bites.” He sounds offensively impressed.

			“She’s mad for hot stuff,” Aliya says. “I brought her Slims back from Pakistan once, and she became addicted.”

			I feel a shiver of the past opening between us.

			“There was something unholy in those. I haven’t thought about them in years and now my mouth is watering.”

			There is another version of this evening that goes like this—a gentle unraveling of the coldness between us, a camaraderie that could even include Hamid if I were sweet enough, a really nice evening, just two mates who used to be close and aren’t anymore getting back in touch with each other, catching up on the years they’ve missed and moving forward to something new. But that is not the evening we are in.

			“So when you arrived, Hamid was going to tell me the story of how you met.”

			“Was I?” Hamid puts his fork down and looks straight at his wife instead of me.

			“Is it embarrassing? You know most people meet online now. It’s not weird. I won’t judge.”

			“It’s not embarrassing.”

			“Let me guess—a matchmaker. A dating show. Speed dating.”

			“Actually,” Aliya says, “Hina introduced us. Hamid works with her husband, Tariq. We met at—was it at their house?”

			“At a restaurant. Tariq’s birthday, we went to Tayyabs. You didn’t really talk to me then—”

			“I was on the other side of the table. I was counseling Hina’s sister on her long-distance boyfriend.”

			“But then, yes, we matched online. We met up for coffee and that was that,” Hamid finishes. They don’t tell the story like some couples do, like a double act, like it’s something they do a lot. They tell it like people who don’t have much interest in the fact of how they got here.

			“That’s it?” I ask. “No detail, no ‘her perfume enchanted me’ or ‘I saw the crumbs in his beard hair and knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life picking them out’?”

			Aliya smiles. “Hina said he was on the rebound and that I shouldn’t bother. But then she encouraged us anyway, which was a bit weird.”

			“Tariq told me you only went out with broke intellectual types and I shouldn’t tell you my favorite book was 1984 or that I loved Bruce Springsteen.”

			“That’s because Tariq doesn’t know a thing about me. I love Bruce Springsteen.”

			“You’ve always loved Springsteen,” I say, and feel immediately embarrassed for having opened my mouth. I don’t want to get into one of those things—one of those who-knows-Aliya-better things with this man. These two don’t care about that. They are probably as we speak trying to figure out where they’ve left things with their good friends Hina and Tariq—if they were the last ones to host or if it is instead someone else’s turn.

			“Yeah, I have. Anyway, that’s the story. What about you? You dating anyone?”

			“I don’t have time for that stuff at the moment. It’s sort of between work and Mum—if I find a spare minute to do my laundry in a weekend, I’m happy.”

			“How is your mum?” Aliya’s face goes tender at the question. She’s always had a complicated amount of understanding for my mother. In retrospect, I wonder if this should have been an early sign of something deeply wrong with her.

			“Oh, you know. The same. Good and then bad.”

			I hate talking about Mum with strangers. You have to explain what’s going on, and then they either try to one-up by sharing their own woes of sickly parents or feel sorry for you. I can’t think of anything that would make me feel worse than the man at this table feeling sorry for me.

			“You must send her my love.”

			Aliya and my mother have not met more than once but are great admirers of each other. It is, frankly, a bit disgusting.

			“What about your parents? Are they thrilled with the news?”

			Aliya puts her glass down and smiles through the confusion. I forgot this trick of hers. I bet she still gets ID’d to buy cigarettes. She has one of those faces, the bright girlishness and blush of a woman who will survive a slasher film. The face of the first innocent, a virginal kind of glow. The face of a woman who will always cry first in a fight and win without having to explain herself or ever say sorry.

			“What news?” she asks with that silky dumbness.

			“About your book, of course! We’ve not even talked about this yet. I mean, congratulations.”

			When Norah mentioned the Book to me, it had been so offhand I almost missed it. She did not say it like it was something she thought I should know, that color her voice takes when she is revealing a secret, a come-hither, lean-in, smoking-area-confidential kind of voice. Instead, it was sandwiched in between the other things we discussed that day: her hen party, my landlord threatening to evict us over the mold growing in our basement because he blamed us for not turning the heating on enough, Hina’s second baby’s name, the new Almodóvar film.

			“What do you mean, she’s got a book?” I’d said.

			“I mean one coming out. Wait, of course you don’t know.” We were on the phone, but I could hear Norah’s nose scrunching anyway, the frown she got when she stuck her foot in it.

			“Well, she’s hardly going to tell me, is she?”

			“It’s not announced yet. They’re going to announce in October after Frankfurt. After they sell the foreign rights and things.”

			Norah loves to pretend she knows a lot about publishing because Beck works for an art press. They mostly do big coffee-table books on artists no one has ever heard of to satiate egos. Really she knows as much about publishing as I do from when I worked in a coffee shop across the road from a literary agency and used to hear the assistants bitch about their bosses on their lunch break.

			I googled her name to see if it were true. Not a whisper of the announcement, but I found her name on the website of a fancy literary agency. No picture yet, but a short bio saying Aliya works for an arts charity and lives in London with her husband and cat.

			Norah was still on the line, chattering about the likelihood of foreign sales and how Beck said Frankfurt was a big fuck fest and all the deals were done beforehand so people just went to party and drink beer and make eyes at their competitors.

			“What’s it about?” I asked.

			“I haven’t read it,” she said.

			“But you know what it’s about.”

			“It’s about female friendship and codependency, I guess. They’ll want to call it a millennial Ferrante, I imagine. About the way intense closeness can sour things. I’m sure it’s good; I mean, Aliya was always good—it’s set in the late aughts, so I wonder…”

			She meant, of course, that it was about me. That it was the story of us, written down for everyone to see. I wondered if Aliya had thought about me in the meetings with agents and editors, in coming up with a title, in doing the edits; if she’d thought about the fact that it would someday sit in my hands. I thought probably not. Aliya was probably good at burying things, at burying me. Perhaps it had even been a kind of exorcism to write it. To write me out of her life.

			To get it this far without letting me know—she would have had to forget about that. In remembering me, she would have had to let me go.

			Aliya does not burst into tears or spit water or do any of the things I expect her to do. Her head does not spin around like Regan’s in The Exorcist. She just sits there, forgetting to unsmile. Hamid is the one who jumps in.

			“Oh yeah—we’ve not really talked to that many people about it yet. We’re not allowed to! I mean, it’s not public information yet. But we’re very excited,” he says proudly.

			The “we” feels strange, as if they are announcing a pregnancy. I can’t imagine Mr. I Don’t Read Books had much to offer in way of notes.

			“Have you read it?” I ask him.

			He hesitates. A splinter of something here.

			“Aliya’s very protective of her process.”

			“He can read it,” she says, “when it’s good. It’s not there yet.”

			“It’s good enough to have been sold. So some people must have read it.”

			“Sure,” she says. “That’s different, though—you know that. When someone’s reading it to note it or whatever, you’re not really engaging with it in the same way. They’re trained to look at things differently…to see the potential.”

			I raise my eyebrows. Aliya is looking at me directly for the first time since I arrived. There is none of the shyness that has sat between us for the past day, the delicate softness of our chat in the kitchen where we tiptoed around each other like strangers. Here, for the first time, I see a glimpse of the person I knew.

			“Right, I guess I wouldn’t know.”

			“Of course you do. You’ve been published loads.”

			I’ve had stories in a few things, anthologies, little magazines, online stuff. I’m surprised Aliya knows about this. I wonder how often she searches my name on the internet, if she reads the things that are available there, if she orders copies of the anthologies and keeps them somewhere. It is not the same, though. No one has ever wanted to turn my words into a book.

			“Not a book,” I say.

			“Well, you will.”

			I flush at the quiet certainty in her voice, which she will see as generous and which I read as patronizing.

			“Anyway, I don’t want to talk about me. I want to talk about your book. What’s it called? What’s it about? When can I read it?”

			She bites the skin at the corner of her thumb, chewing carefully like a small child. Outside, the sun is down, and as the darkness stretches out across the sky, the living room dims. No one has switched any lights on. There is only the thin glow of a lamp behind Hamid’s head, and the rest of us are shadowed with the food. I feel sad all of a sudden, the way twilight used to make me feel when I was little. The day coming to an end, the world putting itself to rest. It is the middle of the summer. Soon the days will begin to shorten. I think of Aliya’s life continuing on here after I’m gone—writing at the desk in the room I’m sleeping in, spinning golden threads and maybe quitting her job and maybe having it all to give. I will go back to the flat with the bicycles in the hallway and the smell of mold and occasional visits to Mum’s. After the wedding, all of this will be over.

			“Oh, sorry, I mean—it’s a mess. It’s not in a reading place. I doubt it even makes that much sense in its current form.”

			“Even for me?”

			She shakes her head. “It’s close, really. We’re doing proofs soon and then it’ll be almost ready.”

			“And how does it feel?” I ask.

			“What?”

			“What! Finally fucking getting here. The thing you always wanted.”

			Aliya frowns like she is embarrassed. “I don’t know if it’s the thing I’ve always wanted.”

			The sting of this. It is, in fact, the only thing that I have ever wanted. But we can’t acknowledge that. She goes on.

			“What I mean is—I didn’t really think about that as I was writing it. I switched jobs last year and, you know, cuts and everything, I couldn’t find something full time. So I went down to four days a week. And all of a sudden, I had this extra day. And it didn’t feel worth using it just to…I don’t know. I went to a couple of silver screenings at the local cinema until I realized that all the retirees recognized me—maybe even felt a bit sorry for me. So I started scribbling again, and at the end of the year, I had something with just about enough shape. I asked Beck who to send it to and she gave me the name of an agent she knew and now we are here. It all happens so slowly and then so quickly, you can’t really process it. You write alone for hours and hours, and then one day someone calls you up, ten minutes on the phone, and it’s going to be a book.”

			It occurs to me that I might be more jealous of this than I am of anything else. When I think about her sitting at her desk, the hours stretching out in front of her, the freedom to work, to think. People say you can do it anywhere, but this has never been true of me. I need things to be right in order to work. Not dead silence, I never had any rituals or anything like that. A space is just a space. But time and a place to sit down and feel you’re allowed to dream in it—a place that will ask nothing of you but the roving of your mind. I haven’t been in a place like that in a long time.

			“It’s very impressive. I mean, even to finish a novel—”

			“That’s what I told her,” Hamid says. He is smiling like he thinks we have something in common now. “So many people want to write a book and never get past the first few pages. I mean, didn’t you say, Lia, Norah always wanted to write?”

			Aliya smiles tightly. “Yes.”

			“We all did,” I say. “You’re right, Aliya’s the only one who finished. It is impressive.”

			“Not like you,” she says, and turns to her husband. “Ava is an extraordinary writer.”

			It is the cruelest thing she’s said to me all evening.

			I tilt the glass in her direction.

			“You never told me what it was about.”

			Aliya shrugs. “It’s fiction. It’s a story. I hate trying to explain these things, it never comes off how I want it to.”

			“Come on. Give me the elevator pitch. What would your publicist say it’s about?”

			“It’s about writing, sort of,” she says. Norah hadn’t mentioned this bit. I cover the surprise with a nod to keep Aliya going. “Isn’t that dull? I always hated books about writers. And now I’ve written one.”

			There is an impulse in me to reassure her the way I used to. The way we used to reassure each other—that our work was worthy, that our voices were worth hearing. What we lacked in self-confidence, we made up for with faith in each other, in the utter belief that each had a voice necessary to the world, bold and unique and utterly herself. Those assurances are on the tip of my tongue, so close to the surface that I wouldn’t need to dig to find them—how much I believed in her. But she doesn’t need me now. She has the story of us down in a document; she has an editor and an agent and a husband and, soon, a book.

			As we clear up the dishes, I see Hamid catch his wife around the waist and press her against him, his mouth on the shell of her ear. She wriggles out without looking at him and smiles at the both of us. The speakers in the kitchen play moany American men, Aliya’s music. She hums as she loads the dishwasher.

			“Thank you for dinner,” I say. “Let me know what I owe you for the takeaway.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Hamid says.

			He is looking not at me but at his wife. She pushes her hair back up onto her head. I retreat. It is only the first night. There will be time enough to unpick this.

			Later, drinking water over the sink in the kitchen, I hear them. There is first the shift of the springs on the mattress—someone turning over. Then more. The rustle of the sheets. Whispers in the dark. I wonder if she is asking him not to touch her. If she is saying they have to be quiet. I turn on the tap. If I can hear them, maybe they can hear me. If they can hear me, perhaps it will stop. But it doesn’t. The bed moves. The room shakes. I hear the turn of their voices and quiver with shock. The way her breath lifts against him. Keening and furred. The sound stamps itself into my eardrums and plays itself back to me.

			Most of the time in London, you can hear the foxes fuck in the backstreets. Their mating season begins in winter and seems to stretch forever. It sounds like children being murdered in their beds. I would rather hear children being murdered than this. My heart is loud in my chest. I put the glass down hard on the counter. There is a pause and then a shift before it resumes. The thread of this acknowledgment—that we can all hear each other—makes it much worse.

			In my room, it is quiet. The strange circular acoustics of this flat. I close my eyes and try to fall asleep without dreams, but I know they will come for me anyway.
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			January unmoored her. She was unprepared for its arctic temperatures, the way it would stretch out gloomily in front of her and how the campus would return with a hush, devoid of the Christmas cheer that burned through the end of the year. She and Hina went out for hot chocolate. The cafeteria seemed big and empty and cold. The flavored coffees were gone as were the twinkling lights and the sense of building up to something that they had been able to participate in, despite not celebrating Christmas. Outside the long windows, there was only a drizzle of rain that seemed to color everything gray.

			Even the Roommate was spending more time indoors, to Aliya’s great disappointment. The Roommate watched American box sets on a laptop in her bed, listlessly turning from one side to the other, unwrapping chocolate digestives and leaving them to mold in unfinished cups of tea. From hushed late-night phone calls, Aliya surmised that things had not gone well with the boyfriend over their Christmas reunion and this was to blame for the malaise. She extended her sympathy by occasionally moving her cups into the communal kitchen and drawing the curtains when she left the room.
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			She still went to her classes, but attendance was thin on the ground. Sometimes it was just her and a few other people: the ones not recovering from parties with late-morning fry-ups in the dining halls. There was the girl who showed up to philosophy lectures in a skirt suit with a briefcase, who’d presented all the tutors with bottles of wine wrapped in gold paper for Christmas. Sometimes it was just the two of them and there was a tension in the air as they waited, as if the universe were suggesting they speak to each other and perhaps even become friends as the only two people cogent enough for a Thursday-morning lecture because neither of them had gone to the student union the night before. Aliya resisted this grouping. On the day that class started thirty minutes late, she kept her head firmly down and began writing a new story in her notebook, the itchy uncertain beginnings of something. When she finally looked up, she saw Briefcase was carefully filing her nails. She made a mental note to relay this to Ava, the funny little detail of her furrowed brow, palm pressed against the desk.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Ava was still the hum under her days. In the middle of the gray season, the stories they sent back and forth were little fireworks. It fell to Aliya to propose that they meet, and she put this off for as long as her curiosity could allow. What she was afraid of was unclear: she just didn’t want either of them to be disappointed.

			Perhaps also, in the back of her mind, the warnings from her mother that any person she met on the internet would be a lascivious older man also lingered. This excited her a little. She hadn’t fully given up on the idea that the lascivious older man might perhaps also be attractive. The two things did not seem mutually exclusive. She walked around the campus in the delicious thrill of not knowing who it was, which meant it could be anyone. The boy in the library, leaning louchely against the Victorian literature section; the girl who ordered a coffee ahead of her at the cafeteria; the teaching assistant who sometimes seemed to smile just at her. Little shivers down every corner from the sense of possibility, as if she were walking each day in a new world.

			Their conversation graduated from the forum to email to messenger. They spoke almost every day now. She would spend hours rolling listlessly about campus, waiting for Ava to come online. She’d be in the library, staring out the windows or reading, until she got the ding of Ava’s presence. Then she’d settle in for the session like preparing for a date. She’d have a coffee ready from the vending machine, twist her hair up in a bun, and put perfume on. Then they’d be off.

			When Ava mentioned she was going to see the new Almodóvar film, she saw an opening. Ava was crazy about him and Aliya was learning to be. She watched all the ones she could pirate on the internet and caught up on plot summaries for the rest of them so she could maintain the conversation.

			Yeah of course. Maybe Friday, I don’t know.

			You’ll have to go into town for it

			Are you?

			Obviously. I don’t miss the King ever

			Maybe we’ll sit next to each other. Not that we’d know who the other person was.

			The pause lingered. Ava typed and then went away and resumed typing again. Aliya had finished her water and juice and needed badly to pee but didn’t want to move while she was waiting to hear from her.

			I suppose I feel we’d just know each other.

			She wrote back immediately:

			We could test that. Just walk around the same bit of campus, see if we spot each other. The chapel on a Wednesday afternoon or something.

			Haha.

			And then, a minute later:

			That sounds a bit too nineties romcom doesn’t it? Meg Ryan with the rose.

			Maybe we should just meet.

			The next pause like a rock thumping in Aliya’s ribs.

			I’m sure that could be arranged.

			The rock in her ribs exploded. She went finally to the toilet and bliss burst out of her.
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			They met at the North Star. It was the only coffee place in town other than the Caffè Nero. Students didn’t really go there. Mostly it was full of locals and lecturers on first dates or drinks on the way to the station. There were fairy lights in the window and a long dark wood bar that wrapped around the back.

			Aliya arrived early. She dressed very carefully—no makeup but lipstick, a black polo neck, and a plaid skirt. In the morning, she straightened her hair in the mirror above the sink in her room. The Roommate looked over curiously. She was waiting to brush her teeth, but her eyes were on Aliya’s shoes, a pair of black-and-white brogues that she’d found in a charity shop in town. They’d glimmered to her in the window and they looked right. Khala and her mother would have been appalled at her wearing someone else’s old shoes. They thought secondhand clothing was morbid.

			“Where are you off to?” the Roommate asked. She was breaking almost two weeks of total silence between them, their personal best.

			“Coffee,” she said.

			Then she flicked the hair out very carefully over the collar of her coat and put the leather satchel her mother had bought her over one shoulder. She’d rarely used it, finding it old-fashioned and a bit schoolmarmy, but it worked with the skirt.
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			She picked a booth in the back. The waitress came over to ask what she wanted, and all of a sudden, she felt like a child out for the first time without their mother.

			“Can I get a coffee?”

			“What kind, love?”

			“Um, black,” she said, though what she wanted was a cappuccino. She didn’t want to be wiping a milk mustache off her lip when Ava arrived. Black felt more sophisticated, more Godard, less childish.

			Ava was a little late. All told, Aliya was only waiting for seventeen minutes, but it stretched out in the room. Her hands shook around the cup. She had to ask for a glass of water to calm the fire in her nerves. There was a thump in her heart every time someone walked past the door. The clock on the wall behind the bar was two minutes ahead. She was comparing it to the watch on her wrist when Ava walked in.

			“Hi.”

			She wasn’t sure if they were going to hug. Her body lifted halfway off the booth before sitting back down. Ava slipped into the seat across and smiled. Her teeth were little white boxes shining with American brightness.

			The waitress appeared beside them, a witness to both the awkward shuffle forward and the awkward shuffle back.

			“Can I have a coffee, please? A cappuccino?”

			It was midday and the place was almost empty. The sounds of other conversations might have helped. Instead, it was just the two of them and the waitress and the soft nineties rock playing on the radio.

			“Chocolate on top?”

			“Yes, please.”

			A slight twang around the vowels. Aliya had been expecting Katharine Hepburn—a high transatlantic voice. Ava was smaller than Aliya expected, put together like a doll with wild eyes and long thick hair, the hair of a cartoon princess. A red dress with buttons down the front and footless tights. When she sat down, she unpicked the gloves from her hands with a careful deftness.

			The conversation began stilted and shivered from the lack of sureness. Aliya didn’t know when to speak for fear of interrupting, so she didn’t say much at all. There was a relief when Ava paused in talking about her own hallway drama (a girl in the next room whom she was sure sold drugs) to go to the bathroom. Aliya watched her walk away like the breath was easing out of her body. By the time she sat back down, it was no longer the first time they were seeing each other. She knew Ava’s face. She knew the shape of her nose. The position of her mole. She recognized already the cleft of her lip that deepened when she talked.

			“So what were you expecting?” Ava asked. “Some old man creeping on you?”

			And maybe some part of Aliya had been hoping for that. But if a man had shown up at the café, she would have gotten up and left. Men didn’t really exist in her world, nor did boys. Not anyone she could speak to seriously, not with any kind of true intimacy. She’d never been that close to her father—there were boys at school, but she’d never taken them seriously, and here she was surrounded by strangers.

			“No, obviously not.”

			Ava smiled. “It’s mad how we’re expected to think every person on the internet is an old man creeping on us. I’m sure they exist, but they’re not writing stories or hiding behind pictures of Golden Age actors.”
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			Ava’s experience of Mountbrooke was equally dispiriting. England had not lived up to her expectations. She’d pictured punting down rivers with teddy bears named Aloysius, quaint country pubs, cocktails in the Ritz, boys with beautiful sweaters. Instead, she found it overrun with sweatpants and slicked-up hair. The company she could not stand—the girls in her halls whose fake tans and dates and vodka Red Bulls and inferior taste in music she disparaged.

			“We need to go to London,” she said firmly. “There are interesting people in London.”

			The only London Aliya knew was Khala’s house, the journey there from the airport, its beige carpeted floors and the Persian prints on their walls that hung beside the wedding photographs and verses from the Quran. She knew the Indian man in the corner shop who followed her with his eyes as if she were going to steal a tin of baked beans and the ice cream place her uncle took them to on her first night. The rest was glittering on the edges of her consciousness.

			With Ava, the glitter felt possible. She pictured the two of them going to the Tate, a place she remembered from a childhood visit with her parents. A cold rainy July day and she’d been waiting for her mother outside the toilet in the Turbine Hall when she’d seen a group of teenagers, sitting down on the ground with their knees up, sharing snacks and laughing. They were only a few years older than her, but seemed to belong to a different world. Her mother returned to shuffle her along, but her eyes lingered on the casual lines of their bodies, the lean and slump of them, the glow between two people with their hands in the same bag of crisps.

			“I’d quite like to go to the Tate,” Aliya said.

			“Oh, it’s the Tate Britain we want. That’s where all the Pre-Raphaelites are. I can’t stand modern art, can you?”

			Aliya decided that she also could not stand modern art.

			Ava stirred the dregs of her coffee with a spoon.

			“My mother told me the way to meet a man,” she said, leaning forward, “is to go to a gallery and just linger. Someone’s bound to come up and talk to you. I’ve never tried it, but maybe we should?”

			Aliya tried to picture being still and alluring in front of a painting. The kind of man who might want to talk to her. Older but not old. Dressed a bit like one of the tutors, the Russian poetry candidate who wore round tortoiseshell glasses and dark shirts. He looked how she’d imagined most boys at university would look studying English—not the Jack Wills sweatpants, the polo shirts with grease smears on the collar. She couldn’t imagine a man coming up to her, but she could imagine him coming up to Ava, could imagine the lift of her eyebrow in coy response.

			“Not,” Ava said, “that I need to find a man. Sometimes I think I’d just like to try one on for size.” She waggled her eyebrows. “For research purposes.”

			Ava talked like she wrote. Rolling from one thing to the other in a way that seemed unrelated but always landed back on a point. She would have been good at debate—she could ramble without losing the plot. In that afternoon, Aliya got a potted history of Ava’s life. Her childhood in New England with the tall trees and the school full of hippies. Her parents, who split up a few years before, a mother who’d moved to Scotland and a father whom she rarely spoke to. How her last summer before university had been wrapped up in books, a cocoon waiting to unfurl. She told her about her brother, who was both clever and stupid in the way only younger siblings can be.

			“Tell me about you,” she said. One hand propping up her chin. There was no direction to the question, and its open-endedness was thrilling and terrifying. Every thought was a jumble, like necklaces in a jewelry box that tangle together and take hours of careful deliberation to unhook from each other. Aliya wanted to impress her, but also, she wanted to be known.

			Where to start?
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			As slowly as Ava had poured herself into Aliya’s life, she soon became the most important thing in it. It was difficult to remember what the shape of her days had been like before they’d met or to believe that they could possibly have been on the same campus for so long without meeting each other. They must have walked past each other a hundred times, sat in the same lectures, completely unaware of the other’s presence.

			How had they not felt it?

			Now their days twined up like trees growing around each other.

			The shape of this new shared life was a tentative thing, a building of new rituals that increased in pleasure as they cemented themselves into her life:

			
					
					Waiting for Ava outside before their Old Norse lecture, two coffees warming her hands.

				

					
					Walking together around campus, circling down to the charity shops for old cashmere jumpers and paperback novels and antique perfume bottles with glass stoppers, filling their pockets with crap and getting lost on the way back up, so caught in the thread of conversation that they turned the wrong way and ended up in the forest.

				

					
					Watching movies set in cities they wanted to be in: Paris and Prague and Beirut.

				

					
					Sitting on the balcony while people went out on weekend nights and telling each other stories about their lives, each similarity pounced upon and magnified and added to the tally. They each had an uncle who was divorced and mysterious but kind, they both wanted to be archeologists when they were little, they both wrote poetry before deciding Sylvia Plath should have stuck to novels instead. They’d wished for sisters, someone to hold their secrets and fight with and grow with. They both had a thing for older men, finding it easier to form crushes on the men in bad shirts with bad haircuts who taught Shakespeare than the boys with bad haircuts in sweatpants who mooched in late and smelled like Lynx Africa.

				

					
					Ordering a pizza to the dorms and realizing they didn’t have cash after the delivery was on its way and Ava having to go out and explain to the man that they didn’t have any money, but since he’d brought it all the way could they have the pizza anyway, and Aliya going from petrified anxiety to fits of contained laughter as she watched through the window of reception.

				

			

			The world shrank to just them. This was easy to get used to. To have Ava to herself, on their own little planet.
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			Afternoons, they usually spent in the library. Ava’s room was too far off campus for them to retreat there between classes, and hers was beset by the Roommate, whose presence neither of them could stand. There was a spot Ava found—up behind the stacks of mid-century fiction, with a picture window that was plush enough to be a sofa. They snuck in chocolate bars in their pockets. It became a place for their company to unfold, a place to write and think and pull books off the shelves for inspiration. They played a game where they chose things for each other based only on the cover: women swooning in big skirts and men with sharp-shouldered coats, titles that were all “Secret of” or “House in.” Ava was very good at this game. She always managed to pick things that were actually good or bad enough to be read out loud to choking laughter. Aliya always managed to pick something that was just flat—neither entertaining nor bad in an interesting way.

			“Oh, I’m not reading that,” Ava said one time, glancing at the cover. She rarely vetoed things without a look.

			“What’s up with it?”

			“Wasn’t she a raging antisemite? I feel like my grandmother mentioned her. She has a list of all the antisemites who, quote unquote, made it. It never includes politicians somehow—they get a free pass—but she’s got Mel Gibson on her hit list, you know?”

			“Sure.” Aliya paused. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

			Ava shrugged. “I’m not that offended. I’m not even really that Jewish, you know. Like, not technically since it’s not matrilineal.”

			There was no way to respond to this because she didn’t know what it meant. She nodded with what she hoped was appropriate sympathy.

			“But your grandmother is?”

			Ava cracked her knuckles. She was sitting up now, both of them cross-legged facing each other. The trees shook into the windows. Their knees close together as if they were about to hold hands and begin doing a spell. Aliya’s spine jerked in a shiver when Ava’s corduroyed leg brushed against her tights.

			“Mmhmm. She’s a Holocaust survivor, but honestly, we don’t get on that much. I’ve only seen her once since my parents got divorced, but she was pretty horrible about the whole thing. She was appalled about them getting married in the first place.”

			“I guess she gets to be kind of horrible,” Aliya said.

			Ava rolled her eyes. “It’s easy to say that because she’s not your grandmother.”

			“Yeah, well, family is hard.”

			“The rest of the family is, like, Lenny Bruce Jewish, you know? Like—the Jewish-versus-goyish thing. I’ll show you a clip later.”

			“Cool.”

			Every new bit of Ava’s life felt precious to uncover. There were so many questions Aliya wanted to ask, but there was no way to do it without coming across as voyeuristic. Ava lay back on the window seat like a cat in the sun. The shards of hopeful spring cutting through the bleak gray.

			“I guess we’re both lapsed,” Ava said.

			Ava often made statements like this about her—no one else had ever done that before. She was not used to being perceived.

			“I don’t know if I think of myself as lapsed.”

			“I mean—you’re sort of in the middle, aren’t you? You don’t cover your head or anything.”

			“Loads of Muslims don’t do that. My mother doesn’t. My grandmother doesn’t.”

			“I didn’t know that,” Ava said. “Muslims always wear them in films. Headscarves and beards, you know?”

			“Well, I’m sorry we’re not as visually accurate as you’d hoped we’d be.”

			“It’s fine, you’re more interesting this way.”

			They laughed. Ava tipped her head and looked at her.

			“You know I don’t mean that, right?”

			“Yes,” she said, and this was true. She understood that Ava did not see her as most people at university did, not through the lens of expectations. She was always two steps away from being known by anyone else. They needed to unlearn her before they saw anything else.
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			February came with a crack of sunlight, and they wandered toward it, sun starved and aching for warmth. She was warned not to get excited about it. A false spring, one that came around every year to lure teenagers out of their beds and into the quad, blinking up at the sky with something approaching hope. Then the rains began. They seemed to go on all day and all night. You couldn’t step outside without getting wet. Aliya stopped straightening her hair because it got frizzy anyway, reacting to the rain like a thing that had been shocked by electrical currents. For a few weeks, she’d persisted—not wanting to walk in a downpour, staring out at the storm like a witch afraid of melting. Eventually, she gave up. Ava said she liked it better that way, curly.

			“It’s so pretty,” she said. “I wish my hair could do that.”

			“Girls always say that. Or, you know, women. Boys say they like my hair straight.”

			“And what do you think that means?” Ava asked.

			Aliya tried to think how to phrase this.

			“I think it means, well, I guess that I look more attractive with straight hair. And more like—I don’t know—innocent with curly hair. Not desirable, not sexy.”

			She wasn’t used to assessing her own attractiveness out loud. It was useful to pretend she didn’t think about herself that way, as if it never occurred to her rather than being the constant hum under her skin.

			Ava tipped her head to one side and looked at her. She took this seriously, which was intimidating in its own way.

			“Maybe. I don’t think it’s that clear-cut.”

			“No?”

			“No,” Ava said. “And who said women couldn’t find you attractive anyway?”
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			Homesickness came with the rains. In Karachi, rainy days were good days—a relief from the relentless beating down of the sun. Best when they happened at school. Standing in the courtyard for lunch when the heavens opened, and they would revel in the miracle of it, the stuff of Bollywood films, of wet saris and romance, dreamy-eyed and raucous, until they were rounded up and sent home. Home was tea and pakoras on the veranda. The streets would flood and people would get stuck in the city, their cars stalled in waist-deep water that they’d have to wade through to come home. It was disgusting if you thought about it too long, all that still water in the dirty streets, but Aliya looked out the window and saw canals, saw romantic European cities.

			This anxiety about the weather followed her still: her khala calling on the weekend while she sat watching a film in Ava’s room, urging her to get back to her halls before the storm hit.

			“It’s only rain.” Ava laughed. “You might get wet, but it won’t kill you.”

			When she spoke to Khala on the phone, she spoke in Urdu. The tone of these conversations always followed a certain pattern: Khala’s worry appearing in instruction and her own in soft struggle. Khala checked in on what she ate, how many layers she was wearing at any given time, how she was spending her days, if she was praying in the prayer room or her dorm. These phone calls now seemed an interruption to the time she spent with Ava, who would watch with fascination, an eyebrow arched while Aliya tried to wheedle them short.

			“Your aunt seems very focused on you,” she said once, as Aliya unhooked from a discussion about whether she should visit Khala at the weekend. She’d woven a story about how important the essay she needed to write was, how much of her first-year mark it would make up. School was the only thing that safely got priority over family.

			“I don’t have any other family here, so she’s looking after me.”

			“But you’re an adult,” Ava said. “Anyway, isn’t the point of going away to university that you find comfort elsewhere? Like, I don’t know, shouldn’t I be your family now?”

			Aliya felt a squeeze in the bottom of her chest, a warm fist.

			“It’s not like I do that much on the weekend anyway. It’s not as if I’m going to parties.”

			“Maybe we should,” Ava said. “Parties are important. I just wish they weren’t so lame around here. I keep thinking we should, I don’t know, make an effort. It’s just so difficult to motivate when there’s no Jay Gatsby to host them.”
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			And so, over the end of that winter, she split her weekends this way. Half of them belonged to Khala and others belonged to Ava. On the coach to London, she looked wistfully out the window, and when she got there, she lay on the single bed in the guest room and listened to music, watching the rain fall down on the window. They ate dinner together. Khala was a careful cook, moving slowly around the kitchen, consulting the recipes she’d written down before she was married and measuring out teaspoons of spices that she stored in old soup containers with new labels masking-taped on. The sizzle and hiss of them in the pan, the familiar blend. Aliya chopped and received instructions dutifully.

			Khala felt that the smell of cooking was something to be constantly defeated, so she put her hair in a bun under a shower cap while she did it, door shut so nothing escaped to the main part of the house—not the nutty aroma of turmeric, not the waft of garlic. Mostly it was just the two of them, but they still ate at the table, not slouched in front of the TV and off their laps like she did at university. After dinner, they sat in the living room while Khala watched Pakistani television shows that she got on a special channel. She and Aliya’s mother were both obsessed with them. She’d hear them on the phone discussing the specifics of the plot, and it often sounded like they were talking about some long-lost relative who’d left his wife for her sister or something equally scandalous. Aliya would listen for a bit and then realize that their animation was only for the lives of some actors pretending to be other people.

			She wasn’t allowed to be on her phone or laptop while in the living room, so she pined in those hours, sneaking bathroom breaks to see if Ava had texted. Unsticking themselves from each other was getting difficult. She wondered constantly what Ava was doing, who she was with. She knew that sometimes there were cinema trips with another girl in her dorms—Norah, who had a car and could whisk her off to the Cineplex, where they’d sneak snacks in their jumpers and screen hop all night. They’d buy a ticket for a six o’clock viewing and sneak into other screens after, doing this over and over until the last film finished at two in the morning and they had to go home. Sometimes they just walked out of a film if they didn’t like it and wandered into something else instead. In practice, this meant they came home at much the same time as the student union revelers. It also meant a whole evening of Ava with her phone stowed away, Aliya going to bed with a stone in her stomach, unsleeping, wondering if Norah was funnier than her.

			On the coach back, everything shone with a glimmer of excitement as she watched the suburbs recede to countryside. For her, London was the chore and Mountbrooke a place of possibility—because Ava was there.
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			Easter weekend came, and she spent most of it at Khala’s. She’d been given dispensation to return to Mountbrooke early. The eerie quiet of the campus, no one but the cleaning lady in the whole place. Aliya dropped her bags in the turret and luxuriated in the emptiness, in the absence of the Roommate. She stretched on the bed, like a cat.

			Down in the library, the silence was particular—not the hushed bodies but the absence of them. She felt deep in her own world. The essay was on medieval literature, her least favorite of the modules. It revealed her deficiencies as a student. She’d picked English because she loved to read, but really dissection and analysis bored her. Her interest lay in what moved her and what didn’t—and what could move her was Ava’s word as much as Virginia Woolf’s or Chaucer’s.

			Reading critical theory made her feel profoundly unintelligent. Ava said this was fine because they were both going to be writers and it was their craft that mattered. But she noticed that Ava did not struggle with essays in the same way—her work was glowing and clear. Her father was an academic, and the language came naturally to her, as if passed down.

			It was true they both wanted to be writers, but she was not on the same trajectory as Ava. Ava was writing a novel, and Aliya was still only scribbling in the margins, vignetting and playing with ideas. It was not work. It was only play. The marks on these assignments were still the only things adding to a future for her.

			When she finished, she got up and drank a glass of water by the fountain in the corner of the foyer. The librarian was listening to loud music on her headphones: she was vibrating at the desk. Aliya looked out the window and shivered with an impatience that had been crawling in her since she’d woken up at Khala’s house that morning, the itchiness of arrival.
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			Outside, a splash of sun through the rain, the weather unable to make up its mind. She walked down to Ava’s dorms through the woods. Everything alive in a shock of green. She began to feel as if she had survived something, coming out on the other side of this winter, its long bleak spell.

			She’d been planning to wait outside—Bonjour Tristesse to give her company—but it began to rain. No umbrella. She was in socks and ballet flats, a thin cotton blazer that she’d been trying out because they found it in a charity shop and Ava declared it “very Brideshead.” While she assessed how long she could crouch under the awning without getting soaked, a tall girl pushed out of her car and into the lobby. She was wearing wellies and skinny jeans and dripped over Aliya as she opened the door. Her mouth in a smile as she turned around to leave it open for her.

			“Oh, hello. It’s the good twin.”

			“Sorry?”

			“You’re Aliya, right? I’m Norah.”

			Aliya put her hand out, but Norah was already leaping up the stairs, bag swinging behind her.

			“Want a cup of tea while you wait?” she hollered down the stairs.

			They sat dripping at the laminate table in the kitchen. It was as clean and empty as the first day. Everything got chucked out at Easter, a reset. Norah unpacked shortbread from her large, carpeted overnight bag. “My grandmother’s Scottish,” she insisted when Aliya turned them down politely, and after that, it didn’t seem possible to refuse. “Trust me, you want to try these,” she said, and she was right.

			“Ava’s always telling me we should meet. And now we have.”

			She’d long pictured Norah as a rival, and here she was, offering shelter and sustenance. No one else had referred to them as twins before, though later it would become part of their vocabulary, part of the complicated lexicon that defined the world of Ava and Aliya as it grew around them like ivy.

			“Did you have a nice break?”

			“I’ve been with my parents.” Norah rolled her eyes. “Torture! I’m one of three, you see, and no one else could make it home for Easter. So at first I was so excited. Middle child—never got a lot of attention as a kid, so the thought of a whole weekend with just them and I’d be bathed in it. Not a chance. All they did was argue about politics. I’ve never felt so cheated in my life.”

			“Are you voting?”

			“God, don’t ask me that,” she groaned. “You know, I was really excited to until my mum got so bloody into the Lib Dems. Now I feel whichever way I vote, I’ll have the judgment of a parent leaning over me.”

			“You could always not tell them.”

			“Nope, not possible. Categorically incapable of keeping anything to myself. Don’t tell me your secrets, they never stick. I’ve had to have an unhealthily open relationship with my parents, mostly to keep them interested in me. The first time I got plastered at uni, I called my mother crying and asked if I should make myself sick.”

			It was hard not to warm to Norah. She seemed to move through life happening rather than being, as if everything she did was a product of some greater force: her charm, her hiccups, her damp but perfectly shaped hair—all accidental.

			She went on to talk about her family, who lived in Shropshire: her father, who kept chickens and loved crosswords; her brothers, whose lives she seemed to know every detail of; her mother, who smoked cigarillos in the evenings and made great chicken pie. Norah painted it like a storybook as they sipped tea while the rain turned to hail outside.

			“God,” Norah said, staring out at it with her chin in her hands, “to think my parents wanted to have a barbecue this morning. There’s England for you. I can drive you back up to campus if you like.”

			They were debating how quickly they could dart out to the car with plastic bags over their heads. Norah was demonstrating how to turn a trash bag into a poncho when Ava walked in.

			“Arts and Crafts Sunday?”

			Aliya went shy in her presence. They’d not spent much time around other people yet and she wasn’t sure how this was supposed to go. The borders of their private world were clear, but now with Norah as a witness, everything felt stilted. She watched Norah extravagantly fling her arms around Ava. Aliya hung back, holding the chair with her hands. Her fingers felt cold and tight. Ava twitched the jacket off her shoulders and then moved in to hug her. It was a quick thing—but they’d not hugged before. She felt their cheeks brush together and then a squeeze of her arm. She wanted to be reassured that Ava was glad she was there, that she’d not misunderstood the closeness.

			“You’re not going home yet, are you?” Ava said. “We could watch something, if you want.”

			Norah stretched and told them she was going to bed.

			“Being with my family wipes me out. I’m going to lie down and close my eyes, but come wake me if you want a lift later, yeah?”

			They went into Ava’s room, which was small but a single, private. She lived in the modern block, all concrete and glass, and envied Aliya’s turret. The one time they’d been in there together, she’d moved around it in awe. Her hands on the ancient bureau, “You could write poetry and gas yourself to death in here.” Ava’s wall was covered in pictures. Klimt postcards and pictures of 1940s movie stars and a circus poster that warned in retro red font on a yellow background of STRANGE GIRLS—Can They Marry Like Other Girls? Have Children? Be Happy As They Are? Why Were They Born?

			Aliya leaned up and touched it with a laugh.

			“Who is this for?”

			Ava raised her eyebrows. “It’s for us, obviously. We’re the Strange Girls. They don’t know what to do with us. If we don’t spend all our time trying to find boyfriends, how will they know what we’re doing instead? We could be doing anything. Reading dangerous erotica, plotting the end of the patriarchy.”

			Aliya liked the idea of being a Strange Girl with her. They put on a movie, something French and beautiful, but ended up talking over it. She was sitting up against the wall on the single bed and Ava was lounging in the pillows, her hair spread out and their legs tangled together. She was learning not to flinch when they touched, to relax into the feel of Ava’s knee on the side of her thigh. They divided everyone they knew into Strange Girls or not. Norah was Strange. Hina, much as Aliya loved her, was not. Katharine Hepburn and Virginia Woolf were Strange. Audrey Hepburn was not. Hedy Lamarr was Strange, but not Grace Kelly. Camilla from The Secret History was Strange, and in The Age of Innocence, Countess Olenska was Strange, but May was not.

			It got to midnight before they walked into the kitchen. Outside the big windows, the heavens continued their deluge.

			“We could wake Norah,” Ava said, “or you could stay over.”

			The steady hum of Norah’s snoring like a gentle tractor, loud enough to come through the walls. In the window, the skies felt like they were pressing down, velvety wet darkness.

			“If that’s okay?”

			“Sure, it’ll be nice. We can have breakfast.”

			“Thank you.”

			Back to the bedroom, their socked feet on the floor. Ava took out pajamas from the bottom drawer, a soft band T-shirt and shorts. They took turns changing in the bathroom across the hall. Aliya stood awkwardly in the room, waiting for Ava to come back. She didn’t want to take a side of the bed that was already spoken for.

			“Oi oi.” Ava smelled like toothpaste and lavender. “Shall we top-and-tail?”

			They arranged their bodies like sardines in a tin.

			“We’ve never had a sleepover before; this is nice,” Ava said.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever had a sleepover. Maybe at my cousins’, when I was little. Never with a friend.”

			“That’s weird. As soon as we were old enough, I feel like our parents couldn’t wait to pack us away for a night.”

			Aliya shrugged. “My mother was always very suspicious of other people. She never really believed I was going to be safe unless I was with her. And I guess bad things happen in the dark.”

			Ava ran her foot against the rail of the bed and made a spooky growl.

			“Don’t worry,” she said, “I can protect you from the monsters coming for your toes.”

			Aliya tried to stay awake. She felt very far away from herself in Ava’s bed, like all the ideas she’d previously held about the kind of person she was had begun to unravel since they’d met.

			No one had ever shared their bed with her before. She wasn’t sure if she snored or talked in her sleep. She used to sleepwalk as a child, wandering into her parents’ room and then falling down on the carpet at the end of their bed. They’d find her there and usher her gently back to her room. Once, they found her sitting up at the dining table as if waiting to be served. She didn’t want to do anything embarrassing here, so she tried to stay awake until it didn’t work anymore, until her head fell heavily back against the foot of the bed, and the next thing she knew, it was morning and Ava’s sleepy body was pressed against her.

			Daylight cracked into the room through the blinds as they stirred like kittens and trembled into wakefulness. Ava lifted her body and her arms up in the air. The fact of her body this early was startling. Her milky breath, the warmth of her thighs.

			“Come on,” Ava said, nudging her with a foot.

			The sleepy shuffle into the kitchen, drinking coffee in silence. Her own clothes dry on the radiator, but she lingered there in Ava’s pajamas, listening to the other girls talk. Norah drove her home in the borrowed plaid. She felt the warmth of the night bleeding away and already loneliness climbing inside her. While she sat alone, wishing the Roommate away, Ava and Norah would be together: she thought of what they would do together while she sat in her room. They might watch a film or order a pizza or sit in silence together. It was lonelier now to go home, to feel on the outside of things she hadn’t previously been inside of.
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			What good is sitting alone in your room? None, it seemed. The weather improved. They walked to the next town through rows of freshly green trees and ate strawberries by the punnet, sat on the edges of the water, reading poetry and novels that weren’t on their curriculum. They were on their own journeys now. They read all of Fitzgerald and then all of Hemingway. The cinema was their church, and turn-of-the-century literature was their scripture. The months began to speed up: days rushing like water toward the end of the academic year. Aliya’s trips to her khala’s house became few and far between. Each weekend represented a tussle: Khala would call on Thursday and ask if she was coming and simmer with disapproval when the answer was no.

			It was important to stay on campus: to be available if Ava wanted to meet, if she texted to ask Aliya to write essays at the North Star in town with her and Norah instead of going to the library. When she arrived, the two of them were at a big table in the back with their notebooks and their laptops spread out. They were drinking coffees with Baileys in them.

			“You should get one,” Norah said, not looking up from her laptop as she tapped fast and furious. “Honestly, I think the combination of the caffeine and the alcohol has made this go so much faster. I think I’m a genius.”

			“Thanks. I think I’ll just have a plain one.”

			She didn’t drink, but she didn’t want to say. Every time it came up, she tried not to draw attention to it. Another thing she’d not made up her mind about—what kind of woman, what kind of Muslim, she was going to be. Ava said it was fine because she smoked and no one should have more than one vice, and anyway, it was more chic to smoke, which Ava couldn’t do because of her childhood asthma.

			Norah was chewing the end of her pencil to shards.

			“We got you down here under false pretenses,” she said. “We’re not just essay writing, we’re talking about houses.”

			“What?”

			“For next year. You don’t want to stay on campus, do you? We could have a proper little cottage somewhere. Grow some herbs. Start a commune.”

			Ava cut in. “Look, Norah’s already found it. She’s not doing a very good job of selling it. It’s four bedrooms. It’s not a cottage, but it is nice. It’s between the cemetery and the river, so lots of space for Norah’s pagan rituals, and only about ten minutes from campus, so you can sleep in if you like. What do you think? We can go look at it this afternoon. You’ll come, won’t you?”

			The question spooling between them. Khala wouldn’t like it and neither would her parents. It would be a fight to get to stay, but for the first time in her life, it felt as though something was being laid out in front of her, a thing she wanted that she was going to follow, a trail of bread crumbs to a little not-cottage. It was halfway up the hill around the back side of campus. They went up against the sun—buttery afternoon light, a bad time to view a house because it turned it into a lie.

			Houses should be viewed in the dark, in the rain, in the stormy confines that make the most of life. Instead, they stood in the narrow hallway and watched the light come through the stained glass and felt it was holy ground. The light touched the house in a way that made it feel special. Despite the shabbiness, despite the grim carpet in the downstairs bathroom, the streaks of grease on the kitchen counters, the smell lingering in the bedrooms of cigarette smoke and weed and other people’s sweat. Aliya said yes. They all said yes. There was a hatch connecting the living room to the kitchen and Ava stuck her head through it. There was a defunct fireplace by the sofa. A bathtub in a toilet with a wonky door. Dense seventies carpeting up and down the hallway with patterns that looked like they belonged in The Shining.

			She put away the thoughts of what her parents might want for her instead. This was what she wanted, grime and all.

			Terrible and perfect and theirs.

		

	
		
			5

			“I’m sorry about the cat,” Aliya says.

			His litter box is next to my room. Around two in the morning, I began to realize the howling was coming from inside the house, from her precious animal and not from rabid foxes making love in the dark.

			“What’s wrong with him?”

			“He screams when he shits. He has hemorrhoids.”

			I laugh and then realize she’s serious.

			“I’m sorry. That must be very painful.”

			I’m not that sorry; it’s clear the cat hates me. I spend enough time with people who are dying and don’t have any sympathy left over to spend on a cat.

			Aliya tells me that she needs to go to work, which I suspect is a lie. Her job is to run drama workshops for schoolchildren; it is August, and term is out. The real reason is probably that she can’t stand to be in a room with me all day, and the pressure of figuring out how we could spend our time together is so overwhelming that she’d rather escape her own home. I wonder if she’s really going into the office or if she’s going to pull a Ferris Bueller and wander around the galleries and sneak into a movie. Probably she will be too nervous she might run into me. Probably she will go into the office anyway and do nothing or go into the office and begin work on her next masterpiece.

			Perhaps it will be a sequel. Perhaps last night is the beginning.

			“Don’t worry,” I say, “I can make my own fun.”

			“I’ll see you tonight anyway, for the dinner.”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			Being in their morning, in the clutter of their day, feels strange. Aliya helps Hamid find the keys he’s lost—he crunches down toast and makes pots of coffee. They move around each other like synchronized swimmers, her flourish as she locates the keys under the toaster, him steaming milk like a barista and doing squiggly shapes in the foam.

			“Or we could meet before. Get a coffee or something. I don’t work that far away, we could walk over together if you come meet me.”

			There is something interesting in this idea. The prospect of the two of us arriving as a unit, linked together again. I don’t understand why she even suggests it.

			“Okay, I can do that.”

			“Norah throws a good party,” Hamid says, as if he is informing me of the fact. “You’ll have a nice time.”

			“Oh, I know.”

			“I’ll be working late tonight anyway, so don’t worry about getting home at any particular time,” he says to Aliya.

			She hands him the keys, and he kisses her cheek on his way out. When it is just the two of us, she disappears again.

			“Sorry,” she says, heading back into her room. “I’ve got to finish getting ready.”
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			After she leaves, I shower in their empty flat with the door open. The cat comes in to stare at me through the shower door. We glare at each other through the sheets of water. Last night, when I sat down on the sofa after dinner, he’d sat up on the table and hissed at me.

			“Alfie,” Aliya said, “that’s rude. Sorry about this, he’s usually good with guests.”

			“Maybe he’s jealous. Maybe he can smell another cat on me.”

			I’d put my hand out to him and he’d bitten it. Hamid had laughed. Now I consider flicking him with water, but as if anticipating that thought, he scurries out of the room, a ball of dark maliciousness.

			I drink another coffee, wrapped in the guest towel and staring out at the communal garden. The man from the day before is playing with his son. I wonder if he is a househusband. I hear they’re fashionable now. This is what they call dismantling the patriarchy, I suppose. To me, the idea of a man who waits for me is no more appealing than one I wait for. I wonder if he and his wife could hear what I could hear last night. These flats are from the thirties, purpose-built maisonettes, which makes me think there’s a chance they have the same layout on top that they do below. Is this what couples do in the suburbs? Listen to each other fuck and occasionally throw keys in a bowl?
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			It is still early, and I feel clean and dewy like the city. This part of London is foreign to me. I decide to walk into town through the Heath. The internet says this will take over two hours, but I have nowhere to be. The sprawl is low and sweet, little mock-Tudor cottages, with deceptive country faces that belie the Tube dragons howling underneath them, deep in the earth. Most of the population is white or ambiguous. There is summer-holiday clutter on the streets, the swings, the uncollected dog poop because it is not possible to discipline a dog and a monster child at the same time. The coffee shops spill over with families and prams: everyone who couldn’t afford to go to France is filling the city. I’d considered an art gallery, a lazy wander around the Tate that now seems foolish.

			The Heath is heaving, ice cream dribbles and dogs off leads, the sun scampering high above. I lie down behind Kenwood House and watch them scatter, miles of freckled skin, skin bursting through shirts, flaunted bellies covered in down. I don’t have a blanket. The grass scrubs against the backs of my legs. The blank opening of the day. London on a summer’s day is a different place, a different dimension, from what I was used to. I feel far away from my flat and from my life. This is not meant to be a holiday, and yet somehow it is taking on the color of one. The streets of Hampstead are warm, the pavements reflecting heat back to me. I could be somewhere else: Spain or Italy, a Mediterranean maze.

			I never get used to the heat. I burn every year. Even in Scotland. The city I was born in, like the city Aliya was born in, is hot and sticky, like the inside of a radiator. I never lived there, but it sings in my blood as these things do. We were both born in desert cities, places wrenched out of nature and into concrete. We both chose London. It is not a surprise when romantic girls who like books choose London. It means nothing except that if we’d not picked it, we’d not have ended up in each other’s lives. When I think of the shape my life might have taken without Aliya, I feel a curious anger. I think about the person I was the year before I met her—that last year of school, beaten down by mortifying crushes, cruel girls, grades that weren’t as good as I hoped they’d be. I’d arrived in England full of fresh hope, but then the sight of my fellow students, their coiffed hair, the rhinestones on their sweatpants, dampened it. There was no Eden waiting for me here. I fell into writing and thought I needed nothing else. People were for other people. I was meant to be alone and then she was there.

			The world shifting around us like magnets aligning. It ruined me.
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			I don’t miss London. All told, I didn’t live here long enough for that to be the case. I could not miss the things I remembered about it most: the man on my commute who slept until his stop came and somehow woke up without warning; the city’s inability to regulate temperature, so you were always either too hot or too cold and never anything in between; the woman outside the train station near my sublet who wandered outside the Co-op every day in a fur coat with a cat in her pushchair. The pub Aliya and I sometimes went to, sharing a pint because we couldn’t afford two, drinking slowly just to be somewhere.

			I try to read, but the words swim on the page in front of me. I can’t really read anymore, which is sad. My favorite thing since I gave up sex. When I pick up a book, Aliya’s floats in front of me instead. I am consumed by what she has written, by the book I cannot reach.

			My mind is not at peace enough to read. Every morning, I make coffee; I sit up in bed and find my phone in my hand instead. Same on the bus, on lunch breaks, at night, waiting by the Gorgon’s hospital bed for her to wake up—skittering past things, going down rabbit holes of what feel like stories but in fact are not: Who killed JonBenét Ramsey? Or Diana? Where was Madeleine McCann? Hours lost to pictures of cherubic faces, forensic evidence, anecdote and conjecture. The rush and charge, the way these stories can turn my stomach. I remember when I used to read French novels for fun, not just the ones we’d be assigned. On summer holidays from university, I read Françoise Sagan and Émile Zola and other things that I was convinced would inspire me. Now I get lost in tangles online. I look up, and suddenly it is morning, as if my eyes have never shut. Every day.
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			We meet in a wine bar by the river. Too early for it to be busy, just a smattering of people around the corner. Usually it is overrun by tourists and people on first dates. There is a man there already holding a table with the expectant shiver of awaiting a liaison. He’s picked a spot overlooking the park, ordered water, which he is drinking too quickly. Later, people will perch on the steps, wineglasses balanced between their feet. The air fizzes as it can on warm London nights, as if the evening could begin here and go anywhere—run mazelike through the city, chasing the idea of a good time.

			Aliya is there before me. She is drinking a soda water with a splash of bitters in it. I order red and sit down across from her. I drink. Suddenly the tension between us begins to feel very silly and I have to resist the urge to giggle.

			She is dressed nicely in her work clothes, a soft blouse and fitted trousers. Not formal but gently smart. You might describe her shirt as sage. You wouldn’t call it green.

			I’m in dungarees and a ripped Stones T-shirt. I’d been thinking when I left the house I might go back and change, and now I’m glad I didn’t have the time. How could we look more like who we are? The picture of success and a layabout. A soon-to-be-published novelist and a woman who still doesn’t know how to do her taxes.

			“You all right?” she asks, frowning gently.

			“Sure, fine. I mean, what could not be all right about this?”

			She looks at me as if I’ve lost my head or maybe I’m drunk. The hot summer light on her face, a lovely sheen of sweat.

			“I just think,” I say, “it’s funny, us sitting here like this. Norah’s getting married. When we were young and we imagined ourselves grown, would we have pictured this? A novelist and a temp. Slàinte!”

			“We could never have pictured ourselves this old, let’s be honest.” She smiles. “We’d probably be thinking we’d have flats in the middle of Paris—”

			“Next to each other.”

			“Of course. A few lovers each. A glass of wine at midday, a cigarette, someone hairy waiting for us in bed while we clanged away at our typewriters.”

			“I mean, you’re close to that, no? Well, I can’t tell if he’s hairy. But you have the book deal. You’ll have the freedom to write in your afternoons.”

			“Sure. And you have your bohemian lovers. I assume.”

			“You don’t usually ask about my love life.”

			I swirl my wine so vigorously it splashes onto the table and puddles there.

			“Well, I haven’t lately had the opportunity to. And anyway, I don’t like to ask—if people want to talk about it, I think they generally will find a way to slip it into conversation.”

			“Like Elisa.”

			She rolls her eyes. “Indeed, like Elisa. If you met her at a funeral, she’d manage to find some way to bring the conversation back to Harry.”

			“Still?”

			“No, not still, thank God. But it really was like that at the beginning.”

			“I know. I tried to be sensible for the first few months of that, but by the end, I was feeding her platitudes. The heart wants what it wants, et cetera.”

			“Well, it did. Anyway—are you seeing anyone?”

			I lift the glass halfway to my lips. “I was seeing someone, but it ended quite recently.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			I shrug. Getting into it feels useless. The specifics of my relationship with Marina would not make much sense to Aliya. By the end of our time together, they were not making much sense to me. People normally do talk about their breakups, I suppose, as a way to move forward. They analyze the reasons the relationship ended, the texts they have begun to exchange with their new ex. I have one from Marina burning in my pocket, asking what I want her to do with the few things I’d left at hers even though we never lived together: an electric toothbrush, a hot-water bottle in the shape of a snake, a phone charger, a portafilter for her coffee machine. The portafilter was a present. I could ask Aliya what she thinks this means—that Marina is asking me if I want her to return a present. This is what people do: they dissect what’s left. I do not think Aliya has received a text message like this in her life, and I do not enjoy talking about relationships with people who have not been in any. Married people have a way of dismissing these trials of courtship as paltry and insignificant in contrast with their own rich lives.

			“Nothing to be sorry about. These things happen. In my world anyway.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I guess I mean, in your world, people meet and they get married and they stay together. In my world, people meet and they enjoy each other’s company for a time, and sometimes they get married and sometimes they go their own separate ways. Relationships aren’t the main organizing principle.”

			Aliya raises an eyebrow. For a minute, she looks angry, and I am glad.

			“You live in Glasgow, not in a commune, as far as I know,” she says. “What do you mean by ‘my world’? Pakistanis?”

			“Obviously,” I say, “I don’t mean that. I am, in fact, in town for our good friend’s wedding to a woman.”

			“Then what?”

			“Norah, too, I guess. I just mean—you’re on this track. This life track. And I’m not. It’s not better or worse, we’re just not living the same lives. We don’t have the same ideas about love.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“I mean, I don’t see it as this great responsibility. It’s a feeling. You stay while it’s there, you leave when it’s gone.”

			There is a tightness in her mouth as I say this—she is holding back what she really wants to say.

			“Sure.” She looks at her watch. “We should go.”
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			My experience of love is that people tend to ask each other impossible things. Don’t hurt me. Desire nothing else. Let me fulfill you completely.

			With Marina, I tried something different. She proposed non-monogamy and it made sense to me. I was less available than most people, and Marina’s needs—both physical and emotional—were more expansive than I could meet.

			We’d met at a queer poetry reading in a record shop. I’d been going for a few weeks by then in an attempt to make friends with people who didn’t work at the same coffee shop as me. Most of the work I found banal—sugar-crusted poems about trauma and hope—I couldn’t relate to it. Usually I sipped a beer in the back and snuck out before it was over.

			Marina came up to the mic and the room stopped. Her bare legs were covered in tattoos, iridescent scarab blue running up her brown skin, and she didn’t read; she sang. The husk of her voice, deep and throaty. She did Nina Simone, “I Put a Spell on You,” and it worked. I did things I’d never previously considered before, like going up to her and asking for her number.

			“Sure,” she said, “but you’re not going to be one of those girls who takes my number and then never calls, right? Because I don’t want to be waiting by the phone like some girl in a John Hughes movie.”

			“I’ll call you.”

			Marina tipped her head to one side and looked at me. Her hair was the same color as her skin, a sort of silky caramel.

			“When?” she said, and so I picked up the phone and called her and asked if she wanted to go for a drink.
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			On our first date, I was so nervous the table shook with my anxiety and I knocked a candle over.

			“That would be a good story,” Marina said, “if you burned the bar down. That’s one for the grandkids.”

			It was a joke, but it sang in my blood, the idea that she might want to see me again. She glowed in the low light of the bar, looking like a painting. I had never really been on a date before. There had been meetings with men in pubs, but those hadn’t felt like dates and their pattern was clear—to drink until they kissed me and then I could decide if I wanted to take them home. I’d never been out with anyone I wanted to kiss or take home before. My body hummed with the pressure of a thousand decisions. I tried to remember Cosmo magazine tips for how to initiate physical contact on a first date. Whether I should touch her hand across the table or rest my foot against her calf. But she was eating spaghetti, and it felt weird to touch someone’s hand while they were eating, even if it was just sitting there on the red-and-white tablecloth next to them. And said tablecloth was so voluminous that I didn’t trust myself not to spend the whole evening caressing a table leg wondering why it didn’t touch me back.

			In the end, I had no decisions left to make. Marina kissed me. We’d come out into the night, suddenly cold, the wind picking up around us, and I’d clutched the sides of my too-small corduroy jacket around me. Marina was in a sleeveless white top and shorts. The cold did not pucker her skin. She leaned over and put an arm around me, providing shelter. Then she dipped her head down and kissed me. I shivered, embarrassed at how easily my body betrayed enjoying it, unable to play it cool then, or back in her room when she pushed me against the door and pressed her body into mine, or later when her head dipped between my thighs for what seemed like hours, the minutes stretching out like the pull of honey when you lift a spoon from a jar and it goes and goes. We fit in her single bed like sardines in a can. It didn’t feel like sex after a date. It felt like the beginning of something.

			In the morning, I asked if she wanted to go for coffee and a walk around the Kelvingrove. I was so sure of what I felt that asking held no fear: the promise of future dates hung in the air. When Marina hesitated and said, “Look, I think we should talk,” I thought she was joking.

			She explained that she was in a relationship already, but that it was open and she wanted to get to know me. Her partner was a theater director who spent long spells of time away, and they were both free to pursue other connections. She wanted to know if I would be okay with that.

			I said yes. I’d have said yes to most things that morning. It wasn’t the reason things didn’t work out between us.
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			Aliya and I walk together, pushing through the crowds. It is heaving now by the river, people in the wine bars but also youths bursting into the parks. They fall to the grass in packs, swigging from the same bottle, curling around a ripped-open crisp packet.

			“How many people do you reckon are coming tonight?” I ask.

			Aliya shrugs. “She wouldn’t let me help organize. Norah’s switched into some other consciousness now with this wedding—she’s not like a bridezilla or anything, it’s just become the only thing she can think about.”

			This has not been my experience of the matter, but I am old enough to recognize that people, even Norah, are capable of playing to their audience. They will only bleat about their weddings to otherwise engaged or married women. I wonder if Norah thinks it will upset me to be witness to too many details of her wedding. I wonder if she equates it to bragging about her love the way one might brag about a new handbag or a fancy dinner their friend can’t afford. This kind of casual pity regularly crosses my life, and most of the time, it is not hurtful, but somehow, from Norah, I begin to see how it could be. She knew about the breakup and sent me a box of premade cocktails in the post. I drank them in the bath, my head tipped back, trying not to cry in case anyone was home. I wished she’d sent flowers instead.
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			The restaurant is small and we are in the basement, which is a pity since the sun is still gold and warm in the sky, tinting everything and everyone with its glow. We go down the metal staircase and into a room that only half catches light through the grate. There is one big table down here, and Norah has left out place cards for people to sit. They are handwritten in her swirly calligraphic writing. She is wearing bangles, and when she grabs my wrists to greet me, they clink.

			“Can you just move back to London, please?” she says, kissing me loudly on the cheek.

			“Absolutely not.”

			I sit down. She’s put me sadistically next to Hina, who has not yet arrived, and across from Aliya. I glare at the name card and Norah says, “I wanted all the Mountbrooke girls together.”

			“We’re women, actually, Norah.”

			“What’s so great about Glasgow anyway?”

			I think about saying it is empty of the ghouls she’s invited tonight, but I am trying to behave. In truth, when I think about London, I never think of Hina. I never worry I will run into her at a gig or an exhibition or a coffee shop—our circles have separated so much that I can’t imagine how we ever shared a house or brought each other emergency supplies of coffee and ibuprofen.

			“What’s so great about London? You’ve all drunk the Kool-Aid so long you forget to ask what the fuck you’re paying for.” I pick up the menu. “A fortune for cauliflower and no rent controls. Lucky you.”

			As if in response to the dig about the menu, Norah clears her throat. “I’m paying for dinner. Everyone just gets their own drinks.”

			“Don’t be silly, Norah,” Aliya says. “We should be treating you. It’s a celebration.”

			“It’s my celebration and I get to do it how I want,” she says.

			I retract out of this debate as I cannot really offer to pay for anything. This back-and-forth, as much as anything else, is what keeps me away. I remember going for dinner with the three of them once when we left university and Norah picking a place where there were no wines under twenty a bottle, ordering one and then suggesting we split four ways. Aliya had to be the one to detangle it by pointing out that Hina, who only drank water, would effectively be buying us a round.

			When Hina arrives, she seems as happy with the arrangement as I am. She looks and smells like someone’s grandmother. The flicks of her coiffed hair, the leather handbag on her elbow instead of her shoulder. We smile at each other, and I don’t get up to hug her because it would at this stage be disingenuous to the point of insulting.

			Norah orders wine for the drinkers, bottles of sparkling kombucha for the nondrinkers. Everything tastes expensive and dry. I smack my lips as I hear them talk about their lives. Hina is telling Aliya about her oldest son, Noor, who is now playing football; how her husband thinks he’s talented and she hopes it won’t get into his head.

			“I just think all these boys think it can be a profession, and it’s such a hard dream to chase after.”

			“Isn’t that the point? What is he, nine? Surely you don’t expect him to dream about becoming an investment banker when he’s older,” I say.

			The drink has eased my tongue. I have nothing to earn by holding it anymore; this weekend, for better or for worse, may end my ties with the people in this room.

			At the other end of the table, Norah’s colleagues snicker about their boss, and Norah’s head is tilted that way, as if itching to join their conversation. Eventually she gives in to the impulse and twitches out of her seat in the tight leather trousers—isn’t she boiling in this heat?—to angle herself between their chairs and join the gossip. I have never understood the purpose of having friends in the workplace. The idea of any of my co-workers entering my home or meeting a person I actually care about makes me want to be instantly sick. Those worlds don’t belong to each other.

			“We don’t want him to be a banker. We just don’t want him to get his hopes up,” Hina says.

			“Kids will hope anyway. When I was little, I thought I’d write a really good play and Louis Garrel would be in it and we’d fall in love. I don’t even write in French.”

			“You were dreaming of Louis Garrel when you were nine?” Hina asks.

			“No, but I was still a kid. You don’t switch off dreaming till you’re at least twenty, and I don’t think you should. Isn’t the whole point of being a parent to nurture that? To give your kids a sense of belief?”

			Another woman I’ve not met who is sitting beside Aliya cuts in. She is small and ginger in a soft pink dress.

			“We have to protect them from themselves,” she says.

			“From believing in themselves?”

			“From future disappointment,” Hina finishes. “Anyway, you’ll know what I mean when you have some of your own.”

			Opinions from non-mothers are often regarded this way: like you’re talking from the cheap seats, which, to be fair, I am.

			“I have no intention of procreating,” I say. “So don’t worry, I won’t be inflicting too much hope onto any future offspring.”

			The ginger stranger leans in with interest. “You don’t want kids at all?”

			I laugh. “I can’t imagine anything worse.”

			“They’re calling the choice child-free now,” Hina says, as if she’s read an article on her phone on the way here. “And actually I must say I admire you for it, Ava. Few people can be so confident in their convictions.”

			“Thanks.”

			“It’s probably for the best anyway. Some people just aren’t suited to it. It takes a lot of—”

			“Hang on, I’m sorry, are you saying I’m too selfish to have kids?”

			“Not at all. I’m saying you know when to put yourself first. And that as an attitude is incompatible with children. You have to put them first. Not just when it’s easy or convenient—every time.”

			I wondered how long it was going to be before someone did one of these speeches. Last month, a woman I follow on the internet posted a picture of the Pietà saying that it was a piece of art that only mothers could understand, seemingly having forgotten that Michelangelo was a gay man and had never birthed children or worried about what school they might go to. The comments under the picture were other mothers, flocking to agree with her. Across from me, Aliya’s fork plays with the food on her plate. She looks away when I look at her as if nervous to be called on in class.

			“Yes,” I say, “I’ve never had quite your levels of selflessness, that’s true.”

			Across the table, I see Norah crane her neck as if she is checking to see how we’re getting on. I raise my wineglass to her. The heat in the room presses down on me. I lift the sweating water glass and press it to my forehead.

			“Hot day,” Aliya says, and I wonder who she is.

			“Weather deflection?” I ask.

			“I’m just saying. It’s brutal. I could barely unstick myself from the sheets this morning.”

			There is something blooming just behind my eyelids, a crimson rage that spreads in flowerlike patterns.

			“What about you, Aliya? Are you and Hamid talking about kids?” I ask.

			Since Hina has made this conversation between the three of us and some stranger in a pink dress a public conference on our life choices, I’m determined to draw Aliya in. Staying neutral is an irritating quality of hers.

			“We’ve not decided.”

			“You’ve only just got married,” Hina says. “Give yourself another year or so. You want to enjoy your time together first!”

			The idea of Aliya being pregnant makes me oddly lonely. It would be the final breach between us, a step that, once taken, cannot be taken back. When she moves into the realm of motherhood, everything difficult between us will become unsolvable forever. When she announces she is pregnant, I will mourn it like a death. Somehow this never occurred to me when she got married, but now, sitting in this room beside Hina, I can see it very clearly. Their children growing up together. The holidays in warm places where they will walk along the beach and towel sand off their kids and plan their graduation parties and their weddings.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			After dinner, there is the bar. The sort of place we might have gone to at university, but it’s not quite cool enough for us to have aged out of it. The music is jangly and familiar, the crowds mostly out-of-towners of indiscriminate ages, skins glowing sweatily as they sway. It was not Norah’s idea to come here. It was one of the new friends, a horsey face I didn’t recognize, a shrill high-pitched voice.

			“We’re supposed to be going out tomorrow,” Norah said firmly, trying to stick to the order of things. It made sense to me that she didn’t have bridesmaids, that she hadn’t foisted the task of meticulous organization on anyone else.

			“But we’re here now,” says the horsey face over the music. “And we could all use a little dance.”

			There was no cover charge, which was the only reason I’d come, that and realizing that if I said no, Aliya might feel obligated to come home with me. We’d shared a look in the queue—a brief blanket of terror going over both our eyes—and I’d wanted to grab her hand and run. But then the queue began to move and now we are in here. Horsey face orders two bottles of champagne that she assumes we will split the cost of. I go pointedly to the bar to get my own drink.

			“These things,” I say when I find Aliya at my elbow in the line, “are hell.”

			“I can feel my shoes sticking to the floor. I’m too old for this.”

			“I don’t think we were ever young enough for this,” I say. “Remember every time Norah tried to get us to go to the student union? We’d just end up in the smoking area all night.”

			Most of the time, we never made it to the student union. We’d go to the pre-drinks with Norah’s friends because it seemed like the sort of thing we should push ourselves to do. I remember one night, we all put fake glasses on and left our hair big and bushy—it was Beauty and Geek night. I wore polka dots and a little velvet bow, and Aliya was in a Smiths T-shirt, both of us in black tights and little black skirts. The pre-drinks were at the house of a boy Norah was making eyes at. The living room had a Simpsons poster on the wall and football on in the background. We exchanged glances when we got in, convinced these were not our people. All night, we sat on the sofa, getting deep into our cups of wine and chats about The Custom of the Country, which Aliya was just finishing. When a Britney song came on—someone’s girlfriend must have changed the music—I saw her foot tapping like she wanted to dance, so I asked if she wanted to smoke instead.

			“You hate cigarettes,” she said, but I pulled her out into the darkness and lit her cigarette for her. I always felt like Humphrey Bogart when I lit her cigarettes, the tilt of her little chin as she bowed her head against me.

			There, in the flickering dark, we had a little dance, Aliya pausing to take her puffs, the air cold enough that my breath was smoke, too. When the song finished, we looked right at each other and laughed. There was no need for the union for us. We weren’t interested in the attentions of sweaty nineteen-year-olds. We could dance in our kitchen. In that look, we knew neither of us was going out.

			“We should probably go back in and say goodbye,” Aliya said.

			“Yeah, we should.”

			But we didn’t. The prick of shared understanding. We slipped out through the side gate and into the streets. It began to rain on our way home, and Aliya’s face scrunched into a frown as she shoved her cap back on. Back in the house, we slipped off our wet clothes and dried them on the radiators, watched old episodes of Frasier. The shriek of her laughter, her legs up on the radiator by my bed.

			I wonder if that moment is in the book. My hand on her wrist, pulling her out of the street as we walked back. Past the pub we never went into because it was rumored to be a BNP haunt, always older men leering outside, and when I thought about Aliya walking home alone past it late at night, I felt a bit sick, though we laughed about it a lot at the time. Could all of this have made it in—that we thought it was funny to be leered at, that night in the kitchen; how we poured secrets out on the counter, a year into knowing each other and still not past the confessional? How Aliya lay down in my bed in her tights and a T-shirt, that trick she had of slipping her bra off from under it and tossing it on the floor, and how, after many episodes of a sitcom about a middle-aged psychiatrist, we told each other the worst things we’d ever done, the darkest nights of our souls. This was before the worst things we did were to each other.

			I wonder if all of it is in there, waiting to be read by strangers.
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			Norah buys a round of shots. I sink two because it saves buying a drink. A flicker when I see Aliya take one, licking the salt from her wrist. Somehow she is the only one of the hens who seems like she belongs in this place, despite the professed discomfort. The others are either too uncomfortable—wallflowers, sipping at wine spritzers, trying to shout over the music—or way too keen, jiggling and dropping as if we were indeed back on the sticky floors of the student union. I forgive them this because the music is still the same. London feels endlessly nostalgic, living in a time capsule. A place full of ghosts.

			Aliya swivels her hips to Usher. She used to hate to dance in front of other people. At parties, Norah and I would triangle around her to get her to stand up at all. I’d have to pull her off the sofa with both hands, she was so shy. When the music changes, a swift shift to something less her vibe, she drops her arms and the swivel of hips stills. She scrunches her face. We look at each other for the first time all evening.

			“Come outside with me?” she asks.

			“Sure.”

			Outside, the rush of air against my skin. I watch Aliya slip into the crowd before me, weaving her way to the back wall to lean against the bins.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Looking for someone to bum a cigarette off of.”

			“You quit?”

			“Like, years ago.”

			“I feel like I’m dragging you back into bad habits. What are you supposed to do to addicts? Slap the smokes out of their hand?”

			“Well, I have to find one first. And anyway, it isn’t like AA, you don’t go to meetings or anything.”

			“You don’t have a smoking sponsor?”

			“Nope. I just woke up one morning and decided to stop. Since then, I’ve been mostly good—just, you know, the occasional night out.” The flare of her mouth as she exhales. “Not that I have that many nights out.”

			“Not getting taken out regularly on the town by the hubby?”

			Aliya wrinkles her nose. “I hate that word.”

			“Oh, really? What kind of nicknames do you use? ‘Baby,’ ‘sweetie pie’…”

			“Stop it.”

			“ ‘Honey bun.’ ‘Babycakes.’ ‘Darling.’ ”

			“Really, do you have to?”

			A girl in a blue jumpsuit is smoking and Aliya goes up to her. I watch her tentative shuffle—she is still slow with new people. The girl smiles at the request. She gives her a Vogue slim. People love to give things to Aliya. Her shyness makes them feel special to be asked. She even lights it for her. I watch Aliya make an appropriate gesture of conversation—asking about her night, probably, as she takes the first drag. When she comes back, it is as if a ghost is walking into my life.

			I pluck the cigarette out of her fingers and move it to my lips. I’ve never really liked cigarettes. They’ve always just been an excuse to be close to people. When I was falling in love with Marina, I turned into a chimney for months. In some ways, I still naively associate smoking with sex like the films told me to—the cigarette after sex, wearing a man’s shirt and lounging louchely. In reality, those things never happened to me. I’d follow lovers out into the cold to stand in the doorway because you weren’t allowed to smoke in the flat, my hands freezing and my teeth going yellow.

			“I hear affectionate nicknames are the cornerstone of any happy relationship. ‘Muffin.’ ”

			She snatches the cigarette back. I continue: “ ‘Bear,’ ‘hun,’ ‘cookie’—”

			An older woman with red hair leans into us. “Can I have a light?”

			I pat myself down. “Sorry. Have you got one, honey bear?”

			“Nope, penguin. I got this one off that nice woman over there.” She points and the woman follows the line of her eyes.

			“Thanks,” she says. “I’ll leave you and your wife alone.”

			A sudden rush of something—I see the shudder run through Aliya, and we are standing close enough to feel it, both with our backs up against the wall, the shells of our shoulders touching.

			“I told you,” I say when the silence stretches.

			“What?”

			“Nicknames like that are for married people. You won’t find the rest of us trading in such cheap sentiment. Now come on, tell me. What do you call him?”

			Aliya smiles. “Nothing really. Just his name. Sometimes, when we’re back home with our parents, we speak Urdu a bit more. We call each other ‘jaan.’ I like that, but it’s always a bit…teasing, I guess. And we can never make it stick in London. When he’s annoying me, I call him by his last name.”

			We always said the only respectable thing a man could call you was your last name or “kid” if he was Humphrey Bogart or “red” if you were ginger. “That’s nice. It suits you—being married.”

			“Well, it’s not a state of being. I was single and now I’m married. I’m still the same person.”

			“I always think of writers as being solitary. Lone wolves.”

			“It’s not a rule. Maybe that works for you—I like not thinking about it.”

			“About what?”

			Aliya shrugs. “About whether I’m going to meet someone, when it’ll happen, how it will happen…It’s nice to feel free of all that.”

			Norah slips out under the lights. Her eyelids are blue and her fringe blunt. She looks like Elizabeth Taylor’s version of Cleopatra. Her pupils are blown out in a way that suggests something other than alcohol has been served in the bar.

			“Well, isn’t this nostalgic? I thought you quit.”

			“We’re celebrating you. Takes a sprinkle of nostalgia.”

			“Gimme,” she says.

			We puff in a little circle. The cigarette is a time machine.

			“We should do this more often,” Aliya says.

			“That’s not very optimistic about my prospects. Aren’t you supposed to be giving me advice on how to be a good wife?”

			“Make coffee first. Don’t argue about who takes the trash out. Et cetera, et cetera. Don’t be a dick.”

			“Noted. Except Beck doesn’t drink coffee. She drinks matcha lattes.”

			“That’s disgusting,” I say. “You should probably call it off.”
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			The summer she woke up screaming in her sleep. It was hot hot hot, and she was sleepwalking through the days. Before she’d left, Ava asked what she was looking forward to, and Aliya had rattled off a list of these things: the pakoras they ate with tea on rainy days, mango season, afternoons out on the beach. On arrival, these things lost their glow. Karachi was a kind of death, waiting for the summer to be over. Her mother complained about this state, how she paced through the house like a caged lion. Unwieldy, unmanageable, too big for her parents’ love and the constancy of their attention. They watched TV together in the evenings, heavy silence over them. When she got up, even for a pee or a glass of water, they would ask where she was going and her skin bristled with irritation.

			Late at night, in her room, she was most alive—hammering out midnight missives to Ava on her laptop or trying to write. Occasionally, her mother would suggest that she pick up the phone and see an old friend, so she’d send messages like bottles thrown into the sea. Reluctantly, she accepted invitations for coffee dates and reunion lunches with the ones who left and the ones who stayed.

			The other leavers seemed to have easier homecomings than her. They returned to homes teeming with action: brothers, sisters, uncles, trips to dhabas for chai paratha, to Kaybees for ice cream and kebabs. They slipped back into their world rich with stories while Aliya pushed around the fries on her plate and wondered why she’d bothered to show up. It seemed that she had so little to say to anyone, so few interests they shared.

			“So how’s London?” Khadija asked. The two of them had been best friends for ten years but fallen quite easily apart when Aliya moved to England. Sometimes, this felt like a great cleaving through of her life. Other times, it felt very natural, as if they were always going to grow apart.

			“Mountbrooke technically isn’t in London.”

			Khadija rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Have you made any friends?”

			“Sort of. I don’t know. It’s not like school. People don’t just know each other.”

			Khadija was at university in Lahore. Quite a few people from their school were there, and so finding people to hang out with hadn’t been quite the same project for her. At school, Khadija had been the one to follow—the one whose parents had a projector, who always let her watch scary films. It wasn’t clear if her magnetism had translated to university, but from pictures online, she always seemed to be doing things.

			“Well, give it time. Everyone says the first year is the hardest. You know you could have just come to Lahore with me and then this wouldn’t have been an issue. But I guess you’re finally where you wanted to be.”

			At school, Aliya was a “burger” because she listened to American indie rock and read Russian novels. She was on alert for her own behavior at lunch—ready for Khadija to pick apart her affectations with a fine-tooth comb, any changes in her accent, any new behaviors.

			“It’s okay. I like having the freedom.”

			“You know, there’s a lot of freedom in Lahore,” Khadija said. “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

			“Tell me,” she said.

			There were stories about the fast girls at schools, the ones with boyfriends, who snuck into the art rooms after dark. Of the parties that of course Khadija didn’t go to but that took place off campus—people driving to farmhouses outside the city to take drugs and dance till the morning. Another circle of life not available to Aliya, who went home from these meetings with a sense that there were multiple worlds she was missing out on. She and Khadija ran out of steam quickly. It wasn’t like when they were at school. Sometimes they would come home and get on the phone immediately, spending the whole evening recapping what had happened in the day. Now they were aliens to each other. England had unlocked her from all of them—she’d blown away like a balloon and couldn’t land properly back.

			For the first time, the restrictions of her life in Karachi were clear to her. She could not walk out the door and simply be. Instead, she went up to the roof of her parents’ house, sometimes to smoke cigarettes, sometimes to sit under the sky, which was so big and gray, smudging over the rooftops and palm trees, too polluted to see the stars but beautiful as the sun set, all the smoky haze aglow.

			Her mornings began at midday, which shocked her parents, but there was nothing they could do to get her up earlier. Even if they managed to get her out of bed for breakfast, for tea and toast while they shared the news of who’d died and who’d married, whose house had been broken into, as soon as they’d gone to work, she went back upstairs and fell straight into sleep. Later, she would remember the details from those breakfast conversations as if occurring to her through the veil of sleep. To them, she was a zombie.

			The mornings were pointless because the time difference meant Ava was still sleeping. Sometimes there would be a gift left over—an email or the snippet of a story. These she devoured, settling in at the dining table with the remains of her parents’ breakfast—a cold half omelet left in the fridge, toast with marmalade smeared on it, singles of cheese that she peeled out of the packet and folded straight into her mouth. Then she’d read on the veranda, with her knees up and the cat under her feet.

			
				Dear Aliya,

				I feel very Wharton writing you letters. I’m writing this from Norah’s kitchen, where I am making a little pit stop before heading back to Mum’s. The idea of retreating up there is making me feel quite bleak. It seems like she and Nathan have stopped getting on and I don’t really want to be a buffer so Norah has agreed to be my buffer and is letting me stay here for a week or two before I have to get up there…It’s nice here. Obviously, they are all mad as a box of frogs (they ARE related to Norah) but lovely.

				The room I’m sleeping in is her brother’s. It was probably very nice once but is now mostly covered in teenage-boy paraphernalia. I will take some pictures for you later. It may be a useful dive into the mind of the other gender. Not that I don’t have a brother but you know—it’s different, other people’s brothers. And Nathan is rather too liberated to be truly useful. Obviously I think he might be gay because I can’t believe any straight man appreciates Cher this much, but I’m stereotyping and also probably neglecting the fact that I, myself, know nothing of straight men. I guess there’s my father, but that’s it. I sort of hope he’s not indicative of the species as a whole, if I’m honest. He’s like Larry David if Larry David wasn’t funny. What’s your father like? Norah’s is like Bill Nighy, I think—sort of kindly and wry but superficially grumpy. He does the crossword in the evenings and likes it very much if I lead him to the answer without saying it outright.

				I should be writing, of course. I think maybe the summer is getting the better of me. It’s obviously not my season, but I’m trying. It’s very easy here, with Norah’s garden and the free-flowing gin and tonics. It doesn’t feel aggressive, just nice. I think summers back home were always so horrible because unless you had a boyfriend or a swimming pool, it wasn’t worth leaving your house.

				I keep thinking I want to dye or cut my hair. It gets a bit lighter in the summer every year and I begin to have fantasies about being a blonde. What do you think?

				I’m reading a book about a Victorian prostitute. It’s very good, sort of big and wild and meaty. I don’t know—I always thought writing was best when it was deft and spare, but maybe that’s very male? This is written by a man, too. Norah’s mother, Helen, has bookshelves for days and is always encouraging us to use them. When I look at the depth of work by female writers she must have read, I feel very ashamed. A project for this year?

				How is Karachi? Any exciting run-ins with your exes? Any eligible boys your mother’s trying to set you up with?

				Love,

				Ava

			

			Aliya read the email and then got up to pour herself a glass of lemonade stacked with ice. She sat back down and pressed it to her cheek. A strange all-consuming jealousy was running through her. Even in the summer, life kept happening in other places. Nothing happened here. She would have to invent things in her letters to keep Ava’s attention. The exes were already an invention, as were the eligible men.

			She’d mentioned to Ava that she was nervous about running into her old classmates, and Ava took this reluctance—one of social awkwardness—as a sign that Aliya was avoiding old flames. She let this assumption take hold, embellishing details of the boys she’d liked at school and how far those dalliances had gone, like Imran, whom she’d had a crush on from the ages of fourteen to sixteen and had spent seven weeks texting constantly. He was never officially her boyfriend, but the whole thing had more legitimacy if she fudged that detail, added in the existence of dates that did not happen. What she said about their encounters was borrowed from real dates happening in Karachi around her, people who went to Hot Spot for ice cream or down to Seaview. There were not many places that two young people in Karachi could be alone. On school trips to museums, they often caught couples hiding among the artifacts, squashing their love into dark corners—it wasn’t a museum date like a museum date in London. They weren’t going there to look at the art and talk about it after. They just wanted somewhere to be.

			
				Ava,

				I don’t think you should cut your hair. Blond sounds like it could be fun, though I’ll miss the similarity. Like the time Robbie mistook me for you—I know I was wearing your jacket, but it was still funny. We’re not even the same ethnicity!

				Karachi is hot, which I know Norah thinks is a good thing but I am struggling to enjoy. Why people choose to summer in places where the temperatures are so lethal has never made sense to me. Every time I leave the house, I feel I am entering a sauna. So I’m not leaving the house very much.

				Nothing dramatic to report as of yet. Imran’s been texting me—he wants us to go for coffee, which could be nice, but we inevitably end up retreading old territory when we see each other. I feel I owe it to him. Also, he can buy me cigarettes.

				Mother’s given up on me for the moment. I heard her on the phone with one of her cousins the other day, asking if she knew any nice boys. I told her to stop being a Mrs. Bennet, so that’s that.

				I want to watch The Dreamers.

				Here’s a song I’ve been listening to while I write and try to unknot the story I’m working on. I keep feeling like if I listen to it again and again, it’ll give me the answers.

				Will you bring the same pictures for your wall that you had up last year? I am thinking of what to bring for mine. Obviously Mountbrooke never let us put anything up, so I’ve been living without inspiration.

				I’ve been reading Save Me the Waltz, interestingly. Feels like a breather from our male twenties heroes but also not. Have you read it?

				Yours,

				Aliya

			

			Sometimes, in the haze of the afternoon slump, she looked at the pictures she’d taken over the year on her digital camera, the ones she’d posted on Facebook and the other secret folder that lived on her computer. The pictures online:

			A picture of her in a new tweed coat outside Mountbrooke looking serious and scholarly. The sky is gray and very English. She is wearing a pair of jeans under the coat and a brown jumper, though it is not cold. The glimmer at her throat of her ayat-ul-kursi on a gold chain.

			Her sitting up on the bed in the turret. The desk is beside her, an unpacked box of books on top of it. A blue-and-white shirt buttoned up to her neck, the same jeans.

			Her and Khala standing in front of the dining hall. Someone else had taken this one. Khala is wearing a loose blouse over slacks and smiling with tight pride.

			A picture of the front of Mountbrooke Library, a tall Gothic building. No one is in this one. Only two people have liked it. Through the windows upstairs, you could see the outline of a girl, dark hair bent over a book. Sometimes she liked to think this was Ava.

			Hina and Aliya drinking hot chocolate in the quad in the winter, wrapped in scarves and woolly hats.

			Aliya outside an ice cream shop near Khala’s house, holding a cup of coffee and trying hard to look urbane. The black turtleneck, the blue jeans.

			A picture not of Ava but for Ava—a poster of The Philadelphia Story but in Japanese, hanging in a charity shop with the caption: Strangest Girl.

			Then, in the folder on her computer, tucked away, are the rest:

			A sentimental shot of the light coming through the trees on the first spring day.

			Ava and Norah in the grocery store buying cinema snacks, Norah inexplicably dressed in a cow onesie.

			A picture of Ava’s bedroom, snapped when she was in the bathroom, taken to study her walls.

			A picture of the view from her window in the turret, taken when the Roommate wasn’t there. You couldn’t see the room in it, not the desk, not the light fixtures, not the plethora of clothes (both hers and the Roommate’s) spilling out of the closets and onto the floor, not the books or Coke cans or foam chippy containers. Only the big Victorian windows looking out into the green. She wanted to remember something when she took it: this room that made her so unhappy. The view that brought coolness to her eyes.

			Next year, she would return to a different place: a chosen place. It was the only thing standing between her and despair.

			
				Aliya,

				Well, I’m home.

				If you can call it home, even. When does it stop being home and just where your parents live? I don’t know. My parents don’t even live on the same continent.

				Does your house have one of those walls—the kind you always see in movies—where your height is charted in pencil, the age scribbled in by your parents? I bet it does. It sounds like they worship you even if they are difficult.

				Anyway, home is hell. Nathan and my mother won’t speak to each other. I don’t know what happened, but it’s clearly bad because he’s eating all his meals in his room and she won’t even stop him. I tried yesterday, for my sins, to be like, “Hey, buddy, maybe you want to come down,” and he wouldn’t look at me. That’s all my attempts out of the way.

				It’s his loss because tonight she’s making cassoulet and it’s very good. It’s sort of chic to have a mother who can cook like my mother can. She can be a total witch, but I have to admit she’s never been like domestic goddessy, it’s always been more like, “I pair this food with this wine and you will like it.”

				I’ve not read Save Me the Waltz. Fine, you’re a better feminist than me. I think I was always worried it would be bad and then I’d have to let go of this idea in my head that Zelda Fitzgerald was the real genius. I guess I don’t know why I want her to be the real genius. It shouldn’t be important. It’s pretty obvious from the letters that Scott was kind of a twat and surely it’s enough for him to be a twat? It shouldn’t matter if he’s a better writer, it doesn’t justify being a bad person.

				(Except maybe in some part of my head it does? Don’t tell anyone.)

				We’ve been listening to a lot of Joni Mitchell and I played my mother Laura Marling the other day because I thought she’d like it, and for once, she did. A lot of the time she seems primed to hate the music I play to her—she calls it “boys-with-floppy-hair music,” which is reductive and unfair. But tonight I put it on and we sat in the kitchen and it was warm enough for us to have the door to the little patio garden open and she poured me a glass of wine. It was nice. I don’t love that it can only be nice between us at the expense of Nathan, but I guess she’s not in the mood to piss off more than one child at a time.

				We’ve been speaking a little bit about you. I was saying how you have to serve your time in Pakistan so your parents will let you come back to the UK. I guess it’s funny talking about you and realizing we’ve not known each other that long. I can barely remember your voice already. And it’s difficult for me because I’ve never traveled in that part of the world, so when you write to me, I can’t picture where you are, what your room looks like. Maybe we could Skype sometime. I don’t know if it would be easy with the time difference, but it often seems like you’re up pretty late?

				Imran sounds like a snooze, but I guess if you need him to smuggle your contraband…

				Here’s a song for you. Belle and Sebastian, my mother and I can agree on. Even Nathan likes them—I’m going to play some tomorrow morning while I clean as a peace offering.

				Don’t you think you’ve been gone to Pakistan for too long?

				What’s it been, two weeks? I think you ought to come back really.

				Ava

			

			Being spoken about gave her a thrill. It felt very pleasant to exist in someone else’s world. In her own conversations with her parents, Ava came up only fleetingly. She wasn’t sure why this was. Maybe because they seemed obsessed with Hina and the idea of their friendship as being the anchor that kept her in touch with her roots. No matter that Hina was from Croydon, not Karachi. The only reason they’d accepted the fact of the house she was going to live in was because Hina would be there: Hina, her steadfastness, her loyalty to Muslim Soc, seemed like the perfect antidote to any debauchery that living off campus might entail. They seemed to think her living on a girls’ floor meant she lived in a nunnery. She’d done nothing to disabuse them of this notion. They’d been very suspicious of this house off campus. She’d tried to explain to them that it was normal—“Why?” So she could learn to be independent, she said, and her mother shook her head and said, “You’re already too independent.”

			To them, it was a dirty word.

			Ava was difficult to describe, and what they were to each other was difficult to describe. The first time she spoke to Hina about her was awkward—Aliya had found herself rambling and looked up to see Hina forking the cake they were sharing with trepidation and a small scolding expression.

			“She seems very important to you, this Ava person.”

			“We’re friends. We’re getting to know each other.”

			“It just seems you think a lot of her. I hope she thinks a lot of you, too.”

			Hina’s scold turned into a smile, kindly and motherly and infuriating. A smile that said, I only worry about you. She’d hated that smile.

			The idea of introducing them had made her nervous for ages—in the end, when they asked Hina if she wanted to take the last room in the house, the three of them had gone out for coffee. Aliya felt like a Ping-Pong ball between them. They sat in the campus cafeteria and Ava was late, showing up in a battered leather jacket with sunglasses on that she refused to move off her face. Aliya found her voice fluttering as she tried to bridge the gap between the two parts of herself. She realized that even her voice was different—when she spoke with Hina, it was much closer to her normal voice, the mixture of English and Urdu from her home that Hina spoke enough of to understand the spillage. With Ava, she was severe, almost British sounding.

			“The hot chocolate here is good,” she said.

			“You’re lactose intolerant,” Ava reminded her.

			Hina said, “She’s fine in small doses. We went for ice cream last week.”

			In the end, she got a coffee to get out of it all. When she walked back with the drinks, Hina was asking Ava about her classes, and Ava was responding with an archness that verged on rude. She was embarrassed of Hina for being so parochial and embarrassed of Ava for being a snob. It would never work, she thought; she’d have to keep them apart forever, like a wife and a mistress. Still, Aliya found herself wanting Hina to like her friend but also for her to see what she thought of as the special rush between them. Instead, Hina texted Aliya later about the house, saying, Just email me the details. This probably had more to do with the fact that she’d been hoping to get a room on campus and it hadn’t come through and less because she’d been charmed by Ava.
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			When her parents asked about the other girls in the house, she just said they were from her course.

			“Are they nice?” asked her mother.

			“Of course they’re nice. Would I live with mean girls?”

			“I don’t know! I used to know all your friends and their mothers. Now you won’t even tell me their names. And you won’t see your friends here. You can’t live in this house like a ghost,” she said.

			But Aliya could and she did. For the first time, there was room in her life to make walls around the things she cherished. She built them. In her bed at night, alone after her parents went to sleep, a kingdom threading between the continents.

			
				Ava,

				Yes, Imran is vital to my sanity because he keeps me in smokes. (He thinks he is vital to my sanity because he makes me laugh—he’s not entirely boring, I have to admit. At school, people mostly fancied him, and I guess I did, too. It’s not his fault that my tastes have matured. I can’t imagine finding a boy our age attractive anymore, can you?)

				Save Me the Waltz, hmmm. I will bring you my copy when I come to London. I don’t want to influence what you think of it.

				My mother’s bookshelves are actually pretty good. I don’t know how she can have read this much and not become a feminist, it’s actually strange. She has like de Beauvoir and then Jilly Cooper.

				It sounds very hard between your mother and your brother. Maybe you should try speaking to him again? I always wanted a brother. It feels strange to me that you should have one and I don’t. Someone told me once that the best way to tell anything about a person wasn’t from their astrological sign but from their birth order. You can be more inherently an only child or middle child apparently than you can be a Pisces or a Gemini.

				How can we be so similar, I wonder?

				I’ve been thinking of cutting a fringe, but that might be the boredom speaking. It is so hot I cannot think. I tried to write yesterday, but I feel like I can’t think until it’s at least ten or eleven and I’m ensconced up in my room without my parents and the air-conditioning going on full blast. But then I’m somehow too tired? Last night I watched Women on the Verge instead, which is almost as good as writing, I think.

				I wonder what we’ll watch on our first night in the house together…

				I’d love to Skype. It would be nice to hear your voice. Let me know when works?

				Aliya

				Aliya,

				You’ve totally blown my mind with this first film question. I have no idea! It has to set the tone. Maybe The Dreamers. Are we Theo and Isabelle? Is Norah Matthew, or is Hina? Hmmm.

				It’s still not good here. I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s never been like this before. She’s been difficult—I mean N and I call her the Gorgon. But it’s worse than the cattiness, it’s ice cold. This morning I came down the stairs and wanted to just turn around and go back to bed. The whole place felt horrible. I made a coffee and escaped as quickly as I could, honestly. It’s like they’ve laid down some sort of terrible truths that can’t be explained away. I’m staying well out of it unless someone tries to yank me back in. It’s so bad, I considered calling Dad to see if he knew what was going on and then remembered I’d rather chew my own arm off than have him explain this to me. I’m just going to lie low and it’ll become clear at some point. They can’t hold it in all summer. Neither of them have the stomachs for it.

				Anyway, yes, we should speak. I’m trying to write in the mornings, but maybe we can take little breaks.

				Love love
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			The afternoons were the hardest part of the day. In England, she found the afternoons flew: walks to the dining hall with Ava, waiting for her outside Postmodernist Poetry, drinking so much coffee her skin hurt. Afternoons bled into dinner, which bled into late-night library sessions and walks to the corner shop for cigarettes and chocolates. In Pakistan, they were nicely sectioned—you ate lunch at two, rolled into bed for a nap to sleep off the heat, and then tea at five, with pakoras and rusk. This they took in the garden, with the light falling on the other side of the house. After that, it was the news and television till dinner. But then Ramadan started and teatime disappeared, the afternoons took on a different tone—the hush of the house, quiet like a town in a cowboy film with tumbleweeds. It made her lonely for everything. Hemingway might say it was easy to be hard-boiled about things in the daytime, but Aliya disagreed.

			They started Skyping. Aliya would retreat to her bedroom and lock the door. Doors in her parents’ house were rarely locked unless nudity was involved. She lay on the bed. The internet connection was too weak for them to use the video function. They lived in each other’s voices. The first call was stilted—a warming up and getting used to each other. After that, it was easier—they stopped trying to sound like their letters. Aliya, hot and hungry from fasting, often just lay there listening to Ava chat away about her days, her family, the freckles that were appearing on her shoulder, the books she was reading, and sometimes even the novel she was secretly writing. Sometimes they stayed for hours on the line without speaking, just the soft breathing of their bodies into the computer.
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			“I have to go.”

			A long sigh. “Why? I’ll be so bored when you leave. I might even have to work.”

			“I have to go pray.”

			Ava was very interested in the mechanisms of Ramadan and prayer. “I can’t believe you pray every day, let alone more than once. It feels almost medieval.”

			“You know it’s actually very normal here.”

			“I know, I know. I’m being ignorant again. It’s just fascinating to me. Do you, like, actually feel it every time? Like, how often does it feel like you are sitting there and really speaking to God?”

			This was something Aliya had never really thought about. Praying was just part of her life, something that had always been. And yes, sometimes it was going through the motions—fajr in the early hours of the day, sleep still in her eyes, she knew how to make her body move, the words to speak. Other times, it was clearer, more connected to its purpose. The question felt loaded. She knew that her relationship to faith was a source of confusion to Ava. The way the trappings of being a Muslim seemed to slip on and off her. It probably seemed hollow and hypocritical. She couldn’t explain the source of this confusion. There were things she wanted and things she believed, and these seemed to come up against each other—a desire to live and to experience the world fully, and this didn’t always feel compatible with the structure of the life set out for her.

			“I don’t know. I guess I think about it differently—or like, I’m not noticing myself as much while I’m doing it because it isn’t new to me.”

			“Yeah, of course. Sorry. I realize it’s probably a bit rude. My family’s just always been so lax. Maybe religion would have been good for me!”

			“I don’t know if I’d say it’s been good for me.”

			“You always seem so calm, though. Like, so much less frantic than I do. It feels like you know that things are coming for you and I’m always chasing things. I wish I could be more like that—more still.”

			When she couldn’t see herself in the pictures Ava painted of her, it felt like the fault was with herself. She’d never thought of herself as a still person. At school, she’d found it pathologically impossible to even be still physically. For a while, her trick in classrooms was jack-in-the-box—anytime the itching got too bad, she’d jump out of her seat and have a wiggle around. Her maths teacher started tying her to the chair with her dupatta, which made the other children laugh, so she did it more.

			Now she saw everything she was in relation to Ava—so they had to be either exactly the same or exactly the opposite. Sometimes Ava thought of them as the twins. Sometimes she seemed to see Aliya as a dark mirrored version of herself. She’d say things like “Gosh, you’re really the organized one” when she lost her bank card or “You’re the one who can stay cool” after she lost her temper. This meant Aliya wasn’t really allowed to be careless or angry. Those traits had been spoken for between them.

			“I don’t know if I see myself as still.”

			“I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Like serene, I guess. I feel like you’re this swan gliding on the surface and I’m manically kicking through the water.”

			The door shook with her mother’s knock.

			“Arahi hoon,” she said in response.

			“It sounds so pretty when you speak Urdu.”

			Aliya laughed. “I have to go. Speak later.”

			“Enjoy God. I’ll be here, pining.”
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			Later, while she sat down with her parents to break fast, she looked at the room as if it were a painting or a movie, an explanation of middle-class Pakistani Muslims to her American best friend. The table set, fruit chaat and pakoras and jugs of rooh-afza, the rose-flavored syrup that her parents drank in water and that she sometimes later in the evening drank with milk, the way she used to when she was a child. The potent pink sugariness of it, she would note that. Then the quiet shuffle to the bathroom after dates and tea to prepare themselves for prayer, the room getting louder as they got further into the evening, tiredness from the day giving way to animation, to the relief of caffeine-withdrawal headaches. She found herself walking through the moments and wondering what she could take to her friend. What would be valuable or interesting enough? One afternoon, Ava was shocked to find her drinking water in the middle of their Skype call.

			“You’re not fasting?” she asked.

			Aliya thought it was funny how invested she was in her fastidiousness.

			“I’m on my period.”

			“So you can’t fast?”

			“Yeah, you don’t pray or anything. Little break. I slept all morning, it was great. Obviously I now feel like I have a burning fire in my belly, but you know.”

			“It’s funny, I think there’s something similar in Judaism about periods—like you’re unclean or something. Why are all religions fucked in the same way?”

			“I’m not complaining. This way I get to drink coffee and think impure thoughts in the middle of the day.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“You know, it’s not just not eating food. Fasting is supposed to be—cleansing your soul. You don’t swear or think impure thoughts or have sex or lose your temper.”

			“Well, this is a challenge, then. I’m going to have to try to get you to think impure thoughts when you’re fasting again. Maybe I’ll send you some of what I’m writing…”

			Ava made allusions to her novel like this, of its contents, though the subject remained mysterious. She seemed to believe talking about it too much would diminish its power. This was something Aliya wished she could cultivate. Every time she herself had an idea, it seemed imperative to explain it to someone else immediately, and as a result, she very seldom got around to writing it. Explaining the idea felt sufficient.
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			Now that they were speaking on Skype, the emails were fewer in between, but sometimes she would still wake up to an email from Ava, something she’d scribbled after Aliya finally went to bed.

			
				I’ve been thinking about the way you speak about your family and how it seems the three of you are really connected in some way. It’s never felt like that here. Obviously less so now that Dad is on another continent. I used to think Nathan was only angry at the Gorgon because she dragged him away from his friends, but now I think something else happened between them and that maybe something is happening to him. I don’t know. He seems not grumpy but sad, really lost. Maybe he’s come out? I’ve always wondered.

				The main thing, the horrible thing, the thing I can only say to you and that must stay always between us, is that I resent him for the time he is taking up this summer. I wanted to finish this novel. I think if I finished it this summer, I could edit it slowly over the year—it wouldn’t interfere with university too much and maybe next year it would be good enough to send out. I picked up a book at the library the other day and can you believe the author was twenty? That’s less than two years away. I feel like I’m running out of time—not to write but for it to be remarkable. I read these books when I was little, these really funny great fantasy novels by a fourteen-year-old, and they made me so happy and miserable. I wanted to be her so badly. I’m already out of precocious territory, but I still feel if I can finish this soon, it’ll be something to be remarked upon.

				Anyway. I know this all sounds very self-important. But I believe it’s what I’m supposed to be doing.

				There’s something else as well. The Gorgon’s got a friend in London—he’s a creative writing professor who says he’ll read it if I finish. His name is Henrick. I don’t know, I’m sort of nervous to trust that he could really help me, but he definitely knows people. It’s funny, I haven’t seen him in years. I remember him coming to visit us back in Burlington before, and he was very different from what I expected a professor to be.

				He offered me some of his wine. I was only fourteen. It felt even then like he was willing to take an interest in me…

			

			Sometimes these revelations late at night, these anxieties about the future, were followed by a period of silence. Ava would cut off the stream of their communication and disappear for a spell. During these days, time was like syrup. Aliya’s instinct was to write enough emails—witty and engaging enough to lure her back. But she knew it was better not to come across as needy. Better to chew off her nails than to send more than a single missive, a few lines with a quote from whatever she was reading, a picture of their mutual crush Katharine Hepburn, a line or two about whatever was happening in her day, real or invented. Sometimes, if she could feel a pause coming, she’d try to preempt it: Going to the beach with my parents without signal, sorry or Imran is taking me for lunch today…It never changed anything. The pause lasted however long Ava wanted. She controlled the ebb and the flow. When she came back, she seemed flushed and energized even in her apologies.

			I just got lost in it, she would say, of the writing. It’s the worst best feeling.

			Then a trip to London, where Aliya did not hear from her for almost forty-eight hours.

			
				The Gorgon and I met the Dane for lunch. Let’s not call him by his name for now—it feels too intimate.

				We went to this Malaysian place near the university. Kind of a hole-in-the-wall. He says he can only go here in the summer when it’s not full of his students and then winked at me, I don’t know why. I don’t want to be one of his students. I didn’t tell him that I think studying creative writing is a waste of time and either people have it or they don’t—didn’t seem like that would go down well. I think it’s possible he’s also a pervert and sleeping with his students. I have no proof of this obviously other than that he seemed sort of caddish and charming so I believe that he would and also that they would.

				And also, as you might have guessed, that I would. I’m a horrible cliché.

				We talked about books and what it takes to write one, and he said he was impressed with me for putting my head down and putting the work in. My mother kept trying to say she thought I was being a bit unrealistic in my ambitions. She was hoping he would bring me down a few pegs, I guess. But instead, he said it was clear I had a really good brain and a delicate way of expressing myself—not that delicate, we got into an argument about Oscar Wilde. Anyway. That’s my news. I’ll take you to this place when we come to London and maybe we’ll run into him.

			

			The email arrived like a cannonball. A dead thud in her chest. The walls of the world closing in on her. All of her summer had been happening in the conversations between them. Ava’s life was still being lived elsewhere. The world was turning everywhere except in Karachi, in her bedroom.

			Hina was in Dubai visiting family and potentially getting married off to a handsome second cousin.

			Norah was in Greece with her brother, volunteering on a sheep farm, drinking ouzo, and flirting with farmers.

			Ava was in London, having furtively sexual lunches with her mother’s friends.

			The world was spinning on a dizzying sexual axis for everyone but her.
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			Eid arrived and Ramadan ended like a long gasp. The end of the summer glimmering in front of her. She began to eat less in the hopes of looking better. She began to write more in the hopes of impressing Ava. Her mother offered to take her shopping before the next year.

			“Don’t you want to get some presents for your friends? Maybe something for this house?”

			She peeled herself off the sofa and went. They moved through the heat like their bodies were rocks. Everything looked wrong. She wanted to bring something back for Ava, something right: special but not exotic, distinctively Pakistani but not trite. Pawing her way through scarves and trinkets. Nothing good enough.

			Her mother paid for her own things, a suit for Khala, and a book.

			“You’ve been very distant from me this summer,” she said wistfully. “I guess we ought to expect that when our children go away. I just didn’t realize how much.”

			These statements were designed to ignite guilt and were mostly successful. They wandered in circles of silence until Aliya picked up a book of poetry for Ava and The Virgin Suicides for herself. She read it in bed the next morning while her parents were at work and got lost in the hot suffocating tempo of it.
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			Back in London, the rain hammered down. Khala drove her to university. She felt sick in the car, her head pressed against the window. Khala played an Ahmed Rushdi song and then switched to the Bee Gees. Aliya had skipped breakfast because she felt too nervous to eat.

			“You really should have let me see this place before you signed the lease,” Khala said. “It could be a total dump.”

			“It’s fine, Khala. It’s university, we’re not supposed to live anywhere nice.”

			“You could have lived with me and gotten the train in. Lots of people do that.”

			She didn’t say anything to this. Living near Mountbrooke had been a tough battle to win, and she was wary of being dragged into the conversation again. She pretended to be absorbed in the music when Khala asked how many bathrooms it had.
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			When they finally arrived, the house looked smaller than she’d remembered it. There was a dying rosebush in the front garden, a herb garden in disrepair. Khala’s eyes darted over these things as they dragged Aliya’s bags up the uneven paved path. Norah answered the door in a big T-shirt and nothing else, her legs like pins under the screaming lips of the Stones. She hugged both of them.

			“Tea? Let me help you with those.”

			Khala was looking at her bare legs, the way the T-shirt hiked up as she yanked the bags up the stairs.

			“I’m so glad you’re back,” she said. “We’ve put you in the room on the first floor. I wish they’d let us paint them because the walls are so boring, but I think we can make it nice.”

			Hina put the kettle on. She’d gotten her hair done over the summer, so the ends were golden. They swished around her shoulder.

			“You should sit down, auntie,” she said to Khala, ushering her into the living room. There was no dining area, only a low coffee table and a corner sofa. “Norah will take the bags up, she’s a healthy girl.”

			“I heard that,” Norah called down.

			“She’s been working on a farm all summer on those bicep muscles,” Hina said. “Do you take sugar?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			By the time she made it up the stairs, she could hear Khala asking Hina all about her family—what part of Pakistan they were from, where they’d all grown up. She stepped into the room that would be hers, the peeling paint, the curtains on a gold-flecked rail, and dropped her books down.

			“Where’s Ava?” she asked Norah, who was carrying three bags at once. The farm did seem to have developed her muscles in an impressive fashion.

			“She’s already set herself up. We thought you guys would like to be next to each other. You can tap secret codes on each other’s walls. Think she went into town to get some celebratory fizz. Don’t worry, I think she’s bringing sparkling apple juice for you and Hina, and she won’t pop it till your aunt’s gone. Well, what do you think?”

			“It’s perfect.”

			“It’s a shithole. Come see my room. I got here early, so I’m in the attic. Don’t be jealous, it’s going to be cold as hell up there, but it does have the sweetest little window.”

			They climbed up the narrow staircase. The attic was musty and dark, but the room had taken shape. Filled with Norah’s books, her interesting clothes, the dressmaking mannequin she used to hang her coats on. Under the window, an unholy shelf of liquors: rum, whiskey, vodka.

			“Don’t worry,” she said, “I’m not becoming an alcoholic. Hina mentioned it would be better if the kitchen didn’t look like a bar, that’s all. I’ll take them down later.”

			The care they’d put into organizing the day for her, in curating the space to avoid any upset between her and Khala. She’d never warned them about any of this, and yet. When they made their way back down to the living room, Khala was finishing a biscuit.

			“We should start unpacking your things,” she said.

			“Don’t worry about that,” Aliya said, “I have enough for tonight in my overnight bag. I’ll do the rest tomorrow. I don’t want you to drive home in the dark.”

			It was still bright outside, September evening glowing low. Khala had planned to check the mattress for bedbugs, to sanitize the kitchen and organize the spice rack.

			“But your things? How can you sleep in a room full of boxes?”

			“Don’t worry,” she repeated. “I’ll be fine.”

			Khala frowned, but she left after the tea. They stood in the hallway and hugged goodbye, and she said to Hina, “Please look after her,” and Hina nodded in response.

			“Of course, auntie, we will.”

			When the door closed behind her, it felt like there was a breath being released. The girls looked at each other and laughed.
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			A few minutes later, the door swung open and Ava was back. She must have passed Khala on the street.

			“Welcome home,” she said.

			The word “home” felt strange to hear. Home was thousands of kilometers in the other direction. Ava reached to hug her. It was strange to have an audience witness their reunion, strange to see Ava in the flesh. All summer long, they’d been ghosts in each other’s ears. Now they would be living not just in the same time zone again but in the same house. The days stretching out in front of her and all she could see was Ava.

			Ava had a bottle in each hand and a punnet of strawberries. One cold cava and one cold sparkling apple juice.

			“Only the best for my girls,” she said. “Shall we go into the garden?”

			The garden was a square of patio bricks and potted plants with an assortment of unmatched garden furniture: a glass table, two wrought iron chairs, a plastic stool. They dragged a chair out from the living room and sat in a circle. Aliya lit a cigarette while the girls popped the corks and splashed into glasses. Someone had brought crisps.

			“We should have a party,” Norah said. “This is a good house for a party.”

			“Based on? The living room is the size of a matchbox,” Hina said.

			“People always think big houses are good for parties and they’re wrong. What you need actually is a couple of small spaces—that way nothing ever looks too empty, but also, there’s flow. This house has flow—the living room leads into the kitchen which leads into this—” She waved her arms to indicate the garden. “This is where the party happens. We could get a firepit.”

			“I’m not sure we’re allowed to get a firepit,” Hina reminded her.

			“Pfft. As long as we don’t burn the place down, I doubt they care what we do. Have you seen the bathroom? I was so worried your aunt was going to want a pee, Aliya—it looks like some soldiers demolished it on their way to war. Anyway, a little party to start the year off.”

			“We don’t have any friends,” Ava said.

			“That’s not true. And if there’s a good theme, it doesn’t matter. I’m thinking—masquerade. Or under the sea.”

			“Those are such shit ideas.”

			“Everyone looks hotter in a mask, and people love the sea,” Norah explained. She was topping up Ava’s glass with the half-drunk bottle of cava, and Aliya held hers out as well. Norah poured the drink in without missing a beat. They let the moment happen: neither Ava nor Hina seemed to notice. And then, suddenly, there she was. Drinking in the garden in the dying light of day in a house she rented with these women, feeling almost entirely like a person.
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			When it got cold, they moved inside. Now they were on red wine, and the strawberries were demolished. “I’ve got just the thing for this, actually,” Norah said, and returned from her bedroom with a pack of tarot cards and a Camembert. She stuck the cheese in the oven with some garlic and then turned to them.

			“Who wants to know what the future holds?”

			“This is what you were doing with the farmer? Learning to be a fortune teller?”

			“I found them in a charity shop. I know there’s all this superstition about how you shouldn’t buy tarot cards, only have them given to you, but I feel like finding them in a charity shop is a bit like having them given to you by the universe. Who wants to go first?”

			Hina shook her head. “Not me.”

			“Ava? Aliya?”

			Ava put her wine down very carefully on the table beside her.

			“I think it’s all bollocks, but I’ll have a go,” she said. “I need to find out whether or not to expect anything exciting in the romance department this year.”

			“Oooh, the cards love to talk gossip,” Norah said, stroking them. “All right, you need to shuffle while thinking about your question.”

			They sat in a circle on the floor. Even Hina slid down from her perch on the sofa to join them. Norah lit candles in a way that suggested witchiness was about to occur: long tapered things from the pound shop in town that she’d stuck into wine bottles. Aliya’s first illicit sips of cava and red wine were blurring her vision. When her phone rang, she leaped up unsteadily to answer it and went out into the corridor. It was her mother. Suspicious that she might be able to smell the alcohol on her breath through the phone, Aliya downed a glass of water in the kitchen and swished it through her teeth.

			“How is it?” her mother asked.

			“It’s fine. Khala just left.”

			“I know, she called me on the way home. She said it was way too small, and there was only one bathroom.”

			“One and a half.”

			“What on earth is a half bathroom?”

			“Like a commode without the other bits.”

			“What? That’s so unhygienic. Where do you wash your hands?”

			“Next door, Mum. Or in the kitchen sink. It just means you don’t have to wait while someone’s in the shower.”

			Her mother’s horror was difficult to quell.

			“At least it sounds like your friend is nice.”

			“They’re all nice girls.”

			“You’re going to have to look after each other,” her mother said. “It’s not something I’ve ever done before. Living with strangers.”

			“You would hate it.”

			“Probably yes. Sharing a bathroom!”

			“You know I didn’t have my own bathroom in halls.”

			“Cheeeee. Now, are you going to make sure you call Khala when she gets home and thank her for driving you?”

			From the next room, laughter bubbled in. The slip and shudder of it through the door, their voices separating as they rose. She could feel the moment form in front of her: a bubble from which other moments would be birthed, a year full of moments.

			“Chalo,” her mother said, “you sound happy.”

			“I think I am.”

			When she went back into the living room, the cards were spread across the floor. Ava pouted as she turned the ones she’d picked over.

			“They don’t look very sexy. I wanted the Lovers or something.”

			Norah hushed her. “Don’t go about interpreting this on your own. It means what it means when I tell you.”

			The cards in front of them: the Two of Cups, the Tower, the Moon. Norah tucked her knees up in front of her and opened a tattered book. The television was on but muted: a Frasier rerun; Niles and Frasier were sipping espressos, while they drank red wine and Hina drank hot chocolate. Every time she would think about the house on Divinity Road later on, there would be Frasier reruns playing in the background.

			“You’re going to meet someone—or maybe you’ve met someone already? An equal, a partner. A person to build your life with.”

			Ava hmmed hard.

			“I don’t need a life partner. I just don’t want to turn twenty a virgin.”

			“Shut up and let me read. Anyway, you’ve got a year till twenty.”

			“A year to lose it, then. My God, you have no idea how frustrating it is. Wait, are we all virgins?”

			She looked around the room as if it was just occurring to her. She pointed at Norah—“too pretty for college boys”; at Hina—“saving herself for marriage, one presumes”; and at Aliya—“undecided.”

			“I’m going to call this the late bloomer house,” she said. “Unless Norah has anything to confess from her adventures with farmers.”

			“Nothing salacious. Just some dicks in hands.”

			“That makes you the closest to a non-virgin, I guess. Unless anyone else wants to confess?”

			Ava’s lips were stained with wine, her chin stuck out with a false confidence. It was a worrying start to the year. Aliya found herself darting a glance at Hina to check she was comfortable with the nature of the conversation. She’d retreated back to the sofa and was lying across it while the rest of them—the wine-drinking heathens—gathered on the carpet.

			“A boy kissed me at school,” Hina said. “Don’t you dare tell anyone else about that, though.”

			“You’re a dark horse,” Ava said. “Did you like it?”

			“No, I didn’t like him. It wasn’t that nice. I was tutoring him. I’d go over to his house after school, and the only reason my parents let me do it was because they knew his parents and thought they’d be home all the time. One day, I got there and his mum wasn’t in the kitchen like she usually was. He kissed me at the table—no preamble. He was always making creepy little moves to touch me, like when I passed him a pen or whatever, he’d let his fingers linger against mine. I just didn’t think he’d actually do anything more than that.”

			“That sounds grim,” Norah said. “Not what you want at all.”

			“Mine was a boy in my parents’ apartment building,” Ava said. “It was our last week in Burlington and I knew he’d always liked me. I let him kiss me in the laundry room. He was a bit gross, but at least I knew it was coming! I just didn’t want to come here without having been kissed.”

			It was a story Aliya had heard before but usually with a veneer of something on it—the focus on the boy’s want for Ava, on the sense of her being a prize he’d won.

			“Well,” she said, contemplating her mug, where the dregs of wine made a pattern she wondered if she could read like tea leaves, “you’re all further on than me. I’ve never kissed anyone.”

			The confession tinged with regret. Once she’d said it, she couldn’t unsay it.

			“Really? Not even Imran?” Ava asked.

			“Who’s Imran?” Hina was sitting up now.

			“Just a boy from my school. We kind of went out.”

			“He’s her childhood sweetheart,” Ava said. There was a glimmer of smugness in the information she had over Hina.

			“So really,” Norah said, “emotionally you’re way ahead of us. You’ve actually had a boyfriend.”

			“It wasn’t like a serious thing,” she said.

			“I’m just saying,” Norah said. “It’s all relative.”

			“Well, you’re clearly the most experienced, dick-touching maestro,” Ava said. “Tell us all about it.”

			“It didn’t feel like I thought it was going to. All those metaphors about steel covered in silk.”

			“I’ve told you to stop reading fan fiction,” Ava said, and Norah threw a strawberry stalk at her.

			“I just mean—there’s nothing magic to it. Like, I really fancied him and everything. But he was still just a mouth and all these parts moving against me.”

			“Mmm. Maybe it’s all overrated until the actual deed,” Ava said.

			“Are you joking? Kissing is the only part I can even think about. No part of me fantasizes about a man putting a part of him inside me,” Norah replied.
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			Aliya went out to smoke while the rest of the tarot reading took place. She did not think about the lover in Ava’s card or her own lack. She did not think about the call she was supposed to make to her khala. It was a clear hot night and the stars were very bright. The world felt like a place she could make a home in.
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			Dark when we get back to the flat. I take off my shoes in the hallway and tiptoe in. Aliya’s heels on the floor next to my trainers.

			“You don’t have to be quiet. He sleeps like the dead. He usually sets multiple alarms.”

			“God, like Hina.” I roll my eyes. “I lived just above her, remember? It drove me insane. That incessant ringing every couple of minutes before she finally got up. I almost went in and switched it off for her once.”

			“Can’t imagine that going down well.”

			“Yeah, she was pretty focused on her personal space.”

			It was the one thing I’d always really admired about Hina, her commitment to boundaries. She moved through the world secure in the knowledge of what she owed people and what they owed her. It made her totally unflappable.

			Pouring glasses of water in the dark kitchen. Aliya glowed in the light from the streetlamps. She was browner than any year I’d known her. When we were younger, we’d slather ourselves in sunscreen and sit under the biggest trees in the park. Summers were a time for careful preservation. I tried to keep my freckles from finding their place in my skin, and Aliya tried to stay the color of her foundation. Even in the unlit room, it was clear we’d both let go a little. Earlier that night, when I’d looked at all the faces around the room, I thought Aliya had come out better in the ravages of time than most of us. Norah dressed like a teenager still, and it was beginning to wear on her. Hina’s painted face always looked older than she was. She’d been frozen at forty forever. Aliya was the only one who seemed to shine somehow. Something clean and unmarred about the slick of lipstick, the bare skin. Looking just herself.

			“You want something to eat? Toast?”

			“Nah, I’m okay.”

			“It was a good night. Worthy of Norah.”

			“She’s going to feel shit tomorrow and really regret this.”

			“Oh yeah, big-time. Her hangovers have gotten even worse, if you can imagine it. You know how she used to basically cry in front of the television all day with occasional trips to the toilet to be sick? Well, now she does that but with a bucket on the sofa.”

			“How charming.”

			“You sure you don’t want to eat or anything?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“You know, I was sorry to hear about your mother.”

			“She’s not dead. Yet.”

			Aliya shakes her head like she is chiding me for something, even this crumb of humor that she reads as indifference.

			How I speak about my mother has always been a sticking point between us. The woman belongs to me—I am the one who carries the scars of being her daughter. And yet Aliya defends her. She would never describe what she does as defensive, but that is certainly what it is. Every time I speak about her, about the difficulties within our relationship, Aliya seeks to soften me. I don’t know what it is. Some deeply contained South Asian impulse to never disrespect one’s parents. I don’t mean to imply that her relationship with her parents has ever been perfect—but at least the formula of what is fraught feels clear. They are happy with her when she obeys them and unhappy when she does not. There is nothing like the psychological confusion of the Gorgon.

			That Ness and I called her the Gorgon probably is sexist because we picked it up from our father. I remember Aliya tutting at me disapprovingly every time I said it. “Oh, the Gorgon’s left a message” or “The Gorgon’s been asking about you.” She never asked questions, never Why the Gorgon? or What’s wrong with her? Always just the slight tilt of a disapproving head. Technically, I was supposed to be the more judgmental of the two of us, so this floored me.

			“It’s amazing to me that you’re still on her side,” I say.

			“There’s no side. You said yourself, she’s dying. I’m just…”

			“Balancing out the books.”

			Aliya shakes her head. “If there’s a side I’m on, it’s yours. It always has been. You know that.”

			I do not know that. I find it hard to believe that all these years of scattered silence have been spent in Aliya rooting for me.

			“That’s nice,” I say, and I can’t decide how I mean it.

			“You know, you’re the one who stopped speaking to me.”

			And now she’s said it.

			It can’t be unsaid.

			The words stretch out in the room between us. The one thing we weren’t supposed to do. The whole weekend has balanced on the careful agreement that no matter what happens, we would not mention the silence between us—that is thornier and more difficult to accept than anything else: her hairy husband, this book that may or may not be about us, the fact that all of our friends are now really her friends and not mine. All that can be touched on out loud, but the silence…

			“We’re really going to do this?”

			“Well, I’m just saying. It feels like you think that there’s some…I don’t feel badly toward you or anything. I was sad when we stopped speaking. I missed you. For a long time after. And you know, the last couple of years—there’s been a bit more contact and I’ve been happy about that. I know it’s not like it used to be, but it never could be—I was glad when you asked if you could stay. I thought it could be the start of something new for us.”

			“And in your opinion, Aliya, why did we stop speaking?”

			“I don’t know! You tell me. It got hairy back then, but I didn’t think it was ever serious enough for you to cut me off completely.”

			“Because I couldn’t count on you. Because I was going through the worst time of my life and you had nothing left to give me.”

			Aliya shakes her head. “I don’t think that’s fair. But I do understand why you feel that way. I didn’t mean to abandon you. I just needed to—I couldn’t be what you wanted me to be.”

			“And what did I want that was so unreasonable?”

			I watch her twitch in the dark. The absurdity of having this conversation in a poorly lit kitchen—at university, it was always in the kitchen that we’d come back together after a fight or a period of thorny silence. It would be a few weeks of awkwardness, of words being restricted to just hellos in the corridor or thank-yous when taking out the trash. But then—a cup of coffee in the kitchen could spark something. Aliya making toast while I started the kettle, a stray word about classes, a hummed line of a song the other liked could turn into a full conversation between us, an unraveling that was difficult to hold back from. When it was good, the words flowed like a river, a rushing gasping quickness, a need to communicate everything we could possibly think of. The kitchen a space of reconciliation, of noodles getting cold because we had to debate the merits of something too urgently to eat.

			Aliya shifts under the question, and I feel I have won before she answers. Her discomfort is victory.

			“I don’t mean what you wanted. I mean, I guess—what we had. It was too much. We weren’t in a friendship that could sustain itself. I couldn’t live like that.”

			“Like what?”

			“Oh, we were so yoked together. It was so intense and powerful and—I’m not saying it wasn’t wonderful, of course it was…”

			“You make it sound like a prison sentence.”

			She shakes her head. “No, I’m not. I’m saying it was—it was too tight in there for us to grow. We couldn’t stay like that forever. You must see that. People don’t live that way forever. They grow out of those things. They move on. Life moves on.”

			Except my life has not moved on. In some way, I am still held by it as I was then. I am standing in the kitchen feeling not so very far away from my young self. I feel I am outside the cinema we spent so much of our time at university in, holding on to the tickets, but everyone else has gotten into the car and driven off without me.

			I don’t think it’s worth us having this conversation. “We don’t understand each other anymore, I’m afraid.”

			Aliya looks as if she wants to reach out to me, as if her body is seized into stillness, and otherwise, she would grasp my arms or my elbows.

			“I want to understand. I’m trying to. Help me.”

			I believe her. But the gap is too wide.

			I put my cup of water down in Aliya’s sink. The blue kettle. The rim of the glass stamped out in stars. I imagine some mornings, she stays in bed and Hamid brings her water in this glass. I imagine they hold each other on weekends until they have to drag themselves out and go to some brunch, some family function, some lovely affair—perhaps dressing lazily, one bringing the other coffee while they brush their teeth, picking out each other’s jumpers. Weekend sex, the kind of unhurried sex that happens between people who have not yet had children, middle of the day, a treat, special and distinct from the bedtime rollover fuck that only relieves the body for sleep. Whose turn it is to take out the bins and unload the dishwasher. Go to work or work from home, their feet warm in cozy slippers, cups of tea going cold by their elbows. Whose turn it is to host the other’s parents. Hosting each other’s parents, swatting away questions about grandchildren, advice on their tax returns. Holidays a few times a year. City breaks alone, swirling through European museums and parks. Country house retreats with couple friends, balancing other people’s children on their knees, making meals for ten that taste like nothing in an attempt to cater to varied palates.

			My friends have become people who cannot understand me. Even Norah, who I’ve stayed the closest to, will invite me to a party in the middle of the week thinking I can afford to take the time off work and buy a last-minute train ticket. She’ll waltz into town with no notice and ask to buy me lunch, shocked when I am still at work. In all these years, not a sprinkle of understanding that my life isn’t one of the golden ones.

			My days aren’t varied the way theirs are. My days are varied by which housemate has left a rack of dishes uncleaned in the sink for over three days, whether we are currently defeating the creep of mold on the back kitchen wall, who is in the house and who isn’t, the patter of feet in and out every hour, hours on buses with the cold in my teeth, listening to Joni Mitchell and podcasts about colonial dictators. Beneath the stretch of my hours is my mother. Every hour. Every day. Carrying the fear that she will die and I will not get to the hospital in time. Or that she will begin to die and I will get to the hospital in time and watch it and I will be the one to call Ness.

			People don’t really understand the dynamic at play here. At work, some of my colleagues offer sympathy. They say things like “We know this must be stressful for you,” with no relationship to the nature of that stress, like just because they can see the causes and effects of what is going on in my life that makes it difficult, they can also ascertain the links between them. Carrying around a shivering suspicion that no one shares: the Gorgon will live forever. I can feel it and no one else can and this is lonely.

			Trying to explain this to Aliya is impossible. When we understood each other, it was not really because we liked the same things or watched the same television or whatever. It was because we were one person. We woke together. We ate the same breakfast. We drank the same coffee, the same water, the same wine. We were fed with the same words. The component parts of us were made so similar that the things we didn’t share—the weight of our pasts—became curiosities to reveal and fondle. There was no stretch to understand the same perspective. Our lives were mirrors. We were mirrors of each other. We would look into each other’s eyes and see a reflection of our own dreams, our own hopes for the future. There is none of that left now. The shape of our days is too different. If you tracked my brain against Aliya’s from sunrise to sunset, I can’t imagine any of our thoughts would light up the same.

			I watch her in the kitchen, the light on her face. I cannot tell her that the gulf is much bigger than who said what and how it was said. That it is paved with a thousand little decisions that have made us unrecognizable to each other and I cannot imagine a way back.

			Instead, I say, “I think it’s probably too late to be having this conversation.”

			I don’t know if I mean the hour or the year. But it feels true.

			“Okay, fine.” She frowns and peers into me as if she is looking for something. “I want to make sure we’re okay.”

			“We’re fine. And I’m grateful for you letting me stay.”

			“Anytime.” The edges of a smile crack around her mouth. I imagine she’s being sincere. I don’t know if I’m still an accurate reader of her smiles. “It’s been a pleasure, honestly. I just—I do want us to talk more.”

			“Do you think,” I ask, “it’s weird that we didn’t speak for so long?”

			Aliya shakes her head. “It’s just what happens, isn’t it? When you’re twenty, you think friendships are everything. That you can organize your life around them. It just shifts and shifts and keeps shifting until the women you thought you’d call if your house was burning down are just people to get brunch with.”

			I wonder if this is true. If this order of the world that Aliya’s life rests in is the only way. But I don’t say any of this.

			“We should sleep,” I tell her.

			“Yeah. God, tomorrow’s going to be full on, isn’t it? Hey, do you want to see what I got her as a present?”

			“Fuck, are we doing presents?”

			“No, I think their registry is all charities. But I wanted to get something for the hen cos, like—I don’t think there’s any party games or anything. Hang on…”

			She disappears into the corridor to rummage. On her way back in, she switches the lights on. I feel sick, as if the surroundings are a shock, as if Aliya’s face and its soft smile are a shock. She hands me a paper bag and I pull a box out of it.

			“Tarot cards.”

			“Yeah,” she says. “I don’t know, it’s probably silly, but I thought it was a nice nod.”

			“She’ll love that.”

			The deck is new. There is beautiful modernist artwork with shapes instead of figures. I can imagine it sitting untouched on her and Beck’s mid-century shelves for a long time, being pulled out very occasionally many drinks deep in the last hour of a party. It won’t be the gospel it was at university. Everything old has lost value now.
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			In the bathroom, after Aliya goes to bed, I find a spider making its way up the shower door. I consider going to sleep, wondering if it will make her husband scream in the morning. In the end, I decide to take it out. I don’t want it drowning if someone switches the shower on without looking. I scoop it up between a glass and an old newspaper and take it out to the front door to deposit it in the bushes. On my way back into the flat, I step on the mail. A fat brown envelope is tucked outside beside the piles of flyers from Chinese takeaways and companies offering to clean your gutters or sell your house. I pick it up, feeling a funny flutter at Aliya’s name. There’s a postmark in the corner—a wolf stamp with the name of her publishing press. Suddenly the heft of it makes sense. When I begin to understand what I’m holding, I feel a sudden rush of blood to my head as if the doorway has suddenly gotten smaller, squeezing around me like something out of Alice in Wonderland.

			I take it back inside. The flat is dark, the hallway lit only by the light leaking from underneath the bathroom door. I should switch off the light, clear the toothpaste I’ve left smeared on their dark marble counter. Instead, I go to the room first and put the package down by the bed. Everything seems more purposeful when I go back out. The closing of each door a delicate dance, the wiping away of my mess like the clearing up of a crime scene. The slow deliberate pour of water into a glass.

			Back in the room, I sit down at the desk. I consider my choices. I lay the package out. The envelope is a little bent from when I stepped on it, a thatch of leaves hanging off the end. Aliya’s desk is a wide old-fashioned bureau like an upright piano. I riffle through the pens for a letter opener. I unseal the envelope with as little damage as possible. I’ve read a lot of what Aliya has written over the years: text messages, emails, short stories, snippets of plays, poetry, about ten or fifteen novel openings that never went anywhere. The heft of this is different. How many people have had the privilege of reading a book sitting at the desk of the person who wrote it?

			We used to dream about this moment. Now here I am, stealing hers.

			The guilt lasts as long as it takes me to pull the manuscript from its sheath. The title in an elegant font, stamped out across the front: Strange Girls, by Aliya Nasim.

			Named for a poster on my wall, a joke between us, a name for our coven. I no longer feel like I am the thief. I realize now why she was so reluctant to talk about it over dinner. It doesn’t belong to her any more than it does to me.

			I lean back in her chair. I begin to read.
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			Second year. Nights that glowed, significant even as they were happening, as if some instinct were writing the memory as it unfolded.
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			The house was a place that worked, even when it felt like it shouldn’t. Quiet lazy mornings where people didn’t speak much. The four of them moved around each other like figurines in a Swiss clock. Hina got up first. Her room was on the ground floor, which she liked because she was an early riser and not a morning person. She enjoyed the peace of the kitchen before the rest of them had descended.

			Then Ava. Her alarm music was “Hey Jude” because she said it put her in a good mood. It would play for forty seconds before she switched it off and the music would be replaced by the sound of her voice, groan turning to hum. She hummed “Hey Jude” while she brushed her teeth, while she pulled on her clothes, while she made coffee. The first morning Aliya woke up to a mug left outside her room and then every morning that followed after that. It was easy for this to feel like something that would never end.

			Norah was only rising as they left the house. She’d crawl down from the attic with the eyeliner smudged around her eyes. Her nocturnal spirit made mornings a challenge.

			Hina and Norah, who had barely spent more than an hour in each other’s company before the move, took to each other surprisingly well. Hina’s head-girl energy seemed to keep things together: the bathroom clean, the kitchen sink empty, the bills paid, and the repairs done, even if she rarely did these things herself.
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			On the weekends, Aliya got better at dodging Khala’s calls. Her excuses became more and more elaborate. She was busy with essays, she was applying for internships, the trains were down. There was still the jab of disappointment, the sense of guilt. But in the lure of new habits, this was easier to squash down.

			And now there were new reasons to go to London. Sometimes she and Ava went to watch plays and wander art galleries. They liked to go to the Globe and stand for a fiver. They went to see a production of Macbeth by a touring Danish company. The Macbeths were wired and sexual in a way British actors rarely felt onstage. The production raced through like a gallop, zooming so hard that when Banquo’s ghost appeared in the mirrored walls like a jump scare in a horror film, she found herself squeezing Ava’s hand. They came out shaking into the night. Ava’s mouth was bloody with cheap wine under the streetlamp.

			“I know it sounds arrogant,” Ava said, “but I really think if I tried I could write something like that. Not as good but with as much—feeling. Evocation. I don’t know if what I’m doing now is it, but—it’s all I want.”

			The moon full and bleeding on the surface of the river.

			“Doesn’t it make you want to see everything—to feel and to create? I want to go to Copenhagen and see it in Danish and feel all of it again.”

			Aliya nodded. She was thinking about the bodies on the stage and how much they looked like people, not sculptures but humans breathing life into the verse so it flowed.

			“I’m really glad I saw that with you,” she said, and squeezed Aliya’s hand. “I feel like before you, I had to wander through life with an Ava-to-everyone dictionary. And then I met you.”

			They weren’t usually affectionate in person. It was easier to be that way when an ocean was between them.

			“I know,” she said. “I feel the same.”

			Along the river, there were couples kissing and pressing each other’s bodies into the bridge. It was a warm autumn evening, people spilling out of bars as well as the theaters. The pavement seemed to hiss with the remainder of the sun. Aliya found herself humming under her breath.

			“What are you singing? ‘Moon River’?”

			Ava laughed and she stopped. She remembered things that had been said about the girls who worshipped Audrey and covered their walls in Breakfast at Tiffany’s paraphernalia.

			“Don’t stop,” she said, “I like it. You’re such a romantic.”

			They began to sing it together. Her voice was thin and shaky next to Ava’s clear, confident brightness. A man in the corner raised his head from the mouth of his date and looked over at them. They burst into a bright short laugh.

			“That’s us,” Ava said as they ran up the steps of Waterloo to catch the last train. “We’re just two drifters off to see the world.”

			On the train home, they laid out the conditions of drifting: apartments next door to each other. Katharine Hepburn said men and women shouldn’t live together, just visit every once in a while, and they decided this applied to collaborators as well. They would write books and plays and maybe movies if they decided to sell out. Some of these projects would be together, but they’d do enough on their own to develop as artists, to hone their own brands. They would be each other’s first readers. Open, honest, vigorous readers. They would rise together: this was not a promise but a given. People would want to interview them or hear them in conversation. This was only natural given their influence on each other’s work.

			“I can just see it,” Ava said. “They’ll photograph us looking serious and urbane in front of a brick wall.”

			Drifters didn’t marry but took lovers who changed with the seasons and with the city. Aliya remembered the childhood pact she’d made with the girls from school on the stone benches behind the trees when they were eight or nine, their hands in the middle of a circle: that boys were disgusting and they would never let themselves get married to one. A year later, they all had crushes whose names they wrote on the insides of their notebooks or tattooed in pen on their ankles under their socks.

			Drifters didn’t have children or mortgages or bosses. They were untethered to everything but each other.

			Drifters didn’t have time to live as other people did. They lived only for themselves.
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			In the autumn term, the girls auditioned for Spring Awakening. Hina declined, even though she had a good voice, because she didn’t think her parents would approve and she didn’t want to kiss someone on the stage. The rest of them wore out the soundtrack, which Norah had on CD—her bedroom housed a stack of musicals and even recordings of plays, some purchased at HMV and others ripped off the internet and identifiable with her Sharpie scrawl, her enthusiasm for the piece demonstrated in how many exclamation marks it had after the name. (Cats had none, but Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat had three.)

			All three of them were hoping for Wendla.

			“It’s just discrimination if we don’t get it,” Ava said. “How many other frustrated virgins can there be on this campus? Everyone else is liberated and laid.”

			The first round of auditions was group. They stood in lines in the freezing hall in their socked feet. The auditions were in the old swimming pool, a hall in the middle of the forest. The floor was cemented up. The rumor was too many hysterical young women had drowned themselves in the pool. There were long windows around each wall that might have once cast the sun down on the surface of the water.

			Everyone was in black, as per instructions: in the mirror, Aliya looked like a dumpy schoolchild in a room full of ballerinas. Ava’s hair was scooped into a bun, her swanlike neck craned upward. They were ripped away from each other almost immediately, made to twist around the room and play drama games, inventing elaborate handshakes with strangers and jumping up and down like imps and screaming into each other’s faces. What this was supposed to demonstrate wasn’t clear. Some of the actors were losing themselves or at least doing a good impression of this: a redhead who swung all her hair around in rage as she improvised being a chimp, a boy in a torn shirt ripping it further in his excitement to be a parakeet. Aliya stayed locked in her body and regretted having come at all.

			The singing came later, but at least that was private. She tripped over the words and couldn’t finish. It had never been a good idea to go. Ava and Norah got callbacks. Aliya didn’t. When the girls asked her how it went, she found her throat closing up in embarrassment. They put their coats and boots on in the hallway that smelled like feet and sweaty teenagers.

			Norah stayed on to go for coffee with the drama girls. She looked very good in the black turtleneck, like she belonged. Ava and Aliya walked back home through the autumn leaves. It was drizzling, and Aliya pulled a hat down over her head.

			“You have a lovely voice,” she said to Ava. She’d heard her sing sometimes in the kitchen while she made coffee.

			She snorted. “That’s a sign you like me too much. You know I can’t properly sing, right? Not like Norah.”

			Aliya had never considered what it was to like someone too much.

			“I think it sounds good.”

			“You’re sweet. Anyway, I don’t even know if I have the time to be in Spring Awakening. I think our play trips have just given me the bug—to want to be in something. But it’s not the right side of the story for me, really.”

			“So why audition?”

			Ava shrugged. “Sometimes you do things because you have some secret idea that you’ll be brilliant at them, you know?”

			There had been no chance that Aliya would have been secretly good at singing. It was too late to discover talents like that, and yet she’d gone, too. The prickle of possibility that she was the one chosen, the one people’s eyes trained on to.
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			Before their next audition, the girls drank warm tea with honey. Hina urged them to put ginger in it. It was funny how the house seemed to change depending on who was in it. With Hina and Aliya alone, it was a different world, a rare mash-up between nostalgia and freedom. They oiled their hair the way their mothers used to do for them, standing above the sink seriously massaging their scalps with focused fingers. Hina even tried to make them a turmeric mask, but it was so thin, it dripped down their faces. The stain on the sink, the yellow blotches, would stay there for weeks.

			In the end, they gave up on trying to be beautiful and retreated to the living room to do their essays, tea on the coffee table, old Bollywood music in the background.

			“I’m sorry you didn’t get a callback,” Hina said.

			“That’s okay. I don’t think I would have made a good Wendla.”

			“Your parents wouldn’t mind you doing something like that?” she asked.

			“I was in plays at school,” Aliya said. “We never did any stage kissing or anything, but they were supportive. I remember there being a scandalous conversation about whether or not I should wear a skirt, but my parents didn’t care.”

			Hina nodded and was quiet for a second.

			“Sometimes,” she said, “it feels like I don’t always know where you’re at in terms of things, like—I don’t know how much you’re going to change in the next few months. When we moved in, neither of us drank, and now you do. And you ate that piece of pizza Norah had with the pepperoni scraped off it.”

			“I don’t really understand why that’s a problem for you.”

			“It’s not. Just sometimes I feel like—you don’t want me to know things or see things. Last week, you took a sip of Ava’s beer in the quad and looked at me to check if I was watching you.”

			This was true. They’d been drinking in the quad after their Old Norse lecture—the last of the warm evenings and Norah wearing sunglasses and turning her head up to the sky. Aliya did not order drinks, but sometimes she shared Ava’s. She was sipping it when Hina arrived and then stuck to her lemonade the rest of the night. It was harder to negotiate the boundaries of these things with Hina around: when it was just Aliya with the other girls, everything felt very porous and possible. Hina was too much a reminder of those boundaries.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize. I don’t care what you do. I’m not your mother, am I? I don’t want to be treated like a hall monitor. I’m not some auntie hovering over you, judging you.”

			Aliya didn’t say anything. It felt in some ways that their relationship was easier and less confusing when it was separate. Maybe the life she was looking for was one where it would be easier to keep things in drawers and not have them mix.

			“Okay,” she said, because it was harder to know what else was appropriate to express. The apology had already been brushed away.

			The rest of the afternoon edged them closer to comfort. Hina made cookies for the next Muslim Soc event. They talked about Hamza, whom Hina had met there recently, who drove her home in his car. Sometimes Hina and Hamza went to the next town over to eat pizza and walk along the river.

			The exact nature of their relationship was unclear. They weren’t dating because dating was not a thing that either of them aspired to. When he lingered in the doorway, waiting for Hina, the girls entertained him. Norah was the best at this because she had brothers and spoke Boy, whereas Aliya asked after his classes and Ava never got past pleasantries.

			Hina never spoke much about the time they had together except that it was nice, that he was nice. It sometimes seemed that the specter of physical intimacy had presented itself and been rebuffed.

			“We both know we want to wait,” she said primly, and Aliya wondered how she could be so sure of that. How the rules could be so clear. Back in Pakistan, at the universities her friends went to, girls were sneaking into closets and laundry rooms and art studios after hours to peel the layers off their boyfriends. Here in England, the Pakistanis were more Muslim than back home. Hina and her mother went to the mosque together, and Aliya had never even stepped inside one.

			When Aliya hung out with Pakistani boys, these questions filled her with dread. Every conversation was a test of her marriageability, a test she wanted to pass regardless of whether she liked the person asking or if she ever wanted to be married. Every interaction was littered with potholes, potential missteps. What would make her loose or modern? If she rejected a kiss, was she a prude or just solidly marriageable? British Pakistani boys had so many questions for her, about her parents, about what life in a Pakistani school was like. Their curiosity circled her like a pack of puppies. On one or two occasions, she felt the flicker of their attention, the way it came and went.

			So she stopped going. It was enough to lick the bowl and set the timer for Hina while they hummed along to Lata Mangeshkar. The room smelled good, like chocolate and nuts and warm butter. When the others came home, they changed the music without speaking about it.

			“How did it go?” Hina asked.

			Ava flopped down on the sofa.

			“Norah got Martha. Which is not Wendla but still good because she has her own song about being diddled. I got nothing, but the director did try to give me his number.”

			Norah shook her head. “Ava was great, obviously. The director did run out after to offer her the chorus, but she was Wendla or bust.”

			“It’s going to be hours of rehearsals, I’m not giving that up to be in the chorus.”

			“Fair enough,” Hina said. She pulled the cookies out of the oven. “I’m going to shower while these cool. Eat one and I break your favorite mug.”

			Norah groaned. “It’s just cruel to do this to us. Anyone want to go to the pub?”

			Ava squeezed her arms around her body and said she was too tired. Aliya agreed. Then Norah left, and it was just the two of them and the cookies left in the kitchen. Ava leaned against the counter and made coffee. Aliya chewed on a bit of skin around her nail. “What about the director? Are you going to text him?”

			She remembered him from her own audition. He’d been attractive—not good-looking exactly, glasses and bad skin and thin—but there was something about the way he told her what to do and where to stand. Ava might have felt it, too, that shiver. Their tastes were theoretically similar but practically different—they almost never liked the same people. Aliya liked: people on the bus with good wrists, actors who looked like they could kiss well, boys whom she disagreed with in class. Ava liked: professors, men who played stern uncles in period dramas, Lord Peter Wimsey from the Dorothy L. Sayers books.

			“No,” she said. “I’m not interested in him. Anyway, I’ve got bigger things to do.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like the Dane said he’d read my book for me. And I think I need to be serious about this and finish it if I’m going to take him up on that.”

			The mentions of the Dane had grown very sparse lately. Aliya had googled him, found his face on the university website, found the novels he’d written—lesser-known but well-respected things with pictures of ships on the cover.

			“The creepy professor?” she asked.

			“Did I say he was creepy?”

			“You implied he was ogling at you.”

			“I said we had a spark, I think. That’s different. It’s not ogling if it’s mutual.”

			Aliya mimed a spit take. “You can’t be serious?”

			“He’s not—he’s not handsome exactly, but he’s…I can’t explain it to you. He’s a man, you know?”

			“Yes, an old man.”

			Ava shook her head. “You wouldn’t get it. It’s not—sometimes people have a gravitational pull, you know?”

			“From being closer to the grave.”

			“Why are you doing this?” Ava said.

			“Doing what? You don’t mean to tell me you want to be with this man; you’re just getting him to read this book, right?”

			The kitchen seemed to narrow around them. Aliya began to clear Hina’s dishes. It was easier to speak if they didn’t look at each other. Eye contact was difficult between them. Maybe because they’d started out writing letters—their best conversations were side by side on the sofa with their eyes trained on the television or walking on campus.

			“There’s just no need for you to be snooty about him. I’m not that way about your lovers, am I?”

			“I don’t have any lovers.”

			Ava snorted. Aliya pushed the door of the kitchen open and lit a cigarette. It was cold, miserable still.

			“Prospective, I mean. I respect your attempts.”

			There had not been any attempts on her part. Mostly, Ava mocked her for her place in the marriage market when she hung out with Hina and Hamza’s friends. Often she pointed out men she thought were looking at Aliya, but they were never attractive, never anyone Ava herself would consider. It made her feel that she was being prepared to settle for something less.

			“Anyway,” Ava said, “I wouldn’t expect you to be prudish about this. It’s not like we’ve ever talked about waiting for some great loves in order to be touched. You know I’ve never bought into any of that crap.”

			Aliya thought there was quite a gap between a boy one didn’t love and a man who went to university with one’s mother, but she didn’t say it.

			“Your body, your choice.”

			“Indeed.” Ava looked amused. “I know we’re close, but you didn’t think I was going to let you choose who I have sex with, did you?”
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			To show that she was serious about these prospects, Ava went on birth control. One day, she came home with a pamphlet detailing her options, and she and Norah sat down in the living room and reviewed them together.

			“I hate the sound of the IUD,” Norah said. “I just don’t like the idea of something hanging out in my body that I can’t take out of my own free will. Like a tampon that’s taking me hostage.”

			“I don’t think it’s that extreme,” Ava said.

			“Maybe something old-school. Like the sponge or a diaphragm.”

			“Gross.”

			“Why not just the pill?” Aliya asked.

			“I don’t want to put on the weight,” Ava said. “And anyway, it can make you go mental and I don’t want to mess with that.”

			Norah nodded. “This girl I went to school with went on it—not even for sex, she just had heavy periods. She burst into tears in the middle of all our lessons. It started off sort of understandable—getting a bit emotional about the end of Sense and Sensibility, and then, bam, she was sobbing halfway through chemistry and we knew something was up.”

			Ava shuddered. “Nightmare. I hate crying in public.”

			“You cry every time we go to the cinema,” Aliya reminded her.

			“The cinema is not public, it’s church. It’s church in the dark.”

			In the end, Norah decided on the injection and Ava the IUD. Aliya went with them. She sat patiently outside on the plastic chairs and glanced at pamphlets on sexual health. By the time they came out—Ava a little pale and in need of sugar—she knew all the different kinds of hepatitis.

			“I got condoms,” Norah said, and passed out the colorful packets. “Let’s go get doughnuts for being brave little girls, eh?”
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			They declined invitations to Christmas parties, but Norah suggested they have an evening of corny music and drinking mulled wine and wrapping presents before they all went home for the holidays. None of them had any presents to wrap because they weren’t Christian.

			“I’m not Christian either!” Norah protested.

			“You were literally humming ‘Joy to the World’ in the bathroom this morning,” Ava said. “I could hear you.”

			“The fact that you can recognize it proves—”

			“Don’t finish that sentence,” Ava said. “It proves only that we live in a country that glorifies Christian traditions and imposes them on the rest of us. I will not consent to it, Norah, do you understand me? We can have a tree in the living room, but if there’s even a whiff of Christmas bollocks anywhere else in the house, I’m going to tell the university you’re doing a hate crime against me.”

			“What about the kitchen?”

			“You may bake and/or produce Christmas goods in the kitchen. But no decorations.”

			“Fine.”

			In the end, the tree was small and tasteful, sat on a coffee table in the corner of the room, and was decorated with whatever Norah could lay her hands on. She bought ornaments for each of the girls because she wanted them to be a part of it. An oyster shell for Ava, a lipstick for Aliya, a cat for Hina.

			“It seems so unlike you,” Hina said. “You’re so…not a Christmas person.”

			“I just love winter. It’s pagan really, just a veil of Christianity thrown over it.”

			So to please her, they acquiesced, even though by mid-December, their appetite for mince pies was waning. And in the end, Norah being Norah, she bailed on them at the last minute—texting from the Drama Society Christmas drinks that she would be there soon, and then stopped responding around eight p.m. Hina had already gone home. She disappeared as soon as classes ended, finding very little to enjoy about the festive period. The house felt hushed, the cold sitting heavy on the windows. It was rare that they were like this, just Aliya and Ava. They decided to cook dinner together anyway. Ava lit candles. At this point, they spoke a lot about living together after graduation, a place in London, just the two of them. It could be like this, only nicer. Bookshelves in the living room, posters and prints on the walls. Long candles instead of smelly ones, sticks of incense.

			Ava made spaghetti, which was as sophisticated as their cooking got: fresh tomatoes instead of jar sauce and French dressing through a bag of leaves. Aliya watched her toss the pasta in the pot. She had a tea towel slung over her shoulder. She’d even put on Norah’s apron, a frilly 1950s-style kiss-the-cook one, that had spent most of the term languishing on the hook behind the kitchen door.

			“All right over there, Nigella?” Aliya asked.

			“Well, darling,” Ava drawled, “this is going to be a very sexy spaghetti. With lollops of cheese.”

			“Can you have lollops of cheese? It feels too hard for that.”

			“Oh yeah, that’s better. A sprinkling of hard funky cheese.”

			“Stop it.”

			“Taste?” She swirled pasta around a fork and fed it to her. The playlist Norah had made for tonight was already on, a crooning of Louis Armstrong. They were used to cooking for each other, throwing together late-night cheese sandwiches fried in butter and dipped in ketchup, packets of instant noodles topped with fried eggs and doused in hot sauce, pasta with cheese and tuna, bagels smeared in cream cheese, many cups of coffee. Domesticity came easily to them. When Aliya had been sick in November, Ava, not usually motherly, had brought up chicken soup and paracetamol to her on a tray. Norah called them “the sister wives” when she saw Ava leaving coffee outside Aliya’s door.

			The Pogues came on. Aliya felt tears prick in her eyes.

			“You’re so soft,” Ava said.

			“It’s a good song.”

			“I wish I could feel things as deeply as you. Everything seems to—sit in you so much.”

			She knew what Ava was alluding to. She’d always been sensitive, too sensitive.

			“Well, it’s not always the nicest thing for me.”

			“But imagine,” she said, “you must have so much to pour in. I’m always looking for it.”

			After dinner, Ava poured herself a glass of wine while they washed up. They’d hit the Mariah Carey portion of the playlist. Ava bopped about the room.

			They watched Nosferatu with the lights out, the candles still burning.

			“You know,” Ava said, her legs tucked up on Aliya’s lap, a large tartan blanket draped over both of them, “sometimes I think how miserable this year would have been if we’d not found each other, and I just want to die.”

			The blood rushed into her face, but Aliya stayed quiet.

			“I mean,” Ava went on, “I had Norah and she’s great. And obviously, the writing’s the thing—but I feel I was always meant to meet you.”

			“I know,” she said, “I know.”

			Under the heavy wool of the blanket, Ava squeezed her legs around her.

			“I’m going to miss you,” she said, “when you’re in Pakistan. I’m going to bang my head against that tree, crying ‘Cathy, Cathy’ like Heathcliff.”

			The winter break was three weeks long. When she thought about getting up in the morning and getting on a train to London to fly home, she felt sick to her stomach.

			“The pining will make us stronger,” Aliya said.

			On the screen, Isabelle Adjani swanned around in a white nightgown. She looked a little like Ava, something about the mouth. The film wasn’t something Aliya would have chosen, but it was nice to be together, to be curled up on the sofa alone. When it finished, they stayed tangled there.

			“We should sleep,” Ava said eventually. The room felt still and hot. They wiggled into sitting positions and looked at each other with a sudden shyness. Ava’s eyes were very dark, the candles flickering in them.

			“I have a present for you,” Aliya said.

			“Like a Christmas present?”

			“Obviously, we don’t…I just thought it would be nice.”

			“Well, fuck, I didn’t get you anything.”

			“That’s okay, I wasn’t expecting it.”

			She slipped off the sofa and up the stairs. Feet quiet on the carpet, the house in a hush. She startled at her own reflection in the dark window of her bedroom. The package was small, wrapped in a paper bag from the bookshop. She handed it to Ava without saying anything.

			Ava pulled it out. “A book about sisters.”

			It was short stories, a little compendium from authors she knew Ava had liked as a girl. Her face went hot as she watched Ava flick through it.

			“Because,” she said, “we’re like—I guess I feel like you’re my sister.”

			“Yes. I guess we are.”

			Something about the evening clicked off. The spell was broken, and there was no way to get back to the night they’d been having before. They cleaned the cups and Ava went up to bed. Aliya stayed there, reading a magazine in the glow of the holiday lights.

			She was still awake when Norah came in, her tall frame shaking off the cold in the doorway.

			“Fuck, it’s freezing in here. What are you still doing up?”

			“Can’t sleep.”

			“Sorry I skipped out. Did you watch The Holiday without me?”

			“What do you think? Ava made us watch Nosferatu.”

			“God, she’s a dick.”

			“Nice night?”

			Norah threw her body onto the sofa. The thud of her, the way she landed flush against it and stretched the ends of her feet upward.

			“I’m having a bit of a rough time,” she said, her voice muffled by the cushions.

			“What’s going on?”

			“There’s a possibility,” she said, lifting her head but turning it toward the body of the sofa so that Aliya could hear but not see her, “that I like someone quite a lot.”

			This was new. Norah’s crushes tended to be sexual, comic, nothing that would touch the sides of a wine-drunk girl’s true desires. She admired buttocks on boys at the student union, perved over the forearms of library-goers, and spent films objectifying the heroes. Romance seemed very far away from her mind.

			“Tell me,” Aliya said.

			“I can’t.”

			“I wouldn’t tell anyone else. It could stay between us.”

			When Norah lifted her head, it was clear she’d been crying. Her face looked flushed and hot. Aliya wondered if a person easier with physical affection would go over and hug her now. She was considering getting up when Norah pulled herself to standing and began wiping the tears from her eyes.

			“It’s not that. It’s just not—a thing I think will happen.”

			“That’s okay. I mean, I’m sorry.”

			It was wounding to be brought so close to a secret and then kept out. Aliya began to gather the things left around her—the blanket, the cup of hot chocolate, the book. Norah pointed at it.

			“What’s that?”

			“I got it for Ava. Not sure it went down well.”

			Norah turned it over in her hands.

			“Nice cover.”

			“Yes, I liked it. I think maybe I missed the point, though. I wanted to get her something special.”

			Norah said, “Yes, I can see that. Sometimes I think you and Ava are so obsessed with each other, but you don’t really understand the terms of that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She shook her head. “What do I mean? I don’t mean anything. I had six mulled wines and a gin. I don’t know anything. I guess I just wonder if your expectations are the same.”

			Aliya couldn’t parse what this meant.

			“Like I expect too much from her?”

			“No, that’s not—I don’t know. Anyway,” Norah said, “I’m going to go to bed and pine miserably.”

			“That’s nice. I mean—I’m sorry you’re sad, but it must be nice to like someone.”

			“It’s hell. And anyway, you think you have time for that? You have a full-time relationship already.”

			They both went to bed. Aliya tucked herself up and listened to the Cranberries on her headphones. She couldn’t sleep. A few minutes later, she found her own cheeks wet with tears and could not understand why.
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				Happy New Year! You’ve already had yours. How’s the future? Is there a new Aida album out yet?

				It’s snowing here. I wish you could see it. When I woke up this morning, I felt like I was in Little Women. Of course none of my family actually like each other and we have a dog as a pet instead of a saintly sick sister but still. We put our coats and boots on and took the coffee outside, and then Mum and Nathan went out for a swim. They’re absolute demons for it and think it very wimpish of me not to join them but I don’t care. Things between the two of them seem easier—I can’t tell if it’s a truce or a permanent reconciliation—I don’t want to pull at it.

				What I like best about snow is how it illuminates the night. This may be a silly thing to say to you, but I think you said to me that you’d not seen it before. I will take some pictures. The neighbors have a ghastly amount of lights up. Not just lights, actually—glow-in-the-dark Santas and reindeer and inexplicably Spider-Man.

				It rather spoils the scenic snow. I will try to find something scenic for you anyway (and perhaps I’ll document the Spider-Man separately).

				I’m reading Anna Karenina because it seemed appropriate and because you won’t stop banging on about it. You know I prefer Dostoyevsky—maybe you can read that to make it up to me. Except of course that it’s wonderful. I can’t stand Levin and all his endless spiels about cows. But the rest—I know what you mean now. We should do a film version when you’re back. I don’t know if they’re any good. It’s funny I keep picturing Anna as you somehow. The eyes and the way you talk, people keep describing her and I can’t shake the thought.

				We should have been actors really. Not that we couldn’t still be, but you know what I mean. If we’d stuck with it, maybe we’d have met somewhere on a film set instead of university. I’m trying to think what the movie would be—something Heavenly Creatures adjacent, I imagine. Did you see that ever? I was so obsessed with it back then I made my mum rent it, and she let me watch it all alone, not knowing it would lead to a lifelong desire to find someone I could murder her with. No one at school was worthy. I wish I’d known you then.

				The moon is so big over the snow I want to lick it. There’s no use sending a photo of the moon. That’s what poets are for.

				Nathan’s out at a New Year’s Eve party and Mum has some friends over for dinner. I’ve decided to stay up in my room and watch Holiday. Not the Kate Winslet thing, the Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant film. Have you seen it? It’s the only one they did together that wasn’t really a comedy. I saw it once when I was little and just cried. I was really sensitive back then, like you are now. I don’t think it’ll crack me now, but I do love to watch them.

				We were clearing out my old things and I found an essay I had to write about my best friend Allison when I was six. I thought I’d redo it again now.

				My best friend is called A.

				She lives next door to me in the room with the warped door.

				We have many things in common. We both like coffee, Aida D’Souza, novels written before the 1980s, baths, and inappropriate men.

				Write one about me?

				Ava xx
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			Missed calls on my phone when I wake up. I usually leave the ringer on because I sleep through so many things: when it comes for me, sleep is heavy and dark, a cave that is almost impenetrable by my enemies. I do not remember my dreams and rarely trust people who do. Waking up beside a lover who is happy to recount tales of their subconscious is my worst nightmare. They are either boring or manipulative, sometimes both. No one ever shares a dream for the sake of it. They know what they want you to think, to feel. They want to be reassured or coddled or protected. I try not to give in to that kind of control.

			I don’t recognize the number, and from here my brain spirals. It makes stories about who it could be: the hospital tracking me down to say the worst has happened, that I will be ripped from this bed and torn down the road to a train to collect her. The worst, of course, would be some kind of complication or injury that resulted not in her death but in an exaggerated dependence on me. I am seeing dreams of bathing her in a shower chair as I call back and the phone rings and rings.
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			Down the hall, it is only Aliya. Barefoot in a silk dressing gown. She is attempting to measure coffee into the moka pot, and as I walk in, it goes everywhere.

			“Sorry,” I say.

			“Not you. My balance is off in the mornings. And you know—a bit—”

			“Delicate.”

			“Precisely.”

			“You want me to make it?”

			“Shouldn’t you be feeling worse than me?”

			I shake my head. I feel tight and hyperalert, like I could shoot a bullet right in a bull’s-eye despite never having held a gun. I feel five Red Bulls deep into a club night. I’m not sure I should drink coffee. I remember one evening at university, we both had so many our hearts were pattering like frightened birds and Aliya turned to me and said, “This must be what cocaine feels like.” She was right then and I feel that way now, like a coffee could burst my heart open. I don’t want Ava to take me to the hospital, so I make her coffee for her and pour myself a glass of water.

			“Juice? Food? I feel I should host you a little.”

			“We’re a bit past that, aren’t we? I mean, we’ve known each other half our lives already.”

			Aliya wrinkles her nose. Maths has never been her strong suit. She seems neither pleased nor upset by the results of the calculations, just surprised. As if she hasn’t spent the last few years recording the nature of our relationship in the form of a semi-fictionalized novel.

			“I guess you’re right.”

			“I mean, it’s quite something maintaining a friendship over that time. Not that we’ve always been close, but you know. We know each other well enough for me to be sitting in your kitchen now.”

			“I’m very grateful for that. I hope you know.”

			“Me too,” I say, because it’s easier.

			Aliya toasts bagels even though I’ve not said yes to one. My stomach is a tight fist that doesn’t feel it will accept anything.

			“What shall we do today? Hamid’s out—he’s going to the gym and then to his sister’s house. They have family visiting from out of town, but I’ve got out of it because I have a friend to play with,” she says, smiling at me as she butters the bagels heavily and my fist-clenched stomach turns.

			“You don’t get on with them?”

			“They’re lovely. It’s just—being in two families now means everything is double. Hard to get a second to yourself.”

			“You can’t plead writing?”

			“Oh, they don’t understand that,” she says lightly. “We got into it last Eid actually—I was so close to being done and didn’t want to go to this Chaand Raat thing the night before. I guess it’s like Muslim Christmas Eve, sort of. You go look at the moon the night before and you get henna on your hands and everything. I said, ‘I’ll just come tomorrow, go without me,’ and we got into a huge argument. He said I was being selfish, and I—you’re not going to believe this, it’s the knobbiest thing I have ever said maybe—”

			“Can’t wait.”

			Aliya puts the knife down and looks at me. Her lashes are blinking very fast. “I said, ‘Sometimes artists have to be selfish.’ Can you believe it? Who am I calling myself an artist anyway?”

			I could see it. Aliya rarely lost her temper, but when she did, it was both terrifying and a little funny, like a puppy snarling at you for its food. You might think it was adorable, but you’d absolutely be getting up and fetching the treats right away.

			“You’re right, though. You have to go into it with, like—a vision. Blocking everything out. Not thinking about other people.”

			“Exactly, yeah. You get it.” She pushes her hair up with her hands. “So what should we do?”

			“I don’t know, what do artists do on their days off?”

			The wrinkle of her face. She’s considering it.

			“Ladies’ ponds with a picnic? Crémant and strawberries? A gallery? French film? I don’t know.”

			I smile. There is something endearing about the effort she is putting in here to make things normal between us. Without even knowing that I’ve been up for hours, reading every thought she’s ever had about me committed to the page.

			“You’re going to have other writer friends soon. Darlings who can take you to the right bars and show you what’s cool. I bet Beck suddenly gets way more interested in you.”

			Aliya shakes her head. “Honestly, I’m dreading all that. Well—I don’t know if there’s going to be much of that. But I was never any good at schmoozing. People don’t really like me the way they like you guys. I make them uncomfortable. Maybe it’s the lazy eye.”

			“You do not have a lazy eye. How have you come up with new neuroses at your age? It’s not seemly.”

			“I absolutely do. Look.”

			She squints her face up to show me. I peer into her warm eyes, the light crinkling around them, the softening of age clear now in a way it wasn’t the night before. The puffiness of her skin, the dry patch by her forehead, all these imperfections glaring in the heat of the day. Another hot day, another endless stretch of hours. I am standing over her, and she is sitting down at the kitchen counter, twisted in the chair toward me. There is a glimmer of something by her mouth that I recognize as cream cheese, crusts of sleep still in the corners of her eyes, sticking her lashes together. The vulnerability of the moment unsettles me, like I have never looked at her before.

			“We should go,” I say.
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			It is still hot. We put our swimming costumes on under our clothes and stuff towels into our tote bags. No wine, but I concede to strawberries. The pavements hiss with heat. We go past the turnstiles and undress carefully before lowering ourselves into the amber water, one by one. Aliya dips in and then out almost immediately.

			“I’m sorry,” she says, her breath hard through her teeth, “it’s too cold. I’m not made for this kind of weather.”

			She retreats to the corner and towels off in the sun. I watch her unfold herself onto a picnic blanket and turn toward me, eating fat strawberries. There are books, of course: a copy of Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red flipped open by her elbow; a proof she was telling me about by an Iranian writer set in secret queer parties in Tehran that I wonder if she mentioned only to show she was important, that she is the kind of person who is now sent things because her opinion matters. But she doesn’t look at them, just holds the book open under her arms and watches me as I keep swimming. The stinging of the cold has receded. It felt like kisses, like a hundred tiny mouths puckering against my skin. Now I feel Aliya’s gaze on me.

			When I come out of the shower, I notice them, the girls on the blanket next to Aliya. The brown girl with the Lolita sunglasses, the other in a sun hat painting her toenails. The way their bodies shimmer toward each other, lying on their sides curved into commas that fit together. They are so familiar I ache for them. They are not especially beautiful or lithe, but neither were we. The brown girl holds her girlfriend’s Coke while she tightens the straps of her bikini. She is rewarded with a kiss, a quick press of one mouth to the other. No real passion in it, but that makes it sweeter: it is a kiss that is one in a symphony of kisses, not a stolen moment, a gifted one. Not that much like us after all.

			I return to her.
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			“Your form is really good,” she says. “You must have been practicing.”

			Usually I swim in the community swimming pool across the road from the hospital when I go visit Mum. I do laps there and don’t even shower when I leave, preferring to take the perfume of chlorine home on my skin, a reminder of the calm it brings to me. Sometimes it’s the only hour in the week I feel at home in my body. I don’t say any of this. “Thanks.”

			Aliya offers me the punnet of strawberries and I rip into it. I demolish them in my jaw and feel the juice go everywhere. Aliya eats carefully, picking small ones, removing the stalks and then plopping them whole into her mouth. Small movements of chewing in her face. Last night, as I read her book, I had the desire to fix her sentences. Lift their dropped poetry, arch each chapter’s movement, smooth the transitions so they flowed better. I’d refrained from scribbling all over it. Some impulse in me still called to help her.

			“You have juice down your chin,” she says, and offers me a tissue.

			I wipe it and we get up to leave. The girls kissing on the picnic blanket beside us have settled into a nap, one of their heads on the other’s stomach. Their afternoon has no end. They can stay here till they are kicked out. One of them shifts a foot, and her nail polish rolls down toward me. I pick it up and place it softly on the corner of the blanket. Bitten Peach. Her eyes flutter open, and she mouths “thank you,” her hands in her girlfriend’s hair, stroking it softly down.

			We stop for a drink at the Southampton Arms on the way back to her flat. At the pub, I let Aliya pay for the pints. She asks if I want a pickled egg. I stare at her in horror. She has completed the transition we were both in the process of making when we arrived. She has gone native. We sit inside because it is quiet. Outside, there is a gaggle of people smoking and talking loudly, their voices winding over and around each other. I look out at them and into my drink and into the empty fireplace. There is no one but us and the bartender, a woman in her forties who is cleaning glasses with the precision of a soldier cleaning a gun. She pulls them from the hot steam of the dishwasher fearlessly and wipes them down before stacking them. The clack they make as they go into each other is very satisfying. I pull my knuckles to mimic the sound.

			The silence that drifts between us is soft, even pleasurable, the way a toothache can be pleasurable when it has lived in your mouth for a certain amount of time, when your tongue has learned to tease out the groove of the hurt and push at it till the blood swells.

			Occasionally it breaks when one of us comments on the weather or the evening’s activities. We have a little time before we have to get back and get dressed. I suggest walking the whole way and we begin to. The sun on our backs. The looseness in my limbs from the swim, the pint, the packet of crisps. I realize that whatever storm is brewing inside me today is very different from my normal life. Everything in it feels far away, drifting. I do not have the heart-shocking anxiety that usually runs under my blood. Whatever is going on between Aliya and me has replaced it. I feel for my phone and realize I’ve left it at Aliya’s. The missed call comes back to me.

			“Maybe we should hurry.”

			Aliya looks surprised. “Yeah, sure, we can get a bus if you want.”

			“No, that’s not it. I mean, we just need to go faster.”

			We pick up the pace, still falling in line with each other. The silence between us begins to feel dishonest. I wonder if Aliya is thinking it is comfort that keeps our tongues so easy, if the wounds of the past have simply melted away.
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			Back at the flat, I suggest she shower first. I hear the whoosh of the shower go and call back the number.

			“Hiya.”

			“Ness, are you all right?”

			“Lost my phone. Just calling to give you the right number.”

			Behind her, I can hear the whirr of traffic, a conversation in the mouthpiece in French. Ness always calls on the go. She was never home for more than ten minutes.

			“Cheers for that.”

			“So, you down in the Big Smoke?” she asks. There is a snap at the other end like she is chewing something off.

			“Mmm.”

			“How’s that going? Tell me you’re not thinking about Marina, at least?”

			Ness’s instincts are tribal, territorial. Even knowing little about what happened between Marina and me, she nonetheless feels the need to attest that she is on my side and that I could do better than anyone I’ve ever been with.

			“Marina’s not really the problem at the moment.”

			“Which bitch do I need to beat up, then?”

			“Well,” I say, dropping my voice out of paranoia of being overheard through the curtain of water, even though the truth is Aliya’s shower is strong enough to block out thunder and explosions, “she’s written a book.”

			“Whew, that’s something. You feeling all weird about it, then?”

			“It’s about me. About us.”

			“Shut up!”

			“Like gussied up and fudged a little. But basically, yes.”

			“Is it all deep longing and heartbreak?” Ness asks. Her voice is taut. This is the most interested she’s been in my life in a long time, which is fair since it is also the most interesting thing that has happened to me in a long time.

			“It’s like—I don’t know.”

			“You got a problem with how you come across?”

			“It’s just not right.”

			“What, has she made shit up? Can you, like, sue her or something?”

			The problem was perhaps that Aliya had not made enough shit up. I try to explore in my mind what I would say if someone asked me to write down all the things that were wrong with it and I draw a blank. I know the epistolary chapters made me feel sick, but that is not an explanation or legal basis for anything. The thudding anger in the cavity of my chest was legal basis for nothing as well.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, have you talked about it?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Well, don’t pull a Gorgon and bring it up at the party.”

			The reference, though mean, is not unearned. The Gorgon told Dad she was divorcing him the afternoon of my seventeenth birthday. We were in the middle of putting up the decorations. Dad went out to get cake and ended up in a bar, not coming back till after the party was over, steaming, with a chocolate cake squashed in his jacket.

			I hang up the phone and go into the kitchen. I make coffee, slowly and methodically, measuring it out. It smells good and strong. I feel a dizziness bubbling in me. It can’t be the solitary cider.
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			Aliya comes out in a towel and drips straight into the kitchen. There is something strange in how comfortable she seems around me today. Her broad hips in the pink towel lean against the counter as she asks me to pour her a cup of coffee and I do. We smile at each other as we drink. I can’t remember how it began, but we are looking at each other and smiling in a way that feels as if it could burst at any moment into laughter. Her hair damp around her shoulders.

			“Help me decide what to wear?” she says, and we retreat to her room. Behind the wardrobe door, she shyly shimmies into a robe. We’ve seen each other naked before, but I don’t mention that now. It doesn’t feel appropriate. I watch her step in and out of outfits that are either too small or too big. I wonder if it’s healthy that none of her clothes fit, that her weight has been so wildly up and down. No one has mentioned any problems—not her, not Norah. The stretch marks on her stomach are white and pink, smearing along her belly. I think about the conversation the other night about Hina’s children and wonder when things will change here. This is a good flat for a baby. Better than any place I’ve ever lived.

			We decide on a pink dress, unlike anything I have ever seen her wear before. I swish eye shadow onto her eyes.

			Our mouths pucker into little red smiles.
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			That night, we arrive together, our heads bent down in a whisper when the door opens. I see Norah’s surprise at the new ease between us and brush it off. Hen parties are for time travel. For bad music from your youth, for recycling clothes that don’t really fit you anymore. Norah has bought enough seats in the cinema she may as well have rented it out. I can tell other people don’t get this—they think hen parties are for his-and-hers games, for sugary cocktails and competitions about who knows the bride best. They are uneasy with the idea of sitting down and watching a three-hour film where the screen goes awash with blood, drinking lukewarm beers next to men in baseball caps who know all the lines. We sit between Hina and the ginger woman from the night before who couldn’t believe I didn’t want children. Her name is Lily. She is drinking warm white wine from a small bottle and wondering why she’s here.

			The first film is a surprise. The Age of Innocence, not one of the bloody ones, emotional torture only. I see the colors light up on Aliya’s face and think how weird it is to watch this together. I’ve always felt a kinship with Countess Olenska but never more so than now: back in the city, ostracized for my bohemian lifestyle, haunted by the past. I wonder if this makes Aliya Newland and her husband lovely May. The thought is so amusing that I choke on my popcorn. Hina glares at me, and Aliya has to hit me firmly on the back before it stops.

			“Thanks,” I mutter, but she puts her finger on her lips and turns back to the film. Soon, we are rapt.
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			Most of us emerge streaming with tears. The next film in the marathon is Goodfellas, which perhaps would have been more suitable. We aren’t staying the whole night, though I like to think if this hen party were just the three of us, we would. Norah sat between Aliya and me, doing the adult version of the screen hopping we enjoyed in our youth.

			“Why the fuck did you choose that?” Hina asks as we wander down for karaoke.

			“I like crying with other people,” Norah says with a shrug. “Feels big, you know, communal. Like a moon spell but less cringe than that.”

			“You’d love to make us do moon spells for your hen,” Aliya says.

			“Sure, but not in Central London. Next time we rent a field somewhere, okay?”

			“I’m not doing this again,” I say, and everyone laughs like it’s a joke, which it is not.

			Annoyingly, Norah’s voice is good and strong even after tequila shots. She sings “Total Eclipse of the Heart” to a room full of people softened by Daniel Day-Lewis’s anguished eyes, and the tears flow again. When she moves on to “I Will Always Love You,” I begin to laugh. Aliya catches my eye, and though she is frowning, I can see the itch at the corner of her mouth.

			Hina convinces Aliya to do Britney with her. They shimmy and shake up on the stage with feather boas around their necks. Then the ginger woman does “Torn” and rolls herself down on the floor, and it becomes clear the whole room needs quite a big jug of water.

			When I come back from fetching it, Aliya sidles up to me. There is a chorus doing “Waterloo.”

			“I need a smoke,” she says. “Will you come with me?”
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			We wind down the streets. Nothing is open, or none of the right kind of thing is open. The pub signs are illuminated, but last orders are past and people are being chucked out. I can’t remember the last time I was out this late unless I had an early shift or an urgent trip to see the Gorgon. Sometimes I see youths on their way home from nights out and feel a hundred years old.

			Aliya shines in front of me. She begins to skip and I tell her she looks ridiculous.

			“Oh, it’s okay to be ridiculous sometimes.”

			I realize she’s drunk. I have not seen or heard from drunk Aliya in well over a decade. I reach out to catch her when she begins to stumble off the footpath and into a puddle. Her weight is steady against my body, and we righten up next to a corner shop.

			“Are you happy?” I say to her, my hand still on her wrist.

			Our skin shines under the neon sign. I can see every speck of glitter on her cheek that has detached itself from the sashes to live on her skin. The green makes the shimmer look alien, unreal.

			I let go of her as she blinks.

			“What do you mean?”

			“It’s a simple question. You have this life, this whole life. This husband, this house, a fucking book—are you happy?”

			“Sure.” She shrugs. “We’re all a bit happy and a bit sad, right? It’s not like a continuous stage. I don’t think you achieve happiness, it comes and goes like the weather.”

			I feel I have been living in a desert. I watch her go into the corner shop and ask for cigarettes. Back at the bar, one of the other hens offered her a vape and Aliya withered at them, one of her rare cutting glances, and wandered off in search of “the real thing.” She makes her order, flirting prettily with the shopkeeper as he asks for her ID and pretends not to guess her age. I make a game with myself that I can guess what lighter she will pick. Usually she goes for green, but she prefers a button to a wheel and there are no green buttons. She will go for the blue, the blue button. I watch her finger deliberate before she picks it out.

			We linger outside, standing under the closed shop front of Jen Cafe, where we used to eat dumplings and drink hot tea. I search Aliya’s face for any wistfulness as she looks up at it and find none. The awning used to be green. The women who worked there were brusque and efficient. They’d snatch the empty plate out from under you as soon as you were finished and replace it with the bill. Aliya lights up and sighs like an assassin in a movie who has just gotten to the end of a killing spree.

			“I miss this place,” I venture. I am trying to lure something, but I’m unclear what.

			“Yeah, me too. I even mention it in the book, I miss it so much.”

			It’s the first time Aliya herself has brought up the book. Her tongue is thick and soft and loose from the evening’s intimacies.

			“It’s a pretty accurate description.”

			The lighter clicks in her fingers. I have crossed another border, another point of no return.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I found a copy waiting for you. Sorry, I shouldn’t have—it was so tempting. Anyway, you do a good painting of what it used to be. And that evening. And that time.”

			“Of what it used to be? No, it’s like—it’s not a painting. It’s pastiche. It’s fiction. I wrote a story.”

			I laugh. “It’s almost exactly what happened between us. Can you really not be aware of that?”

			I watch her twitch under the lights, her shoulders back against the door. The lean becomes tighter, less relaxed, a fidget running down her spine.

			“I don’t remember everything I wrote. And anyway it’s not finished, you weren’t supposed to—”

			“You don’t remember? Even the bits you lifted straight from my mouth? My God, it was like you’d recorded us. I felt like I was in a time machine.”

			“Stop it.”

			“I mean not all of it, obviously. But you know that.”

			“Look, it’s not a documentary. Or like—it’s not memoir. It’s fiction. Everything is copy! Or something.”

			I laugh. I can’t help it. It’s a real laugh, not an angry one, cutting through everything else.

			“I mean, that is rich. Anyway, it’s a good thing you’re not touting it as nonfiction or I could have sued you.”

			“For what? Like I said, it’s fiction. Of course it’s going to be inspired by things that happened to me. And yes, because you are one of the things that happened to me, it makes sense you feel that you’re in it.”

			“I am in it. I mean, you use my goddamn name.”

			I’m shouting, which I only realize because Aliya shrinks from me and because people in the street are beginning to look at us. We look ridiculous, arguing in our sashes like any bridge-and-tunnel girls out on the city.

			“That’s just a placeholder. Obviously. I mean, I was going to change that. Other people won’t read it that way. You weren’t meant to read it that way.”

			“That doesn’t mean it isn’t my life,” I say. “Does that not mean anything?”

			“What do you want it to mean?”

			“I mean, you didn’t even tell me it was happening.”

			“We weren’t speaking when it was. And now—it didn’t feel like the right time to bring it up. Things have been so delicate between us.”

			“So better just to keep going? Were you going to let me find out when it came out? Or were you hoping I wouldn’t read it?”

			“Honestly, I’ve been scared for you to read it because I thought you might think it’s shit. It’s not exactly high literature, is it, writing about two pretentious young women navel-gazing and wanking. But it felt true to me, so I wrote it. And soon it will exist in the world. And there are a million things about it that make me nervous—my parents reading it, my friends reading it, fucking literary critics reading it. And yes, you are one of them, you are one of the people who I’ve worried about. But not the only one. Not the only thing. I’m sorry, it’s just true.”

			This hurts more than anything else she could have said.

			“But you haven’t taken as much from them.”

			“I haven’t taken anything! It’s not—just because it happened to you doesn’t mean it didn’t also happen to me. It’s not like we weren’t writing about each other all those years ago, the stories, the games—this has always been the case. I learned it from you! You had a picture of Nora Ephron on your wall with Everything is copy scrawled over it.”

			“That was different.”

			“How?”

			“It wasn’t like this. Not this—twisted to one side.”

			She sighs. “That’s just what a novel is. It’s one person’s point of view. I don’t get it, are you angry about how you come across or angry that I wrote it at all? I mean, you weren’t going to—or were you? Are you just mad I got there first?”
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			In the first week of January, a Pakistani politician called Salman Taseer was assassinated. Aliya was on the plane to London when it happened. When she got to the house, she read the news on her laptop. He’d been killed by his bodyguard for his defense of Asia Bibi, a Christian woman accused of blasphemy. The case was something she’d followed only distantly and without much thought.

			It was too late to call her mother. She read about it online. The pictures of the assassin being paraded through the streets made her feel sick. She mentioned it to Hina and Hamza, who were drinking tea in the living room when she woke up. He’d come over with halwa puri from Southall—an occasional Sunday treat he brought Hina. Norah and Ava never partook, even though he brought enough for everyone, because they couldn’t wrap their heads around the idea of curry for breakfast.

			“But he shouldn’t have stuck his nose in it, should he?” Hamza said.

			“He’s a governor,” Aliya said. “Isn’t it his job to speak up for people?”

			Hamza shook his head. “He should have let the courts handle it.”

			“Just because something is legal doesn’t make it right. Those laws are barbaric.”

			She looked to Hina for support, but she was dragging a puri over her plate with her head intently down toward it.

			“I don’t know,” Hamza said. “I mean, maybe I’m being emotional. The idea of someone saying something like that—against the Prophet. I don’t think I could handle it.”

			This was an astonishingly devout statement from a man who frequently tried to convince his girlfriend that hand stuff was allowed before marriage.

			“So you think it’s okay to just kill people? We don’t even know what she’s meant to have said.”

			“I don’t know that much about it,” he said. “I’m just saying—I don’t think I could handle it. Could you?”

			Hina shook her head. Aliya regretted having brought it up at all. The only thing being called into question here was her own faith: the implication that if she did not feel a burning rage at what Asia Bibi might or might not have said, she was not a real Muslim and, therefore, not allowed to speak on the matter. Any bigger conversations around morality had now disappeared.

			“I don’t think it’s as simple as that. It’s not like—you care or you don’t care. You can care and still think it’s wrong to kill people.”

			Hamza had his mouth open to speak when Norah came into the room.

			“Good morning,” she said. “I’m off for a swim. Anyone care to join me?”

			“It’s January,” Hamza said.

			“I’m not proposing we jump in a lake, darling. I’m going to the leisure center.”

			Aliya said yes just to get out of the conversation. Norah drove them. The streets were covered in a delicate gray frost that edged everything with dirt. The two of them had not been alone together since the night before Christmas break. Norah looked happier, her ponytail bouncing behind her head as she sang along to the Yeah Yeah Yeahs and beeped cheerily at a slow driver.

			“You’d be a great Pakistani driver,” Aliya said as they swerved close to the roundabout. “It’s very impressive.”

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

			“You look happy,” she said.

			“It’s a beautiful winter’s day and we’re young and alive, what’s not to be happy about?” Norah turned up the music. Her voice soared upward. She was the only person Aliya ever met who could vibrate on this frequency. It didn’t even make sense that Norah drank alcohol, because she seemed to achieve the state everyone else was seeking without it.

			“I guess you just seemed quite down before Christmas.”

			“Look, all I can tell you is that things don’t seem as bad as they did, okay?”

			As they did laps in the pool, she found herself watching the lines of Norah’s body, the way she pushed through the water like a dolphin splashing about. Something was happening to her. A secret lighting up her body.
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			Valentine’s Day loomed like a cold shower over the middle of February. Their boiler stopped working. Aliya wore double socks to bed, and Norah boiled kettles of water to bathe in. Every morning was like getting out of bed and stepping straight into a world covered over by ice.

			The university was hosting a party the weekend before Valentine’s Day called Absolute Filth. The purpose of these evenings was for those floundering in the weeks before Valentine’s to have a last chance to land a mate. Norah petitioned them all to go.

			“This is second year,” she said. “At some point, we need to start living, or we’re going to graduate without going to any parties.”

			“That sounds absolutely fine to me,” Ava said. “I’m not getting my tits out for some freshman oglers.”

			The flyers featured corsets and whips and faceless women. Hina picked up one and snorted. It was clear she wasn’t even going to entertain the possibility of it, especially not with Hamza on the scene.

			“I can’t come anyway. It’s Hamza’s birthday and we’re taking him out for dinner. Obviously, you’re all invited. But I get it if you want to go to the party.”

			There was the unspoken sense that Hina was relieved not to be bringing them all in tow.

			“I’m in London for a dinner, sorry,” Ava said, “so I won’t be able to participate in either of the mating rituals.”

			“Who are you having dinner with?” Norah asked.

			“A friend.”

			“Well, that’s descriptive. Where are you going?”

			“Soho,” she said. “Somewhere French, I think.”

			“Sounds sexy,” Norah said. She waggled her eyebrows.

			Ava seemed to twitch between wanting to maintain her mystery and wanting also to flaunt it, to divulge its adult contents.

			“It’s about my book,” she said, “so it’s not like that really.”

			Hina rolled her eyes, and not very discreetly. Norah whistled.

			“Oooh. You’re very fancy. Have you finished it, then?”

			“No,” she said. She seemed annoyed. “I’m just getting some advice.”

			“From, like, an agent?”

			“Another writer. A friend. He’s agreed to look at some pages for me and we’re going to talk them over.”

			The room felt tight as a sock.

			Hina began to pull her hair up into a bun. “That sounds so exciting,” she said, her mouth full of hairpins. “I’ve got to go get ready for tonight, but you tell us all about this tomorrow, yeah?”
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			The house abuzz. Norah was playing the Kills in the attic, and the sound shook all the way down to the ground floor. Aliya decided going to the birthday dinner was less humiliating than staying home. She put on a long black dress with tights and a headband that used to belong to Ava. The winter paled her skin. She looked like a photocopy of a person. In the next room, Ava listened to Françoise Hardy. She had not mentioned the dinner with Henrick—the Dane, as she called him—to Aliya before today. Usually they spent their Saturday evenings together—she would have gone back to Khala’s house if she’d known she was going to be abandoned. She wondered if Ava was putting on the good underwear, the lacy things she’d bought on their last trip to London, the two of them loose in the shop like children, fingering the corsets and giggling over the tiny pen-shaped vibrators. Then they’d gone to a perfumery to scrounge samples, Ava’s feral and musky and hers smelling like a garden in spring. She imagined Ava dabbing it behind her neck now for the Dane to find later.

			In the kitchen, Ava in her cigarette trousers and trench coat, her blouse left open at the throat—Norah in the fishnets and eyeliner that touched her hairline. They looked like characters from different films who somehow ended up in the same frame.

			Norah mixed martinis. She was having pre-drinks with the drama girls—they lived by the train station, so she and Ava would walk down together. There was a fake-fur coat on the kitchen counter and an open jar of olives.

			“Do you want a drink?” Norah asked.

			“I’m all right, thank you,” Aliya said.

			Ava raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to the dinner sober? That’s brave.”

			“I think I’ll be okay, actually.”

			“Well, I hope you have a really good time,” Ava said. “I’m sure it will be very illuminating. Maybe you should have a coffee instead, keep you from nodding off.”

			Norah put the drinks in front of them and said nothing. She was always Switzerland when they spoke to each other this way. She put on Fleetwood Mac to neutralize the situation.

			Aliya shivered.

			“You cold, darling? You should wear a jumper,” Norah said.

			“No, that’s okay.”

			“How’s she going to show off her figure in a jumper, Norah? Don’t be ridiculous,” Ava said.

			“You stay there,” Norah said, and disappeared upstairs.

			The two of them stood in silence, Ava stirring her drink with a toothpicked olive. The music hummed into the empty space, Lindsey Buckingham crooning about going your own way. When Norah came back into the room, they both jumped as if struck by electricity.

			Norah held out a velvet wrap. They didn’t normally borrow each other’s clothes—Norah too tall, too skinny for any of her things to be even aspirational to Aliya’s rounder body. This, however, fit like a dream, a soft dark green that tied at the waist.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“You look gorgeous,” Norah said. “Have a good night.”
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			Hina’s boyfriend picked them up in his car. She was wearing a camel-colored turtleneck and trying to hide a cake behind her as she left the house.

			“I can see it,” Hamza called through the window as she attempted to smuggle it into the back seat with Aliya. She laid it on Aliya’s lap like a child, and Aliya wrapped her arms around it.

			“You didn’t see anything,” Hina said, sliding into the front. “Just drive.”

			It felt like being driven to school by her parents. The two of them bickered in the front over the music—Hamza liked garage and Hina liked qawwali. The restaurant was twenty minutes away. Aliya leaned her head against the window and shut her eyes.

			At the restaurant, Hina moved through the room and the sea of boys. They’d all been admirers of her at one time or another. It was interesting to watch how she handled this, their deference and teasing, with a maternal firmness. All of her friends seemed to play distinct roles around men: Norah louche, easy, one of the lads; Ava sharp and cutting, a bit Barbara Stanwyck; and Hina somehow motherly without being gross. Aliya wondered what her mode was.

			She was sat between Hina and a guy called Waleed. Waleed, whom she’d met before and who never seemed to quite remember her, was on the outskirts of Hamza’s friendship group. They talked about him as if he was the bad boy of the scene, though Aliya couldn’t see any sign of this. Maybe he was dressed more casually than the other boys, slouching back in his seat in a sweatshirt.

			“Where are you from?”

			“Karachi,” she said.

			“No way. You sound, like, proper British.”

			She said thank you. She wasn’t sure if it was a compliment.

			“Anyway,” he said, “Karachi’s full of gangsters. Are you a gangster?”

			They embarked on the polite conversation of two people who did not have anywhere better to be but perhaps had wanted to.

			“I’m not a gangster.”

			“You look hard,” he said, and she wasn’t sure how to respond. He had the kind of dogged sarcasm that always scared her when she spoke to boys. If she ignored it, they might think she was weak. If she matched it, where would the conversation go? To more and more absurd heights.

			“Well, the mean streets of Karachi will do that to you.”

			“What about your family? In the gangster business?” he asked.

			“Oh, no,” she said. “Just me. I’m the bad seed.”

			“The bad what? Like the band?”

			“Yeah, kind of.”

			He tapped a cigarette against the table. “Why do people do this?” he said. “I always see people do it in movies and I’ve never known why.”

			“I’ll come have a cigarette if you like,” she said.

			Everyone else was still waiting for the milkshakes and burgers they’d ordered. Hina’s eyebrows went up as Aliya followed Waleed outside. There was a strip of restaurants on the street. It was a neighborhood usually safe from students, slightly too far for them to get to easily. They stood next to an Italian restaurant, red tablecloths, white napkins. People were on dates in there. She could see them leaning toward each other over their tables. That sense of crackling possibilities.

			Waleed leaned forward and lit her cigarette. This was why people smoked. She had always done it as a way to be alone—a way to fill the gaps between classes, first by herself, later while waiting for Ava. But for everyone else, this was a social thing. A way to strike up a chat.

			“Can you do any tricks?”

			“What? I’m not a pony.”

			“No,” he said, “like blowing smoke rings or whatever. My cousin tried to teach me. I can’t, though.”

			“No, neither can I.”

			“You remind me of her a bit,” he said.

			She did not know what it meant when a boy compared you to his cousin.

			“Not like…” he went on. “She’s just cool, yeah. She did her own thing. She’s off at Saint Martins actually.”

			“That sounds fun.”

			“Yeah, she’s off making weird shit with papier-mâché and getting a degree for it. Parents are livid, but you know.”

			She did know. It did not need to be said.

			“Hey, listen,” he said, “do you smoke weed?”

			She hesitated in case this was another joke. She’d never smoked weed, even though her college in Karachi was rife with it. There was a coterie of boys at her school who considered weed halal and devoted one of their bathrooms to its consumption. They would come out glassy-eyed, legs loose as newborn foals. Waleed might be one of them.

			“I don’t actually,” she said.

			“That’s a shame. You seem cool, like someone who would.”

			“Who are you, the cool police?”

			Waleed laughed. It felt good to make him laugh. Boys never found her funny. She could make the girls she lived with howl, but she was not witty.

			“Well, if you want to come hang out while I smoke sometime—we should do that.”

			“I can’t see how that would be fun for me.”

			“Think about it,” he said, and then he stubbed his cigarette out.

			She checked her phone on the way into the restaurant. There were no messages from Ava. Her train would have arrived in London by then. She would be on the Tube, checking her lipstick in the darkened window, adjusting the collar of her blouse.
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			Over dinner, Waleed turned to the group on his other side. He wasn’t ignoring her. The moment simply passed. She lingered between the two chats, listening mostly to Hina explain to her boyfriend’s friends that she didn’t mind the nights he spent playing pool as long as she could be sure he wasn’t betting on it. They were having this conversation with another couple and speaking the way couples did to each other.

			The Girlfriend said, “I just wish he had more time for my friends. I’m always learning stuff about Arsenal—why can’t he come see a rom-com?”

			“Because Jab We Met is not funny on the tenth viewing,” said the Boyfriend, and the four of them laughed.

			“Hamza likes cheesy films,” Hina confided. “What? Don’t look at me like that, you do. When you watched Devdas with us, you were crying.”

			“Out of boredom,” he said.

			Aliya checked her phone again. It was the worst kind of party, a party she couldn’t leave. There was a bus every twenty minutes, but she’d have to think up a suitable excuse to go home early, a reason that didn’t seem too flimsy. She’d have to wait at the bus stop across the street in the cold, looking in at their smiling faces.

			The lights in the restaurant went low and then Hina appeared in the doorway with the three-tier birthday cake she’d spent all weekend making, Ferrero Rochers (Hamza’s favorite) dotted around the rim. The particular beauty of a woman carrying a birthday cake could be studied. There was the lighting—everyone looked better by candlelight—and then the position. A woman carrying a cake felt like the lead in the narrative of the party. She walked into a room and people began to sing.

			By the time they got home, Aliya felt her jaw ache from smiling. The effort of being around people was exhausting. They pulled up in front of the house. She said goodbye quickly to give the couple some time together. It was cold and dark inside. In the kitchen, she filled the kettle for a hot-water bottle and a coffee. Despite the tiredness, she felt criminally awake. She scrounged through Norah’s DVD pile and pulled out Amélie, which she’d somehow never seen. She bundled herself under the blankets on her bed; as the coffee went cold and the house stayed silent, the film seemed to waft over her. Her eyes flicked over its candy colors and took nothing in. Outside her window, the loud croon of foxes mating. Everyone out getting some but her.

			She heard Hina come in—downstairs, boots in hand, padding across the floor—and then later, in the early hours of morning, Norah, heels still on, clacking up the stairs like half a horse and muttering “shit” under her breath when she tripped on an electrical cord. The room next to hers stayed empty. Her vigil lasted until the first light made its way across the gloomy sky, and finally, then, she fell asleep.
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			In the morning, her eyelids unglued themselves from each other as if stuck. Her throat was on fire. The exhaustion from the night before had climbed into her skin and was keeping her in bed. The house stood still around her. She was not usually one for lie-ins. They were never allowed when she was growing up. Even in her first term in Mountbrooke, she got up early. Her mother would call if she hadn’t texted by eight in the morning, convinced she’d died in her sleep or been abducted. No better alarm clock.

			Around three, Norah knocked on the door and she pretended to be asleep. She’d been half reading in bed, half falling in and out of consciousness. When Aliya didn’t answer the door, her phone started buzzing instead.

			Have you heard from Ava? I’m worried about her.

			Then:

			Are you okay? You’ve been in bed all day.

			Then:

			I’m going to order a pizza let me know if you want in. We could even get tuna on it since the girls are away?

			She put her phone under the pillow and curled her body inward. The last of the daylight eked through the curtain. Once, when she was little, she’d taken a nap and slept through the whole evening, waking up after the sun had gone down. She was so angry with her mother for letting her sleep till dark that she’d cried for the day that was lost, even though her mother assured her another one would come tomorrow.
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			When she awoke again in the dark, there was no doubt that she was actually ill. Knives in her throat. The sound of Joni Mitchell coming through the wall from Ava’s room. She tried to deduce what this meant: Would a girl who’d just lost her virginity listen to Joni Mitchell?

			Aliya tried to stay very still and fall asleep again, but nature called and she had to get up. She went to the bathroom with the lights switched off. It was eight p.m. and pitch-dark outside the window. When she shuffled back to bed, she found Ava in the doorway.

			“Hey, you all right? Norah says you’ve been in bed all day.”

			“Season for flu. I’m fine.”

			They looked at each other for a minute, Aliya trying to study her face for clues. She was not going to ask about her evening, even though it was clear Ava wanted her to.

			“Can I get you anything?” Ava asked.

			For a minute, she felt painfully nostalgic for her mother—for the rare sick days that were accompanied by buttered toast in bed with jam, bowls of khichdi and haldi doodh, which she hated but drank anyway, believing its powers to be more potent for its grossness. Those comforts were a day’s journey away. England felt very cold and remote then.

			“No, it’s okay.”

			“You should have some tea or something,” she said. “Do you want to come down, or should I bring it up here?”

			Downstairs felt very far away. Ava brought up a cup of tea and some toast. She sat in the hallway at a respectable distance.

			“Sorry,” she said, “I don’t want to get sick. I’m trying to finish writing at the moment.”

			It struck her that perhaps that did matter to Ava more than other things—more than Aliya, sure, but also perhaps more than a dalliance with a man old enough to be her father. Where had they gone? She could not picture what a man’s home might look like. Every time she thought about the night, she saw a hotel room—bright and golden and anonymous. Ava unbuttoning her blouse in front of the silhouette of a man who sat on the bed.

			“How was the dinner?” Ava asked.

			“Yeah, really nice actually. Hamza’s friends are lovely,” Aliya said.

			Her voice sounding like a cat stepping across shards of glass.

			“That’s good. They weren’t trying to matchmake you to one of their single friends, then?”

			“And what if they were?”

			Ava shook her head. “You don’t want a boy like that, do you?”

			“Like what?”

			“Never mind,” she said. She leaned back against the wall. “Need anything else?”

			“How was your night?” Aliya asked when it didn’t seem possible to hold the question off any longer.

			Ava twisted her hair between her fingers and considered the question carefully. “It was interesting. We drank wine and talked about the book. He thinks it has potential but that I’m leaning too much on people understanding the context—he says it doesn’t feel like it belongs anywhere yet, like it’s just floating up in the air. He wants me to ground it more. He suggested some things that I read. And then we went back to his and he gave me Cormac McCarthy.”

			“He gave you Cormac McCarthy?”

			“All the Pretty Horses. He said it’s good to start at the beginning, and I agree.”

			There were so many details missing here that it seemed impossible to parse. The dance was humiliating: she did not want to scramble for what Ava chose to withhold.

			“That sounds good. Useful. It sounds like you had a useful weekend.”

			The trick of her smile, something new across her face.

			“Yes,” she said, “really educational.” And Aliya hated her then, wanted very much to slam the door in her face. They sat in silence for a minute, Hejira spilling out of Ava’s room into the hallway.

			“I don’t know how much I should say,” Ava said, after a few minutes.

			“I haven’t asked you anything.”

			“I mean—it’s not just something that’s happened to me, you know. It happened between us. And I don’t want you to get any ideas about him.”

			“About the Dane?”

			“Yes,” she said. She pulled her knees up alongside her. “It’s not what it looks like. I mean, he doesn’t do this all the time or anything…”

			“Do what?”

			“Get involved with people. He hasn’t really since the divorce.”

			“So are you involved now?”

			Ava bit the skin of her thumb. She looked very young suddenly, and lost. “We’re beginning to be.”

			“What happened?”

			What happened was that they had sex, which Ava seemed to struggle to say for a few minutes, until, snapping the hangnail off with her teeth, she said: “What happened was we had sex. I’ve made my sexual debut.”

			“Congratulations?” Aliya said. It did not occur to her to ask if she was okay, though later she would wonder if she should.

			“I think it was good,” Ava said. “I don’t know. Obviously I have no idea. I just—I feel like we’re probably quite similar actually, he and I. We don’t really like people very often. He kept saying that, how rare it was to meet someone he could really talk to.”

			“You weren’t nervous or anything?”

			Aliya couldn’t picture it. Even beyond the sex, the idea of making conversation with a man in his fifties for more than ten minutes was terrifying to her. What the hell did they say to each other? She’d have been too busy worrying if she came across like an idiot.

			“Not exactly. Maybe a little. Once we got back to his, I’d had some wine, which helped. And it felt more like—like we were dancing and he was leading. I didn’t really have to make any decisions. I just followed.”

			There were a lot of other questions she wanted to ask. She could picture the restaurant, Ava sitting across from the man at a candlelit table and then lying on a bed with the sheets pulled up to her breasts like a woman in a film. Nothing in between made sense. How did people decide when to kiss each other? How did they decide when to go home together?

			“Anyway,” she said, putting on a frown and deepening her voice, “it’s not going to be a thing, obviously, for all the reasons. He says I should focus on my work and not get involved in romances.”

			“That’s good, I guess, that he understands it’s important.”

			“I mean, what else is there?” Ava asked. “Another tea?”

			“No, I’m all right.”

			“You sure you don’t need some medicine?”

			Her eyes felt swollen, as if she was maybe going to cry.

			“No, that’s okay.”

			Ava watched her crawl back into bed and lingered in the doorway.

			“Lights on or off?” Ava asked.

			“Off, please.”

			Her body settled down among the blankets into another sleepless night, the kind of feverish tossing and turning that meant it was impossible to be the right temperature. The moon in her window like a vengeful goddess.
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			As they hurtled toward the end of their second year, the shadow of what lay beyond university grew. Ava was missing for all this. She was holed up in her room or in the library. Trying to lure her out with the promise of films or the pub or of walking across town to the park where sometimes you could see deer rising out of the misty morning failed. Not even to drink coffee in the garden. Not even to watch Frasier. Her world was a shut door, and even Aliya wasn’t invited to see what was going on behind it. Even when she was in the living room, her head was usually bent down to her phone, jumping to the beep of it.

			Sometimes Ava would leave for class without her. She could hear this happening: getting dressed ten minutes before she usually did, before Aliya even got out of bed, the sound of her boots in the hall. Aliya would stay in bed till she was gone and then wait a little longer. She didn’t want to be tagging behind her all the way like a pet dog that didn’t know when it wasn’t wanted. They still sat next to each other in lecture halls. It would be too weird not to. But there was none of the scribbling in the margins of each other’s notebooks or bending their heads together. Ava no longer pretended to doze off with her head on Aliya’s shoulder, no longer yawned into the curve of her arm.

			One afternoon, Aliya found a long Ava hair, brighter than her own, on the sleeve of her shoulder and felt a cleaving in her chest as if something precious had ended without her knowledge.
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			Phone calls with her mother got longer and harder. She always wanted her to call because a friendly voice felt like it could be a balm, but when she did, Aliya would snap at her. She’d ask about the house and Aliya would go quiet.

			“It’s none of your business,” she said, chewing the skin off her thumb.

			“Did you have a fight with someone? Ava? Hina?”

			“Why do you think we’re fighting all the time? We’re not you and your friends, always bitching at each other in your little kitty parties.”

			“Did you just call your mother a bitch?”

			Aliya felt her teeth clench, embarrassment chasing regret.

			“No, of course I didn’t do that. I just said—”

			“What has gotten into you? Why are you so unpleasant these days?”

			“Well, don’t call me if I’m so unpleasant to speak to!”

			She heard her voice creak down the line and felt the twinge of guilt that was really protected by her own misery.
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			And then, some days, the clouds would lift. The Dane went to a conference in America for a week. The clock between them turned back. She’d come home from the library and Ava was there—curled on the sofa, reading under the light of the rickety lamp with the fringed shade that Norah had found left outside the pub on their street.

			For her dignity, she felt she should try to freeze Ava out, but it wasn’t in her nature. And besides, it had been lonely without her.

			They had their boiler fixed finally and the house became divided between bath people and shower people, the former intruding greatly on the lives of the latter. Norah and Ava were bath people—Ava said it helped her think and stimulated her creative brain. Hina thought it was disgusting to stew in one’s own dirty water and shamelessly banged the door down anytime one of them was in there for more than what she deemed an acceptable amount of time.

			Bring me another book will you? I finished this one.

			Aliya got the text while she was drinking a hot chocolate in bed. She shuffled herself out of bed and into Ava’s room. The books spilled over onto her vanity. She was reading a lot that Henrick recommended at the moment: Cormac McCarthy, J. M. Coetzee. Aliya chose a novel they’d bought together on a trip to London, in a secondhand shop on Charing Cross Road. Mary McCarthy’s The Group, which Ava said her mother had loved when she was younger. For all her complicated feelings about the Gorgon, she implicitly trusted her taste in literature.

			“Do you want me to slide it under the door?” she asked.

			“Oh, just bring it in, please.”

			She opened the door. The room was humid and warm and smelled deeply of roses. Ava had her knees up to her chest and a damp copy of Cold Comfort Farm next to her. Norah took spa baths—oils and candles. Ava took reading ones, lights up for focus.

			“Good choice,” she said, nodding to the book.

			“It’s like a sauna in here.”

			“Only way to get warm, you know. You don’t like baths?”

			“I never took them as a kid. It was always hot in Karachi. I used to lie in the empty bathtub and study because it was the coolest part of the house.”

			“Want to try?”

			“Now?”

			Ava shrugged. “Why not? I’ll read to you.”

			Maybe because there was no one in the house and the world felt narrowed to them, maybe because her feet were cold under two pairs of socks and she couldn’t find her hot-water bottle, but Aliya, who hated even to change in swimming pools, was stripping off her clothes and getting in. The water scalding. She could see the pinking of Ava’s skin and knew its reason now. The two of them fit around each other the way they did when she sometimes fell asleep in Ava’s bed—top to tail, heads leaned back.

			“Go on, then,” Aliya said. “I was promised a reading.”

			“Fine,” she said, and began to read from the paperback. Her voice had a low husk when she read, dropping down to a performance timbre. It was very soothing. Aliya closed her eyes and thought she could fall asleep like this. They stayed in the tub until the water got cold. Ava let her get out first, her eyes squeezed shut as Aliya wrapped a towel around herself.

			“What do you think the Dane would think of us taking baths together?”

			“Oh, he’d love it. Very bohemian. He thinks you’re very beautiful, you know. I showed him a photo.”

			“Of me?”

			“Yes, of course, of you. ‘Bring her next time,’ he said.” Ava put on her deep Henrick voice. Aliya shivered.

			“What was the photo?”

			Ava splashed her with water. “The cheek of you! What does it matter which photo?”

			“I want to know how I’m being presented to the world.”

			She stepped into her clothes with her back to the bathtub. Ava was still lounging in there, humming. They looked at each other in the fogged-up mirror.

			“What should we do tonight?” Ava asked, as if it were any day between the two of them, as if the gap in the shape of a lover hadn’t happened. “Want to go to the cinema?”

			“Norah’s got a party,” Aliya said. “We could go just the two of us. Haven’t done that in a while.”
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			Aliya put on a black cardigan with pearl buttons, an outfit she thought made her look matronly but that Ava always complimented. She wore the boots with the bows. Other people might not have noticed, but she knew Ava would.

			“You look nice,” she said.

			“Thank you.”

			Ava smelled like amber and smoke, something from a cut-glass bottle. They wrapped scarves around their necks and headed out into the velvety dark afternoon. It was a luxury to be driven around by Norah as often as they were. The bus took forty minutes and was always late.

			The multiplex was frozen in the eighties. Thick shag carpeting and red velvet walls in the winding long corridors that seemed to take you up and down, round and back on yourself, a mazelike trance, an obstacle to the movie. There was something romantic in its lack of glamour, in its moth-eaten sofas. Ava went to buy the tickets while Aliya stood in the corner, gently cradling their bag of smuggled snacks: chocolate, crisps, and two little wines. They were there to see Black Swan, which privately worried Aliya, who thought from the posters it might be scary, but Ava’s enthusiasm had overridden that. It was late afternoon and mostly empty other than an older couple in their sixties or seventies who tutted every time they opened their crisps or talked. Ava glared defiantly back at them right through the trailers. In the film, a ballerina with big eyes and sharp cheekbones was about to get the part of her life. She was usurped by a newcomer. They danced around each other, impossible to tell if the magnetic force between them was attraction or repulsion. The score rose in the high pitch of a thriller, but Aliya felt she might cry.

			When they kissed, it was difficult to look at the screen directly. The usurper’s catlike face, the mischief in her mouth as she kissed down the ballerina’s stomach. Aliya’s skin pricked into a blush. Beside her, Ava cracked open their second small bottle of wine and passed it over. They’d forgotten to bring cups. It spilled on the white of her scarf and made a bloody trail.

			“Fuck,” she said. Aliya began to rummage in her bag for a napkin.

			The older couple were gone. Perhaps the lesbianism had been too much for them. It was just the two of them in the cinema. When she dared to look at Ava’s face, it was rapt. One hand deep in the chocolates, the other gripping the arm of the seat. Her face was distracting. She found herself taking sips of it throughout the film.

			“Well,” Ava said, when it was over, “that was bloody brilliant. Shall we see if it’s on again in another screen?”

			Only half a joke. Aliya didn’t think she could cope with it twice.

			“It’s batshit,” Ava said, “but I think it’s the truest thing I’ve ever seen. God, that scene with the mother—Gorgon flashbacks.”

			Aliya’s mission was to decode all the references Ava made to her family and particularly her mother. There was some unspeakable difficulty between them. When she complained about her own parents, Ava only raised her eyebrows darkly in the implication that the two could not possibly compete.

			On the way home, Ava turned the faux-fur collar of her coat up against her mouth. She looked much better in motion than she did in photographs. Pictures flattened her out, made her ordinary. Everything beautiful about her was in movement, the originality of her smile or scowl as it spread. When the two of them walked around town together, Aliya was used to the way people’s eyes would flicker to her friend. Tonight the difference felt starker. In the black window of the bus, Aliya looked at her own face—the smudged lipstick, the wine-stained scarf. She looked as insane and falling apart as the ballerina in the movie.
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			Norah was home when they got in, a surprise. She was sitting in front of the TV in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, remnants of makeup still bright on her face. David Attenborough was on, and lions were beginning to mount each other across a golden landscape.

			“What happened? Aren’t you supposed to be off painting your face to look like a fairy or whatever it is your kind do on Saturdays?” Ava said.

			“Came home early. How was the film?”

			Her face was flushed. She didn’t look directly at them.

			“Everything okay?” Ava asked.

			“Yeah, yeah. It’s not a crime to be home on a Saturday night, you know. I live here, too.”

			“Sorry. Well, anyway, you need to see this film, Norah. I’ll go again if you want.”

			Aliya felt the strange buzz of emptiness. Already, the thing they had experienced was being wrenched out of them and into the world as it arranged itself around them. The tiredness hit her like a train.

			“I’m going to head up,” Aliya said.

			“Really?” Ava said. “I was going to put a pot of coffee on. We could watch something.”

			“I’m cramping,” she said. “I think I just need to go to bed.”

			“I can do you a hot-water bottle if you like.”

			“Thank you,” she said.

			They waited together for the kettle to buzz in the kitchen. From the living room, lions continued to roar.

			The prospect of staying downstairs—of going through the rituals of their evenings when she knew how quickly they could be pulled away from her—felt so strained that she went upstairs and lay in the dark, unsleeping. The sounds of the girls laughing downstairs drifted upward. She thought she should read, but everything seemed very far away. The events of the evening lay heavy on her.

			In the morning, she thought, she would begin to write again. If Ava didn’t want to play with words anymore, that was fine. She would start her own thing. The film had inspired her. She had an idea for a story about two girls who get closer and closer until they become the same person. People begin to mistake them for each other. It is pleasant at first, then confusing. The narrator wakes up and sees her friend’s face in the mirror. She can’t figure out if they are merging or disappearing.

			Perhaps Aliya, too, could write a novel. In the last year or so since she’d met Ava, she’d learned to write, to begin a story and to keep going. She could do that again.

		

	
		
			11

			Most people who have wanted to be creative in their life have a glimmer of time when it feels possible. The moment can be sparked by anything: playing Glastonbury, getting a meeting with a big literary agent at the age of twenty-one, a film producer promising to whisk you off to Los Angeles for meetings.

			And all of a sudden, the fantasies begin to feel real: To quit your day job. To wake up in the morning and paint every day and know the work you’re pouring onto the canvas will be the thing that pays your bills. To live in a house paid for with your mind; to wake up in the morning and touch its bricks and know they stand from the power of your art, the thing everyone told you would never go anywhere. Despite every reality being brought in front of you, it is impossible not to dream, to dream wildly, of what success can do. Most people think that fantasies are big: tours around the world staying in fancy hotels with deep bathtubs and hordes of fans waiting to meet you. The Oscars. The Tonys. Plays in houses that seat thousands. A seat at the table by your heroes. Your heroes holding your hand and telling you that you are their hero! Who couldn’t want that? A Pulitzer, even if you are not American. A film adaptation. A thousand translations. T-shirts! Beanies! Bucket hats! Merch that hip young women on the internet will fight for. Bookshop windows stuffed with only your name. Billboards. The Booker, or at least a short-listing for the Booker. A famous and beautiful and talented actor playing one of your characters in the film adaptation and through the power of your story realizing they are in love with you and have to be with you. Foreign awards and trips to collect them, praise in more languages than you can speak. A wedding with said actor covered in Vogue. A house with said actor covered in Architectural Digest—they show off the pool, the stables, the three fireplaces, and you shyly display the library as the camera crew goes through, the actor dropping a kiss on the top of your head, saying, “This is where the magic happens.” Tote bags! A tote bag with your book cover. A tote bag with your name. A tote bag with your face because you, like Salman Rushdie and Margaret Atwood, have become one of only three writers in the world to be recognized by your face.

			That place exists in your mind, and there will be moments in most of our lives where it feels possible to walk through the door: a meeting with a literary agent, a director.

			The real luxury is time. To wake up in the morning and sit to work. To have a life and mind uncluttered by things that encroach upon it. I’ve written novels, too, though unlike Aliya’s, they may never be finished or read. But I’ve had stories that lived with me for a while, a few weeks, a month, a year, a decade. They wake with me, sleep with me, eat with me. The time to live with them is the dream. For the interruptions to be chosen: dinner with a lover or a friend, a week hiking in Spain, a child if I want one.
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			Aliya asks me to think about the last thing I wrote, and I can’t remember. But I can remember the last time I was writing.

			Midnight in December, three years ago. The memory smears against my mind like a hand in a horror film pressed up against a window. The phone ringing. I should have been home already for the holidays, but I hadn’t gone because we’d gotten into another fight about Ness, whom Mum still refused to call Ness. I’d held firm and said I wouldn’t go until she apologized. I start when I hear the voice, a calm nurse apprising me of the situation with vague platitudes like “we need to keep her in overnight” and describing the level of worry as “critical,” though when I ask what this means, she cannot expand on the definition of the word. I am in the kitchen, making instant noodles. The packet falls from my hands and crumbles under my feet. I will be finding bits of dried noodle everywhere in the kitchen for weeks. There is a terror roiling up in me. Mum has been telling me for years now that she is sick, that something is wrong, that she is going to die, but Mum has always thought this, used it as the yoke to drag me up to Scotland so I live now an hour away from her instead of six.

			It is too late for a bus, so I get a taxi and try not to worry about the cost. When I get there, she is glassy-eyed and not expecting me. It takes a while to convince her that she is where she is. It takes another while to convince her I can’t stay, that they won’t let me sleep there overnight. When I tell her I’m leaving, she turns her face away and shudders in pain. I ask if she will be comfortable overnight and don’t believe anyone who tells me it’s true. There were bruises down her arms from the fall and I could see them in my mind’s eye on the way home: their blue and brown reproaches tacked up in my eyelids like photos from a crime scene. I go home and don’t sleep, and when I wake up, I make the same journey back in the bruise-colored morning. I know that life has changed. I know that life will be different forever. I was making notes for a novel then, something I’d decided to write in the summer and that had lingered in my head for months. Medea but now: Medea but tight and sexy and dangerous and set in the desert, though I hadn’t decided what desert. I was drawn to Vegas, though I’d never lived there, but it was the city on my birth certificate.

			Nothing has stuck in my brain since.
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			We go back to her house because it is the only thing we can do. Aliya is hiccupping all the way home in the taxi. I worry she’ll be sick and lower her window and try to distract the driver from the greenness around her gills. When her hiccups waver into a choke, I turn to her and firmly say no. That seems to work for the last few minutes. Her face in the rearview mirror is sheepish. I have to give directions up to the cul-de-sac because she cannot.

			When we emerge, she stumbles out into the green, leans against the willows, and expunges the toxins into the grass. I wonder if, in the morning, they will think it was one of the teenagers or a baby or a fox. No one will suspect the graceful wife with the coiffed hair and the good clothes. I don’t hold her hair back. The nostalgia doesn’t stretch this far. When she unfurls herself, I’m impressed to see that none of it is on her clothes. We go inside. Aliya goes straight to the bathroom to shower. She leaves her clothes on the floor and doesn’t shut the door all the way. No niceties tonight, no offers of water or snacks. I listen to the water pour over her skin and stand in the dark, waiting in case she falls over.

			The light goes on down the hallway, but he doesn’t come out. He may be scared of me. I haven’t decided if he should be. I go into the kitchen and sit there, wound up like a spring aching to jump from its box. The shower drowns out all other noise, even the foxes, even the trains that go past at night.
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			I wake without having been aware of sleeping. Hamid is making coffee in the kitchen. We nod at each other. I’m in my pajamas and so is he, and the aloneness lends us an intimacy. I wonder if this is the first time his wife has returned home drunk. I wonder if he thinks I am a bad influence. I try the idea on for size—Aliya’s mother always thought I was corrupting her anyway, that I was the reason for her drifting further into what she considered a dangerous level of Western depravity and godlessness. It might be a fun dynamic to revive. He could quote some Quran verses and throw holy water at me, and I could hiss and smoke at the breakfast table, order in vodka from a grocery app to spite him, and walk around in my underwear.

			Instead, he merely passes me the milk and asks if I had a good night.

			“It was fine. You know, karaoke. I think my voice is going a little.”

			“Have you got a go-to song?”

			I blink. “Not really. Do you?”

			“ ‘Do You Believe’ by Cher.”

			I blink again. The idea of him howling along to Cher is almost endearing, enough that I don’t tell him the song is just called “Believe.”

			“That’s nice. I bet Aliya likes that.”

			“She didn’t think I could sing. But I’ve got hidden talents, too. When we met, we used to go to karaoke a lot.”

			“What happened?”

			He shakes his head. “You know, she’s been busy lately. The book’s taken a lot out of her. You must know—you work and write as well, right?”

			“Not really. Not anymore.”

			“She always said you were the best writer she knew.”

			I smile at the “were.” The dig isn’t intentional.

			“Maybe at one point.”

			“Well, she always said it was a really creative time in her life living with you guys. I don’t offer that much by way of inspiration, you know. I just try to get her outside every once in a while so her eyes don’t fall out of her head.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			“Yeah, we walk the neighbor’s dog on weekends, gives us a chance to be out. I think I’m taking him out solo today, though—her highness is still asleep. You want to come? We’re going out on the Heath. She’s really sweet except for the fact that she’s called Cupcake. Why don’t people think when they name dogs? It has to be something you’re not embarrassed to scream in public.”

			“That’s actually totally right. Noble names only.”

			“Exactly, something dignified. Anyway, do you want to join me?”

			“I should probably wait for her to get up.”

			“Sure, you’ve got that thing later, right?”

			The thought of brunch gives me a great sinking. I don’t want to be around anyone else again. Still, it might be better than being alone with a hungover Aliya. She is the worst when she feels regretful—not quite groveling but not quite able to just apologize and move on either.

			I watch Hamid put on his jacket and walking shoes. Through the window, I see him fetch Cupcake from across the way. A chocolate-colored cockapoo who runs into his arms. She sniffs around the willows and begins to munch on the grass while Hamid talks to the owner. I wonder if I should warn them that Cupcake is probably eating regurgitated vodka and dim sum but decide against it.

			In the living room, I lie down on the sofa and look at the bookshelves. I want to study the evolution of Aliya’s tastes, to see the trajectory of her mind. It’s all so tasteful. Where are the bloodthirsty true crime books she’d gorge on and scare herself out of sleeping? The filthy romance novels with extended metaphors about penises? These look arranged, beautiful rows of contemporary literature with a smattering of classics.
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			I half expect her to come out in sunglasses like a nineties rock idol. Instead, there is a slow crawl out. I hear the shower again, the kettle, these signs of life before I finally see her. She is clean and fresh and dressed for a Conversation. White linen shirt over her jeans, glasses instead of contacts. A serious put-together woman. She is carrying a teapot and cups on a tray. Slices of cake. She is trying to afternoon-tea me into politeness.

			“I thought we could go outside,” she says.

			I let her take them into the garden. We sit across from each other, and I cross my arms, folding my body into itself. I don’t want to make this easy.

			“You should have some cake,” she said. “It’s Hamid’s and he’s very good.”

			I look down at the lemon drizzle where it sits in its careful squares.

			“Look, we should talk about last night,” she says, when my silence is too much for her. “About the whole thing with the book.”

			“Sure.”

			“Do you want to…? I’ll go first,” she says.

			I watch her bolster herself with a sip of tea.

			“The truth is I was embarrassed. I thought if I told you—if I explained what it was and what it was about—that you’d know.”

			“Know what?”

			She shakes her head like she is laughing at herself. I look at the corners of this performance for the truth but can’t find the seam.

			“That this was the focus—the turning point of my life. That meeting you changed everything, that it was important enough to be the whole book. How could I admit that to someone I haven’t exchanged a birthday card with in over a decade? It felt too exposing.”

			Some of this feels sincere—Aliya’s always been preoccupied with shame—but the use of the word “exposing” pricks in me.

			“You don’t think it’s exposing to tell the world about my life? My family’s life?”

			“No, I don’t. It’s not as if anyone would know it was you anyway. I mean—”

			“People who know us know.”

			“Those people know everything that’s in here anyway,” she says.

			“That’s not the point. I didn’t consent to this. There are things in there I wouldn’t tell Hina or want you to tell her, let alone the whole world.”

			“So what do you want me to do? You want me to pull the book?”

			We’re going in circles. My goal so far has only been to win the argument.

			“I mean you can’t, can you? It’s already done. You’ve sold it; you’ve made a tidy little fortune on my life. And before you ask, no, I’m not looking for a payout.”

			The fiscal unfairness of this has struck me as I sit in the flat her parents probably helped them pay for. There is a degree to which the unfairness of the situation is doubled by the difference in our circumstances. Would I feel this strongly if I felt she deserved it more? Maybe not.

			“Well, what, then? We could go over it together. Change the bits you don’t like.”

			I feel sick thinking about this. About taking a pen to the draft and pointing out all the places she’s hurt my feelings. Trying to justify what I can only really tell through the twist in my stomach, through the nauseating feeling that something has been stolen from me.

			There is a fairy tale called “The Goose Girl” that I was working on a version of when we were in university. In “The Goose Girl,” a princess and her servant travel together across the country on horseback to meet the princess’s groom, a future king. The princess is protected by a charm around her neck that is meant to keep her from harm. They stop by a stream, and the princess, high on her horse, asks the servant girl to fetch her water, but the servant girl refuses. The princess bends and the chain of her necklace snaps: the charm is gone. In an instant, she is exposed. The servant forces her to switch clothes and assumes her form. She swans into the palace and marries the king, who cannot tell the difference between a servant and a princess as long as one is wearing a gown. Meanwhile, the princess is forced to live in a barn, to feed the geese, and to live like common people do. Through a series of magical mishaps, the curtain on the lie is pulled back and the princess restored to her place. I do not believe in the divine right of kings or princesses, but I feel now as the princess did, with my life taken swiftly out from under me and held in a different mouth. No spell can undo this.

			What is done has already been done. I wonder if the act of writing it is as great a betrayal as the publishing of it could ever be. It occurs to me also that it requires no magic on behalf of the servant to change her station, but the princess needs to enlist it for the reversal. My coffer of spells is empty. I am sleeping in the princess’s guest bed with the goose-down pillows and her cat who screams when he shits.
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			“I want to make this right,” she says. “Show me how.”

			I could ask for time. I could say that I need to think about it, that the answer isn’t quick on my tongue. I could tell her that the hurt she’s done me is deep and historical, that it didn’t begin when I started reading the book but when I felt her begin to slip away from our friendship.

			But what is the point in saying that? Things between us didn’t fall apart out of space and time, as these things often do. Each parting was violent, a cleaving, a cut. After the first time, we’d tried to be friends again—tried to come back to each other in a new form. It never worked. There was the trip up to Glasgow she’d made, a year after I’d moved, the shyness with which we’d sat by each other—the ripple of news never opened, each of us leaving the meeting with things unsaid. There was the time Norah bought us both tickets to the theater for our birthdays and I’d come all the way down especially. Sitting beside each other in the dark, we’d felt immediately the same thing—that the play was shit—and walked out at the interval, shaking from the relief, to go across the road and eat tapas and drink sherry. We’d said how much we missed each other. The drinks, the gambas, the man on the barstool next to us who asked, when Aliya got up to go to the toilet, if she was my sister or my lover and could he have my number anyway. I’d told her about it and our laughter pealed us out into the streets. The delicate thread of it then, trying to keep up, but we’d failed.

			Emails sent that were never responded to. Meetings that became dumps of information rather than conversations. All the funny little things that used to populate the way we spoke fell into the void. My impressions of talk show hosts lingered in mirrors now. The time I got her a Christmas present and she didn’t get me one. The time I forgot her birthday. How every year now her birthday glows in my calendar like a torch, though I do nothing about it. The night we said we’d speak on the phone and Aliya never called. I pined like one of those girls who waited by the phone at school, only at school I was never one of those girls.

			I think back to an evening a few years ago, drinking Guinness in a pub across the road from the hospital because I didn’t want to go in yet, scrolling through the feed on my phone and finding one of her and Hamid, the rings glowing on their fingers. The shock of it—how I’d thought somehow after all those years that if Aliya was getting married, I’d hear about it from her. I hadn’t even known she was seeing anyone. His stranger’s face grinned back at me. I should have known then there was no path that could bring us back to each other. And yet here we were.
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			“What would making it right look like?” I ask instead, playing for time.

			“Like us being friends again.”

			“You mean—like us going back to sending each other an LRB article or a picture of a cat who looks like Yasser Arafat once every couple of months and not knowing anything that goes on in each other’s lives?”

			She grins. “I forgot about Yasser Ara-cat. That was good.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“Yeah, me too. I don’t know. It’s not like I get to choose which version of us to reset to. We’re both in this thing. And we’re not—we’re not twenty anymore. We can’t glue ourselves to each other forever. People don’t do that at our age.”

			“They do exactly that at our age,” I tell her. “They get married.”

			“That’s different.”

			“Ah, yes, of course. I keep forgetting you’re married.”

			For a minute, she looks scared. Her eyes are warm and round.

			“I’ve never been able to properly explain what it is between us,” she says. “Maybe that’s why it’s been so hard to preserve. I don’t know how to be what you want me to be—it always felt like I was getting it wrong.”

			“You weren’t getting it wrong. You were just…It always seemed like you wanted to be close and you wanted all my attention. Then I’d give it to you and you’d run away.”

			They flee from me that sometime did me seek. The push and pull between us, the gauzy dreaminess of it. When I look up again, her eyes are wet. There are two wolves in me: one wants to comfort her and the other wants to slap her. It is traditional of Aliya to play the victim no matter the conversation.

			“Maybe we should go for a walk. Get out of here for a bit.”

			I shake my head. “I think I need some time alone. I don’t know if I can stay here tonight.”

			Her face scrunches and pulls back.

			“You can’t leave. I mean, you can, but please don’t. I want you to stay.”

			“I just don’t feel comfortable,” I say. “I just feel like this is going to hang over us. I’ll get a hotel or something. It doesn’t matter.”

			We both know I can’t afford a hotel, that my run of contacts in the city is thin. I weigh up the cost of a train versus a hotel. I can see she’s doing something similar.

			“I’ll figure it out. Don’t worry,” I tell her.

			“Okay. I mean—are you coming to brunch?”

			“I haven’t decided.”

			“She’ll miss you,” Aliya says. “Norah, I mean.”
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			People can never bring themselves to say the things that they mean. I don’t mean this as a criticism because I am no different. We all walk through the world inside our own fortresses, our walled cities that no army can breach. This is why the Greeks built the horse. This is why we have to trick each other into loving—everyone says they don’t want it, they’re above it, too whole, too complete, too independent to need or be needed. We pretend our ways into loving because admitting it—I miss you, I want you, I love you—without the certainty that the other person will reciprocate is impossible to imagine.

			As I walk back into the house, leaving Aliya in the garden with her tea and her cake, I imagine a new layer sealing around me, thicker darker scar tissue building up over my heart.

		

	
		
			12

			In the last year of university, three things happened that autumn, the ripples of which would be felt for the rest of the year.
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			First, Ava finished her novel. When they arrived back at the house in September, she announced it over dinner. They’d spread Chinese food out on the coffee table—Aliya was being introduced to the joys of shredded duck with pancakes. Don’t Tell the Bride was on in the background, which Norah loved and the rest of them only tolerated.

			Over the summer, communication between them was strange. It was as if going back to Karachi turned back time, and suddenly their conversations were flying again. They were both watching a trashy television show set in ancient Rome and across the seas filled email after email discussing it.

			
				I’m absolutely dying over here. You don’t know how much I wish I was somewhere far away—in Pakistan with you perhaps or off with Norah on her travels. If I were rich, I’d get in a plane and go far away. Being in this house is like pulling nails.

				Look, I might as well tell you what’s going on. N is transitioning—formerly my brother, now my sister. We’re talking about names and she likes Ness so we might end up there, but for the moment, N will do.

				The Gorgon has been in denial for months now. I don’t know if there’s anything I can really do. It feels like there should be. Like there should be some elder-sibling switch that I can pull and convince her to be less of a cunt.

				Being in this house is like being suffocated. I know that’s selfish to say because obviously it’s much worse for N, but at least N has friends in town! She only sleeps here now. I’m the one with the Gorgon all day, the house thundering like we’re in Stalin’s palace of pain and misery.
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			Sometimes they spoke on the phone. It was expensive, eating up the minutes, but it was important to be there, to listen. She’d never dealt with a problem this real before. This was not like examining a text to determine whether the sender fancied you. Ava hadn’t spoken to anyone else about it. It was just the two of them again.

			In all that time, she’d never mentioned the novel or how close it was to being finished.

			Norah stood up and did a bow, a flourish of the takeaway napkin.

			“Well done,” she said. “That’s bloody brilliant. You’ve kept that quiet, eh?”

			“It’s only a first draft. I just had so much time over the summer,” Ava said.

			“Time? All I did was eat lemon cake and read Agatha Christie novels. You’re a marvel. We should celebrate.”

			Suddenly shy, Ava dropped her head. “It’s probably shit.”

			“Well, stop that instantly. I bet it’s great. Aliya,” Norah said, turning to her, “is it great or isn’t it?”

			Aliya shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t read any.”

			“It’s just not been ready to share,” Ava said, as if sensing the hurt under the statement. “Obviously I want you to read it.”

			“Anyway, you’re a beautiful writer. I’m sure it’s really good.”
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			Aliya was finally sent the novel in the middle of a Wednesday afternoon, a gray day, halfway through reading week. She was at her khala’s house and no one else was home. Aliya was eating a toastie on the sofa in a way she was only allowed to do when she had the place to herself. It had been a long time since she’d read anything Ava had written. There was a time when they’d send each other things every day, when she could shape Ava’s writing: ask her to conjure a world and she would oblige. She liked a challenge: ghost stories, romances, mystery. They’d build them together and write that way, passing the idea back and forth in their emails till it got wilder and wilder. Since the book and the affair with the Dane began, those things had been put on the back burner. Time was serious, not for playing with. She’d been shut out of Ava’s worlds, and her own had been dried up as a result.

			It was easy to get into. Ava was good at hooks, at pulling a reader in. Aliya felt it had been written for her, even though the premise had been kept so secret. It was about a woman who returned to the town she was from after years away as a reporter in the Middle East. She began a relationship with her childhood sweetheart, a man married with two beautiful children but unable to resist the pull of this woman who has seen everything their town has not. They fought and fizzed on the page. When Aliya got to the scene where they finally slept together, she felt a twist in her stomach.

			In the back of a party. A dark bedroom filled with coats and a beer cooler. The two of them pushed up against the wall. The sounds of children playing filtering in. Aliya’s face got hot as she read. Ava’s descriptions of sex were brief, staccato glimpses: a mouth grazing a neck, a hand pushing aside a bra. They rolled through her spine and into her stomach. Each glance and touch. Her mouth burning from all its unkissed loneliness.

			She was swept so deeply into the tension that she didn’t notice until halfway through that she was in it: a sketch of a woman in the corner of the book. The narrator’s friend, a photographer she meets in Tehran. Early in the book, they were posted together in the same cities. There was a sense that they were going to continue their careers together, but then, before a trip to Lebanon, the woman gets engaged. Married too young, a baby she didn’t want, a boring husband who made jokes about her weight. Like Aliya, she was an only child, left-handed, a smoker. She understood now why people didn’t always want to be friends with novelists.
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			When she finished, she wrote down her thoughts dutifully. A long, careful email. She mentioned things she loved and things she thought could improve, where the tension lagged, where it felt the world wasn’t as fully realized as it could be, the characters who were not bright on the page or present. She didn’t mention the friend. She skimmed over it as if it was too clever for her to notice. Too subtle. She commented on the clean Joan Didion–ness of her prose. The unsentimentality of the sex. She made sure to structure the email well—the compliment sandwich, praise and good detailed feedback. After she finished, she put on her shoes and walked to the park behind Khala’s house—a flat square filled with children and their parents pushing them on swings—and sat down on a bench and smoked a cigarette. She exhaled clouds in the air in front of her. She felt glad for the distance between herself and Ava, for the dinner she would eat that night with the conversation that would revolve around who had died since she’d last visited. The book and the stink it left in her mouth would not exist in her khala’s house.
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			The next day, she returned to Mountbrooke. Ava was making a tuna melt in the kitchen and listening to Bruce Springsteen. She offered her a glass of wine, but Aliya said no. She wanted to get out of the conversation and into bed. Exiting a conversation with Ava was not a skill she’d ever needed before.

			“Thank you thank you thank you,” Ava said. “That was the most helpful.”

			“My pleasure.”

			“No, seriously. I mean, you know you’re always my ideal reader?”

			Aliya said she was glad to have been of service. They were standing up in the narrow kitchen while they spoke, Ava eating her dinner and Aliya sneaking bites of Hina’s cookies from the tin. She did not want to commit to sitting down in the living room and the evening revolving around this.

			“How’s your writing going anyway?” Ava asked.

			“I haven’t been doing that very much anymore,” she said. “I was never really serious about it like you, you know. I don’t know if I’m working on anything more than scribbles. Like your book—I feel as if I could pick it up in the bookshop and buy it. I don’t have any ideas that feel that complete.”

			“You have to keep up with it, come on. I mean, I was talking to the Dane about this the other day, and you’re obviously the likeliest of any of us to get published.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Well, you know,” she said. “Everyone’s looking for the next Arundhati Roy, aren’t they? I just mean I can see you being taken seriously.”

			Aliya had no idea how to respond to this. No one had suggested that her ethnicity would make her more publishable before. That her identity was a trend she should cash in on before it was too late.

			“Thank you,” she said, because there was nothing else to say.

			She didn’t want to pull on the strings of their carefully made peace when neither of them could voice what the rift had been in the first place.
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			The second thing that happened was that Norah got a girlfriend. The girl, Irina, was the reason for her fluctuating mood all of second year. Irina had been seeing someone else, unaware that Norah was interested. They’d kissed at a Christmas party the year before, but Norah ran away. The process took almost ten months to untangle, but now it was over, and they were finally together.

			It changed all their lives. Ava suggested they throw Norah a coming-out party, so they rented But I’m a Cheerleader and didn’t let her pay for the pizza.

			Hina picked the pineapple off hers.

			“I don’t know if this is a rude question,” she said, “but how long have you known?”

			Aliya tensed. For some reason, she’d felt responsible for Hina’s reaction to living with a lesbian and flushed with embarrassment the moment the question had been asked, even though she, too, wanted to know. When they’d met, Norah was in love with the actor Alfred Molina (“He looks like he’d just swaddle you like a baby,” she said) and the calves of a man they sometimes saw in the library who wore a green sweatshirt with Mat written on the back. They called him “Matt with one t” and Norah said she wanted to nibble on him. She’d never expressed any interest in women before Irina.

			“One day,” Norah said carefully, “I sat down on a bus and there was some graffiti on the back of the seat. The seat in front of me. It said: ‘You are gay.’ And then I just knew.”

			Ava snorted Coke through her nose.

			“You’re an idiot.”

			Norah shrugged. “I’d been thinking it for a while. I guess, to answer your question, I don’t know how long, it was always just ticking in the back of my head. Then I met Irina and I started to think about it a bit more. But really, it was the bus seat that told me.”
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			And then there was another woman in the house, often, a woman who walked around in Norah’s big T-shirts and brushed her teeth in the kitchen sink and made vodka martinis. Irina was painfully small and beautiful, bird bones and blue eyes and a slip of a smile. They were all a little in awe of her, even Hina, who was usually unfazed by new people. Aliya saw her deferentially asking Irina’s opinion on her blusher one morning and knew they were under a new regime.
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			The third thing that happened was that Aliya went to a party.

			It was Halloween. Norah had been invited to a house party in London with Irina and insisted that she join.

			“Please,” she said, “I don’t want to be on my own with all her cool friends.”

			“You won’t be on your own. You’ll be with Irina! I don’t want to be on my own with all her cool friends either.”

			“It’ll be fun, I promise. I’ll make you a costume,” she said. “Whatever you want. What about the Black Swan?”

			The idea of a transformation at Norah’s hands was too tempting. She’d never had the knack to pull things together herself—Norah and Ava could pull a wig on and become a different person. No matter what she wore or did, it was never right. It was always just herself looking back at her in the dust-speckled living room mirror. They went shopping for corsets and tutus. The only input Aliya had in any of this was what would fit her: the rest seemed to be out of her jurisdiction. Norah took bribes very seriously—she always paid her debts in full and with splendor, no cutting corners. Once she’d asked Ava to read an essay for her on the promise of dinner and provided a three-course meal when it was done.

			When Aliya got dressed, it felt like the first time she’d looked in the mirror and her imagination of what she saw was close to what was there. Norah did her makeup carefully—the exaggerated eyes, the pale lips—and didn’t let her look till it was finished. She felt like a woman in a film who has been transformed into a princess, not a girl in a secondhand corset.

			Norah spritzed hair spray all over her. She was Pierrot the clown in a flouncy top and pajama bottoms, a swimming cap tucking up her hair.

			“London won’t know what’s hit it,” she said. “Now, for God’s sake, do not touch your hair until we’re home.”
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			On the train, Aliya twitched the trench coat around her nervously.

			“You look like a flasher,” Ava said as they got off onto the cold Waterloo platform, and Aliya clutched the belt closed as if it were going to fly off into the rainy night.

			“She looks like a noir heroine,” Norah countered. “Now you go off and see your man and don’t worry about us.”

			Irina was waiting for them in Scooter Caffè. She was a mummy with tantalizing bandages hanging off her small frame. Somehow she remained unsmudged by the rain. Her mouth was covered in tan lipstick that left a thick residue on the rim of her Old Fashioned glass. They sat down on the rickety chairs next to a black-and-white cat. Norah ordered a hot chocolate.

			“Won’t we be late?” Aliya asked.

			“You can’t be late to a house party,” Irina said. “But you can be too early.”

			“But haven’t we got a last train to catch?”

			“I do not think we will be getting that,” Irina said.

			Aliya looked between them, confused. She didn’t have an overnight bag. She was going to be expected, she realized, to sleep on someone’s sofa in her corset and tights.

			“It’s going to be dry the rest of the night,” Irina promised, fixing Aliya’s running makeup in the bathroom. “I always check the weather.”
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			They got a bus to the house party. In the Costcutter around the corner, Norah bought a bottle of tequila and some limes.

			“Do you think they’ll have salt?” she asked, and Irina rolled her eyes and told her not to be an ass.

			“I just think you should turn up with all the ingredients of the thing you’re going to make,” she insisted, but put the salt down. No one else in the Costcutter was dressed up, but they paid no attention to the trio of monsters going up and down the aisles. This, she realized, was London.
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			The house was lit up like a Christmas tree and thudded with noise. It was a big Victorian, layered up like a cake. They walked through the narrow corridor, first Irina, then Norah, and then her. Cigarettes, fishnets, farmers, at least three Carries drenched in blood and Dr. Frank-N-Furter greeting them with kisses on each cheek. When she took off her coat, the doctor gasped and she felt a twinge of power. Norah poured out shots in the kitchen next to a vat of dark punch in a mixing bowl.

			“Drink up,” she said. “It’s going to be a long night.”

			Aliya took the shot. It tingled down her body. She’d only had sips of wine before, from Ava’s glass. The night sprawled in front of her like a great untethering. She lingered on the corners of Norah’s conversations, most of which were about her new relationship. They spoke extensively to a girl with red hair about Irina’s ballet dancing and whether she could have been a professional. Later it would be revealed that this was the famous Ex-Girlfriend of whom Norah harbored the kind of intense jealousy that could only be handled with extreme friendliness.
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			Half past midnight, the last train a dream of the past. Irina set out the cards for a game of King’s Cup. She began writing the rules down on the back of a Chinese restaurant menu with a Sharpie.

			“Six is dicks,” Norah said. “What are you writing?”

			“I thought instead,” Irina said, “we give each other hickeys.”

			At this point, Aliya felt the creeping realization that she was finally achieving the state she’d avoided in all her time living in England: what Ava might call tipsy, a lightness in her head and stomach. Out of the corner of her eye, a shape appeared in the doorway. She blinked and another Black Swan was in the room.

			“Fuck,” Norah said. “You’ll have to fight it out.”

			“Excellent taste,” said the other Swan. “I’m happy to share a stage.”

			When she sat down, her skirts unfurled around her like a cloud. She looked like a real ballerina. A neck so long and thin it could snap. Aliya stared into her glass.

			The first card she picked was four for whores, easily remedied by a drink.

			Never Have I Ever, she lied with her sips, and Norah let her because she was not a bitch.

			The cup in the middle began to fill: wine, vodka, rum. There was one king card left. Whoever got it would have to down the cup. She felt certain she would be sick if it was her. By the time Irina was kissing a man with a mustache so long it looked invasive, she excused herself to go to the bathroom. Her heart thumping cartoonishly. It could happen so quickly. A spin of an empty Budweiser and then her mouth pressed against any of the people in this circle. She climbed up the stairs. There was music flowing from each of the bedrooms, two with the doors shut and the one by the landing thrown open, a candlelit couple in the window, their bodies silhouetted by the streetlight. She looked away from their bent heads, more intimate than the necking in the living room.

			The bathroom was hot pink and covered in plants. As she washed her hands in front of the mirror, the second Black Swan appeared.

			“You having a nice night?” she said.

			Aliya smiled. In the mirror, her mouth looked clown-like and grotesque. She couldn’t tell if it was the makeup or the shots. She had the sudden urge to call her mother and apologize.

			“Yes,” she said, going slowly so she wouldn’t slur her words, “thank you.”

			“Are you okay? Do you need water?”

			“I’m fine. Just hiding out.”

			The Swan smiled. “You don’t like King’s? They’ve made it rather pornographic. I think seven is…seven minutes in heaven.”

			“I don’t know what that means.”

			“It means you go into a cupboard and kiss for seven minutes—or more if you can.” The Swan waggled her eyebrows.

			“I don’t know if I want to do that,” Aliya said.

			“They can’t force you.”

			“Norah can force anyone to do anything. Anyway, it’s more like—obviously I want to do that, I just. Not like that, not in front of anyone.”

			The Swan sat down on the edge of the bathtub. Someone had filled it with ice and beers. She picked up a can and cracked it open.

			“Well, you like to kiss in private. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

			“I’ve actually not been kissed yet,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m telling you that. I don’t know, it just never happened. I’m not, like, waiting. But maybe I should go back down and just let someone—the guy with the mustache maybe…”

			The Swan wrinkled her nose. “You don’t want to kiss Richard.”

			“No?”

			“He’s not very good. You deserve better.”

			She leaned down to fix Aliya’s hair, her fingers wet from the beer as she slicked the stray curls back into her bun. All evening, from their house in Mountbrooke to this party in Peckham, people had been touching her, dressing her, painting her, tweaking her. The Swan smelled like honey and cigarettes. Aliya wanted to ask if she’d like to go out and smoke. There was no space on her costume for cigarettes, but she could go to the Costcutter.

			Slowly, as if daring Aliya to pull away, the Swan moved in. She touched her lips to the edge of her mouth. Aliya felt herself freeze before she kissed back. Her body followed the line of the Swan’s—their tutus rustling into each other. A fever rising in the room. She was breathless, as if she’d just smoked a hundred cigarettes, a rush of blood to her head. The world reducing to the kiss, a kind of pleasurable suffocation.

			That was the third thing that happened. Aliya got kissed.
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			They did not sleep on the sofas. Around three, people began to dive into their phones to summon substances that could keep them awake. Norah grabbed her arm.

			“Let’s go. I don’t actually want to take anything else.”

			Her eyes were black balloons, but she seemed relatively solid on her feet.

			“Where are we going to go?”

			“We’ll mooch into town and wait for the first train.”

			Irina did not come with them. By then, Richard, who had been sick in the bushes of the front garden twice, was hiding in his room convinced that he was going to die. Irina was steeping tea and rubbing circles into his back while he cried as they left. “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said to Norah, stoically, as they kissed good night.

			A long slow night bus back into the center of the city. Quiet London blurring past, that dark hour that was part revelers and part nighttime workers, people on their way to early shifts in uniforms yawning next to feathered teenagers stinking of booze. Norah made them go to the top and sit in the front. Aliya looked out the window and counted the cars, concentrating very hard so she wouldn’t be sick. She felt like a child being taken home by her mother.

			They went to Bar Italia and ordered espressos and cannoli. The coffee and sugar roused them slowly. Norah’s head kept drooping forward and then snapping back awake. She rubbed her eyes and blinked through the panda-like circles of smudged eyeliner.

			“Hope you didn’t have a bad time. I know we’re corrupting you.”

			“ ‘The Corruption of Aliya.’ Sounds like a bad YA novel.”

			“ ‘The Miseducation,’ ” Norah snorted. “As long as it’s consensual corruption.”

			Aliya touched her mouth, said nothing.
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			Back in Glasgow, the flat is empty. This is unusual and something to be grateful for. Small talk gets the best of me even when my mood doesn’t resemble a dark thundercloud. In movies, women going through a breakdown are always walking into the shower with their clothes on. It would be symbolic, private but messy. I leave my clothes on the bedroom floor instead. My body unpeeled and sticky. There are spots of red on my nose, my ears. Two days in the south have burned me.

			Because no one is home, I blast music while I shower. I howl along to Amy Winehouse until the hot water runs out. I walk through the flat and look at it as Aliya might—the furniture that belongs to no one, the ramshackle chairs that don’t match, the narrow corridor where I squeeze past other people’s bikes and muddy boots, the bedroom where I store my clothes in a chest of drawers and one of those canvas racks they call a wardrobe, the bed that’s really a futon that I don’t dare to look underneath, the armchair I found on Gumtree with a gnawed leg, the library that bursts at the seams of my bookshelf, paperbacks growing moldy on the windowsill. It is small and a bit gross but mine. I live here, I tell myself, breathing in like an inspirational speaker or yoga teacher, trying to center myself in the place. It is a life that is mine, that I can fill with whatever I like.

			No one has slept in my bed since Marina. I remember the first night she was in here, the rain falling hard outside. We were marooned in that pleasant way lovers can be. I’d snuck downstairs to make us hot toddies and came up to find her standing on my mattress in her slip, staring at the pictures on my wall. Blu-tacked up because I’d never bothered to frame anything and wasn’t sure if I was allowed to poke holes in the wall.

			“Why do you feel the need to wear your brain on your wall?” she asked, running her hands over the yellowing postcards, the Mucha prints, the photos, the idols preserved from my university days—Hedy Lamarr in her crown of stars, Shirley Jackson with her cat.

			I smiled and said, “These are my friends.”
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			I call Ness. These days, she’s a life-drawing model, so her hours are erratic and short; there’s always a good chance she’s available for a natter. She goes quiet as I explain what has happened.

			“That fucking bitch,” she says softly.

			“Is she? Or am I overreacting? I honestly can’t tell.”

			“I don’t know,” she says. “I’m just being comforting. You called me to complain and I want you to feel that you can. You know. Safe space and all. Though obviously, of course, in the context of the situation and her betrayal of you, I do think she’s a bitch.”

			“I didn’t call to complain. I don’t know. Maybe I should have stayed, hashed it out. Everything felt so impossible all of a sudden. I just—I wanted to hear a friendly voice, I guess.”

			“You want to know if you did the right thing by leaving. You want to know if you’re in the right and she’s in the wrong—well, I can’t tell you that. I haven’t read the book. And even if I had, it wouldn’t be my call to make. I don’t know what passed between you or who has a right to put it down. Personally, I’d love for someone to write a book about me. I let people pay good money to see me naked, to commit what they see to paper. You know, when I started, I was so curious. I’d look at every single picture when the class was over. I wanted to know who got my tattoos right, if anyone was drawing me with the kind of tenderness that might suggest a crush. I was certain I was going to be in there—in these pieces of paper that people who didn’t know me and only looked at me for three hours could find. But it’s not me in those pictures. It’s always someone else. Maybe they had a fight with their boss before they came to the class or their partner called to tell them they loved them or maybe their dad just died or their cat got run over. Something else was always there staring back at me. So I stopped looking. You know, now I just go there, check the thermostat so my nipples don’t fucking freeze, make sure I’ve had a wee, do a little yoga stretch before I strip off, and go. It’s just a job, just a day. When it’s over, it’s over. I don’t look at them because I don’t expect them to see me anymore.”
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			I call the Gorgon’s facility next. They tell me she’s had a good day, that her blood pressure is consistent, that she’s been asking for me. The thought of going to visit her is exhausting. I imagine the best possible day I can have with the Gorgon. I imagine arriving there and she knows me and she’s happy to see me. She tells me my hair looks good. We sit together and drink tea. Maybe we talk about Ness. Maybe we talk about Ness in a way that feels like it won’t rip out my insides to continue.

			Ness doesn’t think I should talk about her with the Gorgon anyway. I know this is the admirable way to behave and that my agitations on the matter do not help anything: the Gorgon wasn’t really accepting Ness in her previous life as a well person, and in this new one, she no longer has the capacity to do so. So, is it fair for me to punish the new Gorgon, the one whose sentences are not cut diamonds, the one who can remember the kind of fish they served at her wedding but not the name of the woman who feeds her soup, for the sins of the old Gorgon? The old Gorgon is dead and can answer to no one. It has been three years since Mum’s been able to have any kind of sensible conversation or walk without assistance or take a shower unsupervised.
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			Our good days are okay. Our bad days are messy and complicated and leave me tired like I’ve run a marathon. On bad days, the Gorgon calls the nurse a pikie who is out to steal her jewelry. She says the place is a mental hospital and not a home, all the patients in for lobotomies and she won’t have her turn. Other times, she thinks she is a patient of Nurse Ratched. All the old movies come back to her. Once, she accused me of being Baby Jane to her Blanche and went into great detail about all the things I’d done to her, unable to separate our lives from the plot. It is those days I understand most, the maze of her mind, the way stories can get lost there and shift into reality.

			On a bad day, the Gorgon will tell me I don’t have a husband because I’m fat, that my sister is an impressionable idiot corrupted by me and my liberal ideas, and if it weren’t for my interference, she’d be living a really happy life as Nathan, as she was born to do; that even my father didn’t think I was going to amount to anything, the only thing they’d ever agreed on—that my laziness, my inability to finish a task, meant I was destined to be a dreamer forever.

			And still, in these days, sometimes I see flashes of her old self—when she tells the nurse that she’s not a child and can have a glass of wine. When she throws a glass across the room, I see the glint in her eye when it shatters, sparkles against the wall. When someone puts on Édith Piaf and she hums like she knows all the words and not just the melody.

			I should take the win—the Gorgon isn’t expecting me at all today. The nurses have been told I’m not coming and have been coached into explaining this to her every time she asks for me, though I’m certain she isn’t taking it well. I should use the time to do all the other things a person might do on a holiday in their city: the cinema in the middle of the day, late lunch at the falafel place, a walk along the Clyde. I could sleep in the empty, quiet flat or watch TV for the first time this year in the living room uncrowded by youths, taking advantage of streaming services that someone’s ex pays for.

			Instead, I find myself stepping back into my jeans and heading for the bus.
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			“She’ll be so pleased you’re here,” says the receptionist with a straight face, because she is new and has probably not met the Gorgon. Of course there is the possibility that she is just saying this because it is something to say—people love platitudes in every industry, and in this one, they must come in handy more than most.

			The Gorgon has taken up residence in an assisted-living facility. I think how horrified Aliya would be coming to this place, how to her the idea of it is unthinkable and of course my duty is to care for the Gorgon at home. I carry out the argument with her in my head. I tell her the Gorgon doesn’t want me in her home and that I don’t have the luxury of a cushy nest egg to fall back on when she finally dies. It has been a long time since I’ve argued with Aliya in my head. I feel like someone in recovery who’s got an unfortunate taste of their drug.

			The facility is clean but unbeautiful. “Brutalist” would be a kind way of describing it. I’m sure the Brutalists put thought into their aesthetic. This is closer to a scribble, a house as if put together by Lego and a dexterous child. Things fit in the right place, but they do not seem to want to be there. I went out with a city planner once who marveled at buildings with what he called “flow,” the rooms moving one into the other as if belonging there. This is not one of those places. There’s no flow, just the smell of bleach and mushy peas.

			The Gorgon is waiting in her room. The radio is on, but she isn’t listening to it. They make her sit up for a certain number of hours a day, and because she cannot get back into bed without assistance, this is one of the things she resents most about living here.

			“Well,” she says, when I walk through the door, “they told me you were supposed to be on holiday.”

			The forecast was accurate; it’s a clear day. Her eyes look up at me. Sometimes I can tell before she speaks what the weather will be—milky or bright.

			“Cut short.”

			“Where were you? Saint-Tropez?”

			This is funny. It’s fine when she’s mean as long as it’s funny.

			“London.”

			“Who the hell goes to London for a holiday? All pollution and rapists.”

			This is not going anywhere good, so I steer her off it.

			“I went to visit Aliya.”

			“And she kicked you out?”

			I laugh. It is loud and genuine and she enjoys it, I can tell.

			“We had a disagreement, yeah.”

			“You were always steamrolling that poor girl. How is she?”

			“Oh, I’m sure she sends her love. She’s fine. Married. Living the life everyone expected her to. A great success. She’s written a book.”

			This pricks something.

			“I thought you wanted to be the one to write books.”

			“That was a long time ago. Now I don’t harbor those ambitions. Unless you’re in the market for a memoir?”

			“Oh, I have stories.”

			“Believe me, I know you do.”

			The Gorgon lifts the tea to her mouth. Her hand shakes and it dribbles down her front, but she hates it when I touch her so I don’t get up to find a tissue and we both sit there, watching the tea sink into the soft gray wool of her jumper, utterly helpless to rescue it. Unable to assert her independence in her body, she has achieved at least an independence from me. The first time she pissed herself in the hospital, she asked me to get the nurse—a woman with long braids arrived with clean clothes and glared at me when it was clear I wasn’t going to help. “She doesn’t want me to touch her,” I tried to explain, but I’m not sure I was very convincing.

			It wasn’t always like this. Initially after the stroke, I stayed at home with her. I woke up every morning and helped her into her clothes, and we both resented the physical intimacy this put us in. We’d never been a touchy family. I remembered rolling her socks over her feet and thinking how most people my age were rolling socks on the feet of their small children until they could do it for themselves.

			“You’ll be charmed to know you’re in it,” I tell her, “so some slice of you will survive anyway. Well, assuming people want to read it and it doesn’t die out in a first print.”

			“Me?” Her eyes go big and wide. I think she’s pleased, but I can’t tell.

			“Well, it’s sort of about me. So yes, you make a cameo appearance. It’s all very tasteful. Don’t worry, none of the worst stuff is in it.”

			“You filled that child’s brain with all sorts of guff about me, but she knew better than to repeat it. Good for her! Good for me. Sad for you.”

			“Don’t waste your tears on me, I’m fine.”

			“Sure, that’s why you’re sitting here with a face like a slapped arse. You want to be a writer, write a book!”

			I want to tell her it’s not that easy or to ask what she’s done with her life. It would be satisfying to get into it with Mum, the way we haven’t in a long time. I can tell sometimes she is itching for a fight, that she resents my tenderness with her as pitying and maybe even a little cruel.

			I am about to do this: to remind her of those failed projects, the time she was going to travel around Scotland in her car, recording folk poetry, the anthology she never made, the second great love that never came, the nonexistent grandchildren. Then the weather changes.

			“Where’s my wallet? Have you kids hidden it again? It’s not funny. I need to go get some limes before your father comes home.”

			I watch her face for a minute. Sometimes I want to know that there’s peace in the milkiness, even if I can’t see it. Then I reach out for her hand and begin to explain where she is. We do this very carefully. I point to the surroundings and the clues in them so we can both recognize it together instead of me having to pull the rug from under her feet. Soon, even this will be impossible. And then I wonder if I will still come.
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			Back at the flat, there is still relative quiet. Roya is home—I can hear the low thud of hip-hop emanating from the attic. Bella’s lights are on. I want to fall heavily down on the floor of the hallway, but we are not a house that is in the habit of taking care of each other, and having the kids walk over me is too humiliating a prospect. I’m the elder statesman of the house. I’ve lived here for almost six years with a rotating cohort of people in their early twenties—said goodbye to housemates as they join communes, move in with their partners, move abroad for jobs, buy their own flats or let their parents buy ones for them. I used to think this gave me a certain authority over them—an excuse to set house rules. But instead, the power dynamic seems in favor of those with options. They come and go. I stay here.

			I go into the kitchen to feed myself. It is still light out in a way that disgusts me. I want to go to bed, but it feels too much like an admission of guilt to take to my bed when the sun is not gone, like I am resigning something I am not ready yet to resign.

			I make instant noodles and steal one of Gretchen’s eggs to poach in the broth with a handful of spinach. I eat it standing up in the kitchen, and when I’m finished, the world begins to seem possible again. Nothing bad has happened, I remind myself. I have been to see a friend, to some parties. It is normal to feel cold and small after a party; everyone does, especially if you haven’t seen people in a long time. It is normal to feel so tired your eyes feel they could leak out of you. It is normal for your heart to hurt. Nothing has happened except that some things were written down that I thought were mine. Aliya’s book, which is only okay, is not going to haunt me. She’s right—no one will know who it is. That circle of friends we used to have, they belong to her now. Let them read it and form their own opinions. Perhaps they will think a bit sadly of her. It was true that when we were young, I was the leader. I walked and she followed. And now, here we are, a lifetime later and Aliya is still obsessed with me.

			I try hard to let it feel as if I’ve won.
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			After Christmas, her mother sent her back to London with a new translation of the Quran. She put it in her suitcase with a note saying, I hope it brings you peace as it always brings me. They didn’t speak about it. Lately, she’d been going back to Khala’s house at the weekends less and less. She said it was because it was her last year of university and she needed the time to work on her dissertation, but really it was because she’d only just discovered parties and wanted to keep going. It was as if the kiss had unlocked something in her. Suddenly everything was filled with possibility. Other people’s bodies, which had seemed so untouchable before, were now achingly near: as if she’d been moving through the world wrapped in cling film and now there was a tear in the veil.

			She joined Norah and her drama friends down at the student union. She hadn’t been inside since the first week, when she’d bought a ticket to the freshers’ ball and showed up in a lace dress, thinking it would be like a prom from an American film, only to find something very different. The frenzied bodies, the heat in the middle of the dance floor, the kisses that popped out of nowhere like flowers from the ground; in the cold of the smoking area, the way someone would lean in for a light and become your best friend; the girls in the bathroom washing their hands at the mirror and telling each other how beautiful they were.
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			She ran into Waleed there one night. They’d hung out a few times over the last year. Once, she’d met him in the park while he smoked a joint, and when he offered her a hit, she took it.

			“Wow,” she said, “thanks.”

			He looked at her closely and said, “You didn’t inhale properly. Stop faking it.”

			There had been no suggestion that she could try again or instruction. He smoked the rest of it. Another time, they went for coffee with Hina, and once, he asked her for help buying a present for his sister, so they’d made a trip to the shopping center in the next town. Afterward, they went to an ice cream shop owned by a pair of Punjabi brothers who insisted she get cream with her gulab jamun, even though she knew it would be disgusting. He maintained his detached and almost antisocial level of sarcasm but occasionally went so far as to make himself laugh and snap into a boyish grin.

			Ava called these “dates” in a way that was meant to be derogatory because she didn’t think Waleed was very attractive. Aliya wasn’t sure if she thought he was very attractive, but she liked being around him. She had never seen him at the union or anywhere like that. Mostly, he seemed to smoke weed in his room and go to the computer center in the library late at night to work on his essays and drink energy drinks with the other boys. She’d run into him a few times when she was trying to study late—they seemed to spend hours showing each other YouTube videos.

			That night at the union, Waleed was away from his boys and standing in front of her with a frown. There were no barriers between them, no Hina, no mutual friends.

			“You look different,” he said. They had to shout to hear each other.

			“Different how?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Usually you’ve got all the words.”

			“Like shit,” he said. “You look shit.”

			She laughed nervously. He was staring at her.

			“Are you drinking?”

			“It’s just Coke.”

			“Sure, sure,” he said. They parted ways like they were in a fight, though she had no idea when it had begun. Later in the week, she got a text from him.

			You know what would be really funny?

			What.

			I just think it would be really funny

			Like really really funny

			if we had sex.

			She’d never answered it or told Hina what he’d said. There was something about his behavior that felt disgusting but something about herself as well. Still, it was not like back home—a message like that would have shot through her old school faster than a bullet. Here, it just sat in her phone with the disappointment of a dirty sock.
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			In March, when Irina’s London friends came down to Mountbrooke, she invited Norah and Aliya to come out with them.

			“You love the student union these days,” Ava said, watching her paint her eyelids in the bathroom mirror.

			“It’s the last year. I might as well go out a few times before it’s over.”

			“You don’t even like that kind of music.”

			Aliya shrugged. “People aren’t going to want to dance to the kind of music I listen to, are they? I’m just going to be a good host with Norah. They were nice to me when I was in London.”

			“I just thought you were above these kinds of college mating rituals.”

			“It’s not a mating ritual. It’s a dance.”
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			They were hosting pre-drinks at their house. Norah had bought the corner shop out of every flavor of crisp. Aliya squeezed herself into a borrowed dress, a short sailor number. She’d brushed her hair to one side in the hopes it looked daring. Hina looked her up and down on her way for dinner and said, “Do you not want tights with that?” in a tone that implied she could use them.

			“I’m not cold,” she said.

			“Suit yourself. I’m off. Listen, can you guys try to have the place clean by tomorrow? Hamza and I are making lasagna.”

			It was the first party they were having in their two years living together. Maybe this was why they’d all gotten along so far. Norah liked to go out, but being woken up by her sneaking back home too loudly at four in the morning wasn’t as bad as waking up in the house in which the party had happened. Something about this night was causing fractures in the way they’d set up their home. Aliya nodded and assured Hina it would be clean. There was no way of knowing if this was going to be true.
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			When she went downstairs, they were gathered around the room. Norah was holding court, pouring wine into an assortment of mugs. Aliya hovered shyly by the door, as if waiting to be invited in like a vampire. It didn’t feel like her house anymore.

			“All right,” Richard said as he came forward to kiss her cheek. “Don’t worry, no King’s Cup tonight. I won’t be puking in your roses.”

			“That’s okay. I mean, that’s good,” she said. “Can I get you anything?”

			“You’re the one without a drink. I think Irina’s making cocktails in your kitchen.”

			“I’m all right for now.”

			She was teaching herself that drinks did not have to be consumed at the pace they were offered. That there was no scarcity to fight against, especially not in her own home.

			“Your housemates aren’t coming out with us?” he asked.

			He’d shaved off the invasive mustache, and his face without it looked very different, much younger. Probably actually just his age.

			“They’re seeing their boyfriends. Neither of them really likes to go out much.”

			Ava would hate to be lumped in with Hina this way, and it gave Aliya a certain amount of satisfaction to do it. Norah was instigating a game of Mafia, and she let Richard bring her a margarita while they played. It was about ten o’clock, at least an hour before they would spill down the hill to the student union. They sat next to each other on the sofa while Norah conducted the game.

			Around ten thirty, Aliya was two margaritas deep and leaning into the game with an archness she hoped was amusing. Ava appeared in the doorway.

			“Room for one more?” she said.

			She took a seat on the corner end of the armchair, perching herself there neatly like a cat. Her mouth was dark red with lipstick.

			“You want to come out with us?”

			“I heard you were busy with your boyfriend,” Richard said. Aliya wondered how quickly his attentions would shift. She leaned away from where their legs had begun to touch.

			Ava made a mean smile with her dark red mouth.

			“I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said. “It’s not like that. I was going to go to London to see a friend, but he’s not free.”

			Aliya wondered what had come up. A love child? Another mistress? A back operation?

			“Well, your lover’s loss is our gain,” Norah said. “Come out with us? Want a drink?”

			Ava wrinkled her nose at their selection. “Sorry,” she said, “I think I have something the Dane got me in the cupboard.”
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			They played a game that involved moving a card from one side of the room to the other with them using just their mouths. Richard took her hand while he pressed it to her lips, his other hand cupping the side of her face as if there weren’t a piece of card between them and a room full of people. When he let go, the card fell immediately from her lips and the room laughed.

			“I think that means you drink,” Norah said. “Hurry up, we’ve got to go.”

			Aliya’s hand was still in Richard’s. When she moved to unstick it, their palms made an ugly noise. He gave her a smile that was at once dazed and wolfish—wanting, she felt, many things from her at once.

			On the way down to the union, Ava grabbed her elbow.

			“Wouldn’t have thought that was your type.”

			“He’s just friendly.”

			“You like him, though? He’s just a boy.”

			Aliya moved her elbow out of Ava’s hand. She was in Norah’s borrowed leather jacket. It was not warm enough, but she could feel the tequila beginning to stir in her.

			“You know we don’t all share your fetish for old men,” she said, pushing forward into the street. The cold prickling at her bare legs like small needles.
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			Inside, they threw their coats in a heap upstairs instead of using the cloakroom. Norah fluffed out her hair with long spiky nails and declared it was going to be the best night ever. At the bar, Richard bought Aliya a drink. She thanked him and let him lead her to the middle of the room, where thankfully they were playing Rihanna. He leaned into her and said he liked her dress. The rest of their group was still at the bar. The dance floor was still filling up, and she felt strange being so close to him, alone.

			“Thanks,” she said, and then pretended to need some water so they could join the others. When they took a seat in the bar, Richard put his hand around the back of her shoulders. Her spine shuddered. She couldn’t tell if anyone else had noticed it. It stayed there while they chatted, the clammy palm on her skin.

			“So,” Ava said, “what brings you guys down from London? Not enough good nights out around you?”

			“Sampling the countryside,” Richard said. “This is where it gets crazy, right? After this, we go tip some cows?”

			No one laughed.

			“We wanted to see these guys,” he went on, squeezing Aliya’s shoulder. “And Irina and I have been tight for years. We met doing a play together.”

			“What was the play?” Aliya asked.

			“Measure for Measure. I was Angelo, the wicked deputy,” he said, and his hand began to stroke gently down her shoulder. Whatever he was trying to initiate was undeniable now. The girls were always telling her that there were people who were interested in her if only she had the eyes to see it. Usually, this seemed like a cruel joke: either it wasn’t true and was only encouraging her to seek signs where they didn’t exist, or it was true and all these connections were being missed due to her own slowness. She couldn’t miss Richard coming. She wasn’t sure where it had started. There’d been no hint of this at the Halloween party. Somehow he’d arrived in Mountbrooke and decided upon her.

			“I need a cigarette,” she said, and slipped off the stool. The leather unstuck from her thighs. She pushed through the smoking area with Norah’s jacket over her shoulders. Her lighter wasn’t working. She shook it as Ava walked up to her.

			“This is the point where I pull out a working one and light it for you,” Ava said. “Like you’re a proper dame.”

			“Bad luck,” she said.

			“Hang on.”

			Ava turned around and tapped a girl in a red dress on the shoulder and borrowed her lighter. She took the cigarette out of Aliya’s mouth and put it into her own to light it. Then she gave it back.

			“There’s a bit of gallantry for you,” she said.

			“Cheers.”

			“Though it looks like you’re drowning in it tonight. Maybe ‘gallantry’ is the wrong word. More like—horny teenage slobber.”

			“He’s twenty-one.”

			Ava laughed. “He’s a pretentious idiot.”

			Aliya smoked and didn’t say anything. She watched the lights of the smoking area flicker over Ava’s face, pale and stretched under the electric heaters. Her eyes like two pieces of Venetian glass. She leaned and touched Aliya’s hand.

			“Let’s go.”

			“What? Why?”

			“It’s a shit night and these are lame people. We can go home and drink that bottle of red I opened and watch a film. Something with Belmondo maybe. The Dane left me his DVDs.” Ava waggled her eyebrows as if there was a secret between them.

			“You can’t just slot me into your life because he’s away. I’m not a consolation prize.”

			Ava blinked. “What do you mean? What’s the prize?”

			“I’m going back inside,” she said.

			“To get off with that oaf?” Ava said, laughing.

			Aliya considered the end of her cigarette, the dying red brightness of it, and how it might feel to put it out on her own arm. Instead, she stubbed it carefully on the side of the brick wall and pushed it into the ground with her boot.

			“I’ll see you in there,” she said.

			She turned around at the door. Ava looked small under the red lights. She was still in her trousers and the black turtleneck. She didn’t look like she belonged at the union but at a dinner with a man who thought she was an ingénue. It happened somehow that Ava was the one on the outside, and neither of them could tell how or when this shift had occurred.
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			When she woke up in the morning, she had a phone full of missed calls from her mother. It was ten. They usually spoke on the weekends around eight while Aliya ate her breakfast.

			“Sorry,” she said. “I slept in.”

			“Where the hell have you been?”

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was tired.”

			Her brain felt fuzzy. She hadn’t yet experienced a hangover, not the way it was depicted in films, where people wore sunglasses indoors and begged everyone around them to be quiet. This morning, she felt she was listening to the phone call as if from underwater, her mother’s voice sounding very far away.

			“You have to come home. Get to Khala’s, we’re buying you a plane ticket.”

			“I thought we agreed I’d spend Easter break here working on my dissertation.”

			“Jaan, your nani is very sick. I don’t think there’s a lot of time.”

			“What?”

			Her mother gasped like she was holding back a sob. “Please,” she said, “just come home.”
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			No one had said before how sick her grandmother was. There were mentions of hospital visits on the phone calls, but if anyone had been direct enough to say that she was dying, then Aliya had missed it. She moved through the morning, throwing her laptop and books in her bag. Her heart was thumping in her chest, and it wasn’t clear if this was preemptive grief or the effects of alcohol on her body. On her way to Khala’s house, she texted the girls to let them know what was happening. Ava asked if she wanted to call and she said no, but she could use a distraction.

			This was a code between them: once it was activated, the other would fill the inbox with things that might be amusing, songs from artists they were discovering and had yet to share with each other, interviews with their favorite actors, clips from films they loved, or, best of all, the most cunning distraction—a story written and not yet shared.

			Ava was pivoting to short stories while she waited for the Dane to work on her novel. She expected he would send her some notes to implement before he shared it with the people he’d promised to: publisher friends, agents, other writers. In the meantime, she’d returned to what she referred to as “the scribbles”—anything that could be shared with Aliya, that she could be invited in to play with. These were play, not work. At the moment, she’d developed a historical slant, and Aliya had followed her into it. She was becoming obsessed with Lucrezia Borgia. Sometimes they talked about going to Rome together, to walk through the Vatican in her footsteps. Ava kept a little portrait of her by Frank Cadogan Cowper tucked into the mirror. She’d asked for biographies from the Gorgon for Christmas, and Aliya bought her the Puzo novel as a palate cleanser.

			She read the story on the plane: the clean bones of Ava’s sentences even in a lush historical setting. Where Aliya’s writing was bursting at the seams, Ava’s was cool, collected, Didion in a gown. She’d joked once that Ava should be photographed that way for her back jacket—hot Los Angeles sunshine, sunglasses, and a corset.

			Now, in these stories, Aliya was always looking for herself. There was a glimpse of something, even in the scraps—a friend, a sister, a rival. She was nestled in Ava’s psyche, an echo. Beside her, Khala clutched a string of prayer beads. The plane shuddered in the sky, and it was unclear who she was praying for.
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			They went straight to the hospital from the airport. Her grandmother’s bones felt loose in her small hands when she held them. It was a private room, with big windows that looked out into the hospital gardens, but the blinds were drawn tightly shut against the sharpness of the sun. The room was filled with flowers and had nice chairs in the corner, but this did not improve the mood of the place: the machines hooked into her nani, the cannula in her hand that pressed into Aliya’s palm. She was frightened it would happen while she was holding her—that she would go cold in her hands.

			“Thank God you came,” her mother said, clutching them both. “I think she’s been waiting for you.”

			Aliya did not know it was possible for death to wait.

			It was not like her other trips to Karachi. Usually she lolled around in bed, wandered through the house like a hungry ghost, pacing and eating till sundown. This time, she sat in the hospital and brought the books she was meant to be reading for her dissertation. She couldn’t take any of the words in, but they were a good prop. The women in her family told stories and she listened and Nani listened as they both flitted in and out of consciousness. Nani lost her appetite, and there was a debate between the sisters about what to try to feed her. Khala wanted to feed her broths, nutritious things, but she was dying anyway, and Aliya’s mother thought they should just give her what she wanted, which was ice cream.

			“If not now, when?” she said, and Khala got annoyed.

			When Aliya went home, her mother usually stayed at the hospital. She and Khala took it in turns to sleep on an armchair in the room so Nani wouldn’t be on her own at night.

			Back at the house, Aliya stayed up alone and unsleeping. She wrote to Ava and watched many hours of Nigella making lasagna on the television, finally falling out of consciousness in front of it. She hadn’t seen anyone die before and she wasn’t sure how to prepare for it. The slow drip of life over the week—the moments that shook like leaves in the wind and then passed. It didn’t happen and didn’t happen, breath kept coming and going from Nani’s body until one moment when it was gone. It was very quick. One minute, she was there and speaking very softly, and then she was gone. Her daughters shuddered and wailed like dolphins caught in a net. Aliya stood still and let her father grab her shoulder, tell her she needed to be strong for her mother and her aunt. An ancient silence seemed to well within her. She kissed her grandmother’s cheek, its velvety softness, before they took her away.
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			She did not cry and this disturbed her. When she confessed this to Ava, she would tell her not to feel bad. That grief didn’t need to be performed and she would come to it in her own time. Part of her felt this was right and astute, and the other part of her, the bigger part of her, felt that this had finally exposed an emptiness at her core. The way she managed to walk through life affecting nothing, touching no one—a ghost to everyone, even her own feelings.
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			The body came home that night.

			The house fluttered around them, the magnet of death bringing people to them. People began to arrive and kept arriving, pressing condolences into their palms. Someone brought down the Quran Sharif with all the siparas in separate books, and people began to read. Aliya sat in the middle of it, desperate to go to bed, to be alone. When they finally left, she crawled into bed in the same clothes she’d worn all day and pulled her laptop out.

			You don’t feel weird having a body in the house with you?

			It’s just my nani. It’s really normal here.

			I’m sorry I can’t come to the funeral with you.

			She didn’t know how to respond to this. She couldn’t imagine Ava in Karachi. Sometimes they talked about visiting each other’s cities, about the tours they would take on the history of little Ava and Aliya. But Ava wouldn’t work here. She wouldn’t understand it: the way people talked, how they lived, the cars everywhere, the fact that her parents had someone who cooked and cleaned their house. It wouldn’t make sense to Ava. She wouldn’t make sense to any of it.

			I wish you were here, she said, because it was true, despite everything.
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			In the morning, the house swelled with people again. She sat beside her mother and accepted the hugs and the tears. There was prayer. There was more reading of the Quran. Someone pressed prayer beads into her hand, and she realized that for the first time in her life she was a part of these rituals as an adult. The pressure of it built up behind her temples.

			Later, while they ate, they told stories about her grandmother: the boldness of her youth, how she was a model and a seamstress and a scholar, how much she hated to cook, how much she loved crosswords and sweet things and Shakespeare. The elders told stories of their home back in India, the vast gardens around it where they would roller-skate and climb trees.

			It was around six or seven when Khadija showed up. It had been months since they’d spoken properly. Occasionally, one of them would text and the other would take long enough to respond for the conversation to lose its thread. She watched as Khadija spent a long time hugging Aliya’s mother, sitting beside her. Aliya was the afterthought.

			“Thanks for coming,” she said. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

			“Well, you have to accept it,” Khadija said. Her practical nature had hardened into a sort of teacherly sternness. “She was a great lady.”

			“Yeah, she really was.”

			Khadija poured herself a cup of tea. There was a flash of gold on her finger.

			“Hang on,” Aliya said, “is that an engagement ring?”

			“Sort of, yeah.” She twisted it around her finger. “It happened quite recently. But he’s finishing his bachelor’s in America, so we’re waiting a few years.”

			“My mum’s not getting on to me about any of that till I’m graduated, thankfully.”

			“My mother wasn’t on me,” Khadija said. “I like him. We get on. I’m very happy, actually.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

			“Anyway, I didn’t think you’d understand. I heard you like girls now.”

			The silence between them like barbed wire.

			“Who’s been saying that?”

			“Oh, no one.” She laughed. “It’s a joke, lighten up. The boys were saying it.”

			Aliya racked her brain to think of who it could be and where this could have come from. She and Ava were in the habit of writing to each other everywhere, even on Facebook. Sometimes, if she put up a picture of herself or the both of them, Ava would write I love you no homo underneath it. It was a joke. Khadija would obviously not understand that joke any more than the two of them understood each other. They hadn’t had anything in common since they were eleven and both obsessed with the film Devdas, swinging around their bedrooms with electric candles and trying to dance like Aishwarya. She felt itchy and desperate to get away from her.

			“Your parents must be glad you’re back,” Khadija said. “Are you living with your khala in London?”

			“No. I live near campus. In a house. With three GIRLS.”

			Khadija leaned back in her chair. It was clear from the conversation that they wouldn’t see each other again. She’d invite Aliya to her wedding but hope she wouldn’t come. Maybe her mother would go instead. They would run into each other every other year in Karachi, pushing shopping trolleys in the supermarket—her with a kid maybe, Aliya just the same year after year. She could see it so clearly it was easy to get up and walk away.
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			Later that night on the internet, she told Ava how she found it difficult to want to wear anything other than what she’d worn on that last day. As if her grandmother were still alive in those clothes, the green-and-blue shalwar kameez that she’d come home from the hospital in, the last thing Nani had touched. Ava said this was very Jewish of her, that it was customary when sitting shiva to remain in your clothes.

			Amma won’t let me get away with it. She says I stink.

			Tell her she’s being antisemitic. Though you probably do stink.

			On her last night in Karachi, her mother asked if she could sleep in her room with her.

			“Why?” She tensed.

			“I just want to be with you,” she said. “You’re going to go so far away again.”

			“You’ll see me in two months.”

			Aliya didn’t want her interrupting the time she had alone. The midnight hours were sacred. If she didn’t get them, she’d go a whole day without speaking to Ava.

			“All right,” her mother said, looking hurt but not pushing the point.

			In the morning, she tucked the hair behind Aliya’s ears at the airport and said, “Nani would have been so proud of you.”

			On the plane, she finally burst into tears.
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			By the time she was back, the magnolia tree in their garden was blooming. It littered pink-tipped petals all over the grass. Somehow it was hot already, the best spring in all her time there and the first one she couldn’t enjoy. The house was miserable and heavy with the end looming before them.

			“It’s not fair,” Norah said, making a vat of industrial-grade coffee. “We should be getting tan lines in the sun, not withering away indoors. This degree is stealing my youth.”

			“If you’d spent less time at the pub and more in the library earlier this year, you wouldn’t be chained there now,” Hina said.

			No one needed her to be sensible. It was uncalled-for, especially since she’d already finished her dissertation and was, in fact, helping her boyfriend with his.

			“Gloria Steinem would be rolling in her grave,” Ava said. “How can you let him take advantage of your brain like this?”

			“Gloria Steinem is still alive,” Hina said. “And I offered. I like reading. I’d proof any of yours, but I happen to know they won’t be finished more than fifteen minutes before submission, if that.”

			Ava was used to finding these things easy, but a year of being a novelist had left her far behind. She was scrambling but trying hard not to show it.

			“It doesn’t even matter,” she said. “Who the fuck cares how you do at university?”

			But it was clear that she did care.

			They resumed their group library trips—it was where they lived now. You weren’t allowed to eat in there, so Norah started buying packets of ham that she hid under her T-shirt and slithered out at opportune moments to swallow whole. She was living solely off those and energy drinks. Her hair had taken on the appearance of an unwashed carpet. Irina was no longer allowed to come over. “I can’t take any distractions,” she said. “I need to focus.”

			Outside, the trees felt lush and new. From the top of the library, she could see all of it—the dormitory she’d spent her first miserable year in, the union, the bench where she’d waited for Ava after her lectures with a coffee, the function room behind the launderette where she’d met Hina for the first time. The campus that had held her for three years was about to spit her out into the world. She would have to carve her own way or return to Karachi, to live with her parents again, to fold herself back into the same world as Khadija.
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			The four of them went to a talk at the political society, where a smooth-looking man entered into a debate about whether the West was too critical of Israel. The smooth man talked at length about the democratic nature of the country, how comfortable he’d felt there as a journalist, that it was the only place in the region where he could report what he liked and not be questioned, and how, furthermore, it was the only country in the region where gay rights and minority religions were protected. When one of the students questioned him about an instance of Israeli brutality on a young Palestinian student, he responded with a story about an Israeli student being attacked. The atmosphere felt raw and tense, unlike anything she’d seen at Mountbrooke. In her lectures, people debated Chaucer or Webster, but nothing was an open wound. It was clear the room was divided, and most of the students were angry: when his opponent brought up the shooting of Muhammad al-Durrah, there was a ripple of noise. Later, the smooth man compared the creation of Israel to Pakistan, which had happened in consecutive years, but no one questioned its right to exist. Aliya put her hand up, but they never got to her, and she was relieved because she wasn’t sure how well-formed her response was going to be.

			On the way home, Hina said she thought he’d been racist, the way he’d talked about all those other Arab states: he’d never fully come out and said it, but it was clear he thought there was a rot there.

			“Dog-whistle bullshit,” Ava said.

			She’d been waiting to see what Ava thought, trying to guess her allegiances through what she knew of her background rather than her politics.

			“Exactly!” Hina said.

			“You know, my grandmother lived in Israel for a bit,” Ava said. “I always used to want to go, but I don’t know—I don’t know if I want to be part of that.”

			Hina nodded. “It’s complicated, I get it. I’ve never been back where my grandparents are from.”

			Ava shook her head. “It’s not the same. Anyway, we don’t really speak that much anymore.”

			Hina reached her hand out to touch Ava’s shoulder and said she was sorry. It was the first time Aliya had ever seen them touch.

			“What were you going to say?” Ava asked her while they made coffee in the kitchen.

			“Not sure. Something about—the creation of Pakistan isn’t the same as Israel, et cetera. Though I guess they were both sort of fuckups. And done by the British.”

			“Man,” Ava said, raising her coffee cup, “fuck the British. Sorry, Nor.”

			“I don’t care,” Norah said. “Obviously. I don’t even feel that British really. No more than you guys.”

			But Aliya did feel more Pakistani. In the last two years, the feeling was growing. The previous year, people had begun to talk about Pakistan a lot. It was around the time they found Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, and suddenly the word seemed to be everywhere, ricocheting off the walls. The morning it happened, she’d read the news in bed with a thud of selfish exhaustion.

			One of her tutors asked her what she thought about the situation. People made jokes about whether she had family who’d been personally harboring him. Because she’d spent so little time makingvfriends with anyone on her course other than her housemates, she realized, the one thing most people knew about her was that she was Pakistani. Now it was like a neon sign that flashed over her head.

			No one had ever called her a Paki, but Hina said one of the men outside the pub around the corner from their house shouted it at her once. Norah said that was because it was a BNP pub and offered to walk them both home when they were coming back late, but they refused.

			“I’m not cowing down to it,” Hina said. She got it more than Aliya did anyway because she’d started to wear a headscarf. She was never coming home that late, and mostly when she went out, Hamza came home with her.

			That spring, Aliya began to realize that she could slip under the radar and wanted to see how far she could go. At parties, she stopped answering when people asked where she was from and let them guess. Some evenings, she pretended to be whatever they picked: Moroccan, Mexican, Spanish. Ava and Norah thought it was hilarious, but Hina didn’t like it, so she didn’t do it when she was around.

			She tried it with bus drivers, shopkeepers, bartenders, taxi drivers, never asking what she was thinking to prove. Once, late at night, on their way back from going to see The Cherry Orchard in London, the taxi driver started to speak to her in Hindi. He said he knew without asking that she was from India. She corrected him in Urdu. She stopped playing the game after that. Everywhere she went, she was always going to be herself.
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			The Gorgon was to arrive for graduation. So were Aliya’s parents, but the Gorgon was the main event. At this point, she was deep in Aliya’s imagination. She expected her to smoke and wear a fur coat like Cruella de Vil even in the spring, clouds of Chanel No. 5 and a sort of severe but old-school beauty. Ava said she was going to stay in London and only come down for the actual day but that they should go meet her for lunch.

			“She wants to meet you,” she said, “but, like, don’t expect her to be cool.”

			Aliya wanted to caution the same for her own parents. She worried about them meeting her friends, that they would comment on things that were normal to comment on in Pakistan, like people’s weight or when they were going to get married. She was worried about them fussing over her and maybe, most of all, about how she would rail at them like a sulky teenager.
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			Lunch with the Gorgon. Ava insisted she join her, insisted on dressing her for it, too—the black cardigan with the pearl trim, the red skirt with a flare. They’d begun to do their eyes in matching black flicks. People sometimes mistook them for each other.

			Ava clutched her hand quickly as they got into the restaurant. “Promise to forgive me if it’s horrible?” she asked, and Aliya agreed.

			It was a seafood restaurant, one of only two places in town they could think to take a parent. Other than the pubs, there was only this place and the Italian, and the Italian seemed more romantic, less grown-up. The seafood place had linen napkins.

			“Well, this is a treat,” the Gorgon said. “How delightful to get two twenty-year-olds for the price of one.”

			She sounded like Ava. The arch English vowels with an American twang. Transatlantic, Ava called it.

			“It’s really nice to meet you.”

			“Is it? I would have thought she’d have filled your ears with all sorts of nonsense about me.”

			Ava huffed at this.

			“Not at all. She’s been very excited for you to visit.”

			The Gorgon smiled like she didn’t believe her.

			She ordered mussels in pasta, and Aliya ordered mussels frites. Ava got a steak, which the Gorgon didn’t approve of: “Who orders steak at a seafood restaurant?

			“You’re going to have to eat that with white wine,” she said.

			“Can’t I get a glass separately? I’ll pay for it if that’s the problem.”

			“I’m not drinking half a bottle of wine. You’ll have white.”

			“I’ll share some white,” Aliya said, thinking she was making a compromise.

			“Of course you will. And so will Ava.”

			The steak, which she’d ordered rare, arrived bloody and smeared on the plate. The Gorgon suggested she send it back, but Ava persisted. They seemed to eat in some sort of standoff with each other, each cutting their food down to ribbons and leaving most of it on the plate. Each bite a negotiation.

			The two of them were big talkers. Aliya found she could keep quiet and concentrate on her food for most of the time. They talked about politics and the new-old mayor of London, whom Ava detested and who her mother thought had a sort of rascally charm.

			“How can you say that? It’s so offensive. He plays a bumbling idiot, and you all get excited because he has a posh voice and silly hair.”

			“As if you’re so immune to posh voices and silly hair. Let me tell you, she may seem sophisticated now, but she was obsessed with Hugh Grant. She wanted to move to London to find him, waiting for her in some bookshop in Notting Hill. Isn’t that right?”

			Ava made a slit in her steak in the shape of a star.

			“I don’t see what he has to do with anything. I didn’t vote for him.”

			“If he ran for office, I’m almost certain you would. Anyway, it doesn’t matter what we think. We’re just dumb Americans. What’s your opinion?”

			Aliya thought about how uncomfortable he made her, but that wasn’t an opinion. Lately her self-consciousness was increasing, growing back to a pre-university level like a layer of dead skin. Maybe Khala was responsible for this—she was always telling her not to speak Urdu in public when they were on the phone lest a racist push her onto the train tracks, because she’d heard about this happening to someone. Aliya had absorbed her paranoia even as she outwardly rejected it. It confused her that Khala and Amma wanted her to remain a pure Muslim underneath everything, even as they encouraged her to throw off the outer trappings of the culture.

			Aliya said, “I think he’s a bit silly but harmless.” Maybe she meant it—she thought about the novel he’d written called Seventy-Two Virgins and how it confounded her that anyone could take him seriously, but novels weren’t weapons anyway; they were just words. Mostly she found it strange that anyone could write about Muslims with so little curiosity about what they were actually like. What was the point?

			She could feel Ava glaring at her, the weight of her disappointment.

			“You’re being wasteful,” the Gorgon said when they came to clear the plates. Aliya was embarrassed to have finished all of hers, even more so when the Gorgon pointed to it, impressed—“That’s a girl who knows how to eat her food.”

			Ava looked at her and rolled her eyes. She couldn’t tell if she was the subject of her ire or had merely been invited to share in it.
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			“What is it with you and your need to suck up to all figures of authority?” Ava asked when they left the restaurant. “That wasn’t an audition, you know. You don’t get full marks for not pissing her off.”

			“She’s your mother. I was just trying to be respectful.”

			“Grow a spine,” she hissed, and walked on ahead.

			It was raining now, and she felt as she followed that she’d lost something in the shells of the mussels. They did not speak much when they got home.

			Every day she thought about how this was all coming to an end—the last time they might drink coffee together in the house, the last night they might fall asleep under its roof. It was still early, summer light blistering through the living room windows, touching all of their possessions, which would soon be in boxes and ready for departure.
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			In the midst of packing, Ava had snuck a present into her bags—she found it untangling her jumpers at Khala’s. Her things sat in a corner of Khala’s guest room. She was sleeping in the living room while her parents visited for graduation, and the lack of privacy was making her cranky. The room was always light, and there was never any chance of sleeping in past seven because the rest of the family were early risers and began their breakfast then. The present, wrapped in dark paper, was the first thing all week that felt like it belonged to her. She hid in the bathroom to open it—knowing Ava, it could be anything. Under the tissue, two flat square boxes of Sobranie cigarettes: one in black and the other rainbow-colored, gold tipped. For the fashionable smoker, read the card, so her cigarettes can match her mood.
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			Graduation came without fanfare. They bought heeled shoes that weren’t scuffed from dancing to wear under their gowns. Aliya’s pinched and squeezed her toes, and she had to bounce from side to side to stay upright in them. She didn’t know anyone near her in the alphabet, so the wait behind the theater was long and boring. Sadie, who was the loudest girl in her Shakespeare seminar and wearing the bright pink lipstick she always wore, appeared to be giving a speech that no one had asked her to perform.

			“This is the most important day of your life,” she said, to everyone in the vicinity. “Graduation is the modern woman’s wedding day! Smile, ladies!”
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			When she arrived back at the house after graduation, it was a ghost town. The others had left already—gotten into Norah’s car and set off to her house, where they were dog-sitting for the week while her family vacationed in the south of France. Her parents dropped her off on their way back to Khala’s. They’d wanted to come see her house and meet her friends, but Khala had booked tickets for them to see a qawwali back in London, so they left her at the door.

			Privately, she was relieved. Even now, she wasn’t ready for the worlds to collide. Her parents had met Hina and her parents at the ceremony, but no one else. “It’s been so nice,” Amma said, holding Hina’s hands, “to know you’ve been looking after my little Aliya.” Everyone else they’d seen at a distance—she’d pointed out Norah’s tall figure and Ava and her family disappearing into the drinks tent—but nothing more.

			In the empty house, she was free to be alone with her thoughts. No questions from Khala about Norah’s liquor cabinet or the ashtray out on the patio full of lipstick-smudged stubs. The house felt like it did when they first moved in. Emptied of their things, their memories. Books taken down from shelves, alphabet fridge magnets spelling out pornographic poetry removed. As she wandered through, it felt as if the years were peeling off. But still: the wine stain on the rug; the blankets that Norah had piled on the sofa, clashing with Hina’s cushions; the set of mismatched mugs in the cupboard. There were marks on the walls from where they’d put posters that still needed to be painted over.

			The bedrooms were empty. Hina’s parents had come by earlier in the week to pick up her things. Norah had taken a load with her and was coming back for the rest. Ava was going to stay in the house for a bit longer on her own. Hers was the only room fully intact.

			Aliya stepped inside. The curtains were thrown open and the room was filled with the late-afternoon light. There were Ava’s boots and her books and the postcards and messages she left herself on the wall; there was the corner of the floor where she would sit to write or watch TV when she had cramps and could only sit doubled up against the radiator. She picked up a copy of the letters of Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville-West from which Ava would occasionally text her lines: Look here, Vita—throw over your man. It was a library copy. The room would not easily give up its secrets. The Dane was not going to jump out of the closet. There was nothing here but the collection of things that made up the person she would only ever partially know.

			She packed her overnight bag and headed to the train station. Through the windows, pale gold fields spinning past. Her head was fuzzy and soft from lack of sleep, from the preceding weeks that had turned it to mush. Earlier, when she’d said goodbye to her mother, they both cried.

			“I’m proud of you, jaanu,” she said.

			“I haven’t even really done anything yet.”

			“Whatever happens,” she said, “we’re proud.”
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			Norah’s house was the kind of house she imagined in storybooks. Tall and wonky with a thatched roof, a red setter called Gandalf, a deep warm kitchen with an Aga, a living room full of blankets and fires, muddy boots by the door. She felt like she’d stepped into a different life briefly.

			“Ava’s having a bit of a mare,” Norah said to her when she came to pick Aliya up at the station. “Will you take her up a cider and see if you can coax her down?”

			“What happened?”

			“Problems with her man, I think.” Norah shrugged.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Norah had given them a room to share, twin beds, her brother’s room. The thought of sharing a room usually horrified Aliya, but she didn’t mind with Ava. There was something cozy about knowing she was asleep a few feet away. They could talk in the dark with the lights switched off.

			She went up with her bag and a bottle of cider for them to share. The room was blue with stripes and pictures of boats on the walls. Ava was facing the wall when she came in.

			“All right? I got you a drink.”

			She didn’t respond.

			“Hey, what’s that trick you have,” Aliya asked, “of opening something without a bottle opener?”

			Ava turned around. Her eyes were red with broken blood vessels. It was difficult to tell if she’d been crying or throwing up.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Henrick never sent my book out. He said he was going to, but every time I asked if anyone had said anything, he kept dodging the question. Now he tells me it’s just not ready. He says maybe I should write another novel and that this isn’t the one.”

			Aliya sat down on the bed beside her. Ava curled in a tight ball, and when Aliya reached out to touch her, she flinched like a wounded animal.

			“I don’t understand. I thought he was working on it with you.”

			“You want me to spell it out? It was all bullshit. He never had any intention of it being a thing. He was just trying to distract me while we had this stupid little affair. I’m not a genius, I’m an idiot.”

			Outside the window opposite her, the sun was setting so beautifully it was distracting. She wanted to turn Ava over and give her the view as a gift. Instead, she tried to open the bottle of cider with her teeth and began to bleed from the mouth.

			“What the fuck have you done?” Ava said.

			Ava wiped her mouth with the bottom of her dress. It was only a graze but it stung. “Let me,” she said. She opened the cider with a set of keys. The top fizzed off angrily and clattered on the floor. The neck of the bottle smelled rusty.

			“Do you want to go outside? Get a bit of fresh air?” Aliya asked.

			They went down the stairs quietly and out through the back door. In the kitchen, Hina and Norah chopped tomatoes and listened to “Video Games.” The windows were open, and the sound leaked out into the garden, which seemed to go on forever. There were fields beyond a wire fence, dusty with gold. Norah had told them that in the morning sometimes, the sheep would come into their garden and ask for treats. Aliya let Ava lead her out into the middle of the field, the sound of the song, of the kettle whistling. They lay down in the tall grass, in the middle of the pink skies that stretched out around them.

			“Thank you,” Ava said. She leaned up on her elbow and looked down at Aliya, her face blotting out the sky like an eclipse.

			“For cutting my mouth open?”

			“I don’t know, for not making me feel like an idiot. For reading the book like you thought I was a person who could write one.”

			Inside, there would be pasta and dancing around the kitchen island. They would walk Norah’s dog and feed him treats. They would reminisce about their time at university as if it were already long past and not still in the process of ending.

			Ava leaned in close enough so she could see the freckles in her eyes. There was a glow in her gaze that made Aliya dizzy, like staring too hard into the sun. She tried to hold the moment without blinking or breaking. Their heartbeats loud in the field, staccato hard. Ava reached down to touch her hair. Everything moving too fast. Two and a half years that they had known each other and been as close as it was possible for two people to be. Once, she’d thought they might be able to read each other’s minds. And yet there was still so much about Ava that she did not understand. Her reasoning as mysterious as a stranger’s.

			The journey wasn’t over. University was just the start of their story, which would be long and epic, a story to tell grandchildren. Not theirs but maybe Norah’s grandchildren, maybe Hina’s. There would be London next, then the rest of the world. They would drift through it together, then grow old in their drifter cottages, side by side. In that moment, all of this seemed not just possible but inevitable—the tying up of their lives. Ava’s hand on the side of her face as if it belonged there. A moment they could repeat endlessly.

			Then Norah’s voice calling them for dinner—Ava’s mouth splitting open in a grin.

			The world was calling to them. The first evening of the rest of their lives.

		

	
		
			15

			I don’t cry at weddings or in public or at all really. Norah’s brings me close. It’s a very Norah day. Upstairs room of a pub, big windows, oak paneling. The room is filled with candles, so everyone, even the grandmothers, looks vaguely glowy. She’s not afraid to be corny, to walk down the aisle in a white dress to “A Rainy Night in Soho” by the Pogues. Nothing is held back: there are readings from family and friends. Both her parents and Beck’s parents make speeches, and they are so charming no one even comments when they go on for a little longer than most people would deem polite. The crowd is rapt.

			Aliya reads Frank O’Hara’s “For Grace, After a Party.” She is in a green dress, long and expensive-looking. There is gold at her throat and her ears, and it catches the light through her hair, through the long stained glass windows and the thousand candles. She’s got the flicky black eyeliner she used to wear at university, and when she sits back down, I see Hamid wrap a dark shawl around her shoulders and the eyeliner is smudged in tears.

			We aren’t sat near each other at the reception because Norah is many things but she is not a monster. I sit with Beck’s friends, some of Norah’s colleagues. They are very nice and friendly and also all couples. There is a couple who have just got engaged. There is a couple who’ve been married a few years. And a couple lingering toward each other so romantically I wonder if they will commit the social faux pas of getting engaged at someone else’s wedding. Still, they ask questions about my job and my relationship to Norah, which is pleasant enough. It’s not their fault that these topics are painful to me. The food is good—seafood and little tubs of sauce, cheese and spinach stuffed into pastry—but too small, and my head fills with bubbles of champagne, enough that I can picture dancing. Their first dance is “Papa Was a Rodeo” by the Magnetic Fields, which makes me snort with laughter despite how generally dreadful the day has felt. When the music starts, the couples all file onto the floor, and I take the opportunity to steal the last of the shellfish.

			Hamid and Aliya are dancing, which surprises me. I know I should pretend to not see her, to keep my head down, but I can’t look away. I watch him twirl her around the dance floor. Neither of them moves particularly well or even in rhythm with the other. Hamid is too big to be smooth and Aliya too self-conscious, but they pull to each other, his hands on hers, the way he croons “a thousand kisses from you” along with Luther Vandross. The tenderness of his kiss on her hand shocks me. Under the strings of fairy lights, I see Hamid lift his eyes to mine, and finally I drop my gaze.

			The music changes to Abba. Hina grabs Aliya’s hands and drags her into a spin. I am scooping an obscene amount of prawn cocktail into my mouth when I realize Hamid is coming toward me.
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			“Nice dress.”

			It is vintage, an orange silk wrap. I look down at it to check when he compliments me. Even I don’t think it’s particularly nice. I stole it from Bella’s closet and need to remember not to get anything on it.

			“Thanks,” I say. “It’s vintage.”

			“Makes sense. You and Aliya like old things, don’t you?”

			For a minute, I wonder if this is a dig about my taste in men and realize he is serious.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Vintage stuff, I mean. Clothes, books, records. I don’t mean that as a bad thing. Sometimes old things can be good. Old music. Old friends.”

			“Indeed.”

			“I was sorry you left without a chance for me to say goodbye.”

			I wonder what Aliya has told him. If she’s faked an emergency with my mother, if she’s fudged something about work. If she’s told him I had a breakdown and couldn’t be trusted to look after myself. Or maybe that I’m in love with her, that I made some kind of confession and she turned me away out of respect. I try to look for the answer in his face, but again: no artifice. He’s sorry.

			“Yeah, well. I didn’t really feel like sticking around.”

			“I get that. I don’t know what happened between you, but I can tell it’s weighing on you both.”

			I wave a hand in his direction. “It’ll blow over. I mean, we haven’t really been in each other’s lives for a long time. How bad can it be? Sometimes you try to come back to a thing and it’s just—too broken to fix. We moved on from each other a long time ago.”

			“You know, when we got married, Aliya and I had this open conversation. We sat down and told each other all the things in our past that we thought would be significant. We didn’t want anything to come as a surprise. Our exes, our histories, all of that.”

			I smile and wipe cocktail sauce from my chin with a napkin. It’s not clear where this is going. “That sounds very mature. Good for you.”

			“Well, Aliya always said she didn’t have much in the way of exes. No real boyfriends or anything like that. She told me the closest she’d had to a romantic relationship was with you. The only time she’d ever been entwined with anyone.”

			I feel the bottom drop out of my stomach. The thought of them discussing me is unthinkable. When I arrived on their doorstep, I wanted to be a surprise. I realize the arrogance of this now. I thought I knew everything and that he knew nothing—that I could walk into his house and blow up his life and he’d expect none of it. Instead, the explosions are only internal. Aliya and I have never once talked about him.

			“You know, it used to make me really jealous. Sometimes she’d say things like—‘Ava made me laugh more than anyone I ever knew.’ Or that you were the most talented or knew the most about movies or whatever. I’ve been in competition with you for such a long time. I never thought we’d actually meet. And then there you were in my house and we didn’t even get a chance to talk.”

			“Yes, what a pity. Still, maybe Norah’s next wedding!”

			He laughs. “You know it’s none of my business what happens between the two of you, right? I’m not here to ask you to talk or make up. I won’t do that.”

			“That’s absolutely fantastic news.”

			He leans forward and kisses my cheek. He smells like aftershave and pistachio from the cannoli. His hand on my arm leaves a sugary sticky imprint like a child’s.

			“You know, just because she’s my wife doesn’t mean I don’t know she can be difficult.”

			“Well, that’s a very healthy perspective to have,” I say.

			No one has ever admitted that Aliya is difficult before. She’s so emotionally tidy a person that it’s easy to slip into the villain role. I feel an ache of kinship. In another world, we could have been allies.

			“So will I see you at the book launch?” he asks.

			“Maybe,” I say. “I don’t know—it depends.”

			“She’d love to have you there.”

			I consider what it would mean to give her permission to enjoy this. In the next year, Aliya’s dreams will bloom like hothouse roses. I am choosing to be the thorn because it is the role I’ve been given in this story. I could change it all by letting go. It is in my gift to do so, but I cannot.

			“Sure,” I say. “We’ll see.”
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			Back at university, Norah dated a very beautiful girl called Irina. She was the first of us to fall in love, and she should have been an example to us all. When Norah loved, she did it very hard. She wrote poems out for Irina and left them in her notebooks. She learned to make spaghetti alle vongole, her favorite meal, even though she was scared of shellfish. She learned how to say “I love you” in seven different languages. She opened her heart like throwing open the gates of some great palace and inviting in a parade. When it ended, there was a deep and open mourning. She took to her bed for a week and demanded to be brought tequila and ramen. There had been not a second of hesitation: no cynicism, only wonder. It is a thing I have never been able to accomplish. I sleep next to people with one eye open.

			She has changed into a sheer slip and is drinking champagne with her wife when I finally make it up to say hello.

			“You’re not going to leave yet, are you? There’s cake.”

			“I just wanted to look at what marriage was doing to your face. Up close.”

			“Well, I’m glowing, obviously. Please stop looking grumpy, it’s my wedding day and you’re not allowed to do that.”

			I stretch out a smile. It feels like my cheeks are tightening under clay.

			“Convincing. Now, what’s the deal with you and Aliya?”

			“Don’t worry about it. I promised not to do any murders at your wedding and I’m going to stick to that.”

			“The best present. Thank you.”

			“So Aliya’s safe and so are you.”

			“Moi?” She flutters her eyelids.

			“You told me about the book.”

			“I thought you’d be flattered! Someone writes a whole book about me, I’m throwing a bigger party than this one. You know, I’ve never had anything written about me. No poems, no songs, nothing. I was always the one writing love songs.”

			“It’s not a love song,” I tell her.

			“It’s pretty damn close.”

			“You know the reason Marina and I broke up? I never told her about my mum. Or my mum about her. She accused me of trying to section off my life. What do you think of that?”

			Marina and Norah had never met. She’d never met anyone in my life, which was one of the major sticking points. I’d begun to grow jealous of the theater director—of my own impermanence in Marina’s life, how my needs were expected to disappear when her other partner was in town. “How do you expect me to take you on like a person,” she’d said, “when you live like a fucking ghost?”

			It had been a quick breakup, insultingly so. In the movies, long relationships always seem to die in arguments that take many hours—the sun coming up, the rain falling, whole seasons changing while the lovers fight to stay together. Marina and I didn’t have that. Once she’d made up her mind, she was gone. I never understood how I’d given her so little to fight for.

			Norah frowns. “You want me to psychoanalyze you at my wedding?”

			“I want to know if you think I’m a bitch or just horribly misunderstood.”

			“Baby,” Norah says, trying to spin me into a dance, “we’re all bitches.”

		

	
		
			16

			Aliya pottered around the bookshop while Ava tidied. Ava had gotten the job at Foyles a week ago. Aliya would come by and see her after her internship was over and wait while she locked up. Sometimes she helped her put things away. It felt strange just watching. But then Ava pointed out that it made her look bad—like she wasn’t efficient enough to do it herself—so she stopped. She lingered by the new titles, fingering the hardbacks she couldn’t afford. Then they’d go for coffee or to find the cheapest meal they could. London was happening, just slower and less exciting than they’d dreamed.

			She began to read through an essay collection by a young woman who had died before it could be published. A tragic stamp, her photo on the front of the book with the title rolling out over her face.

			Ava noticed it in her hands, coming from behind the till with the rest of the day’s newspapers bundled up in her arms.

			“That’s flying off the shelf. Very good for business, dying young.”

			“Don’t be macabre.” She flipped the book over to see how the death had happened. A car accident. The randomness of this depressed her even more. “I think it’s sad.”

			“So does everyone else. That’s why they’re buying it. It’s not even very good.”

			“Stop it.”

			“Well, it’s not bad. The writing’s okay. It’s just not as profound as I think it would have been if she hadn’t died. Though I expect she’d have been published anyway. Pretty girl, good university, you know.”

			She wondered when they’d gotten so cynical. Only last year Ava would have been aspiring to be the girl on the cover, dead or alive. Aliya was supposed to be the jaded one with her publishing internship. She thought she would be making coffees and reading submissions from the slush pile in her spare time, perhaps finding the next big thing. Instead, the assistant quit a week after she started, and they’d somehow finagled a way to get her to do that job while they looked for someone new without actually paying her properly. She was managing the diary of her seventy-something boss who did not know how to use a phone and needed all his emails printed out for him. He was an exceptionally charming and difficult man who could spend forty minutes explaining the Balfour Declaration but would never sign anything off on time, so she ended up working through her lunch break, a thing she was young enough to find absolutely outstandingly offensive.

			Ava’s bookshop job had more quirk. Sometimes they snuck the DVDs out to watch on her laptop and return the next day. It was a careful operation but meant they had an array of cinematic marvels at their fingertips. The week before, they’d sat in Ava’s sublet bed with oven pizzas and lit candles, pouring ginger beer into champagne saucers to watch a film about a Parisian brothel at the turn of the century. They’d been hoping to be titillated, the poster image all strings of pearls and corsets and women lounging in boudoirs, but actually it was unpleasant and depressing, ending with a woman weeping tears of sperm, and they were too disgusted to finish their food, switching to late-night Buffy and even later runs to the corner store for ice cream.

			Ava was staying in a sublet in Clapton, her bed in what was once a living room with big windows and a door leading out to the garden. There were plants everywhere, dying under her inattention, though the understanding was that the rent had been subsidized to provide for their care. The room’s real owner was an actor who was away at the Edinburgh Fringe. It was very cheap and the other girls were nice, and because it was, in fact, sort of a de facto living room, there was a small couch in the corner that Aliya could sleep on when she stayed over, though mostly she fell asleep in Ava’s bed with her.

			Aliya was in Acton with her khala. Life with Khala was interesting. She had a curfew, which was new—her parents never had to set one because she didn’t really go anywhere in Karachi that they didn’t drive her to, and at university, she’d come and gone as she pleased, even if a late night only meant staying up in the library till three. Now she was navigating a new world: one where her entry to the house was heralded with her name and “Where have you been?” She got the sense Khala wasn’t the only one interested in her exploits and that every late evening and missed meal was being reported back home.

			“You have to be respectful,” her mother reminded her on the phone. “This is very kind, what Khala is doing for you. Cooking you meals, letting you live there for free. Do you know how much people on internships struggle in London? I’m hearing horror stories from friends of mine.”

			In fact, what her mother saw as a horror story was exactly what Aliya wanted. She and Ava had planned to live together, to find a place just for them. Obviously they’d lived together at university, but this was London, a place where things actually happened. Where a flat together could be a place where adventures could collate and be stored on their shelves. A kitchen to make lovers coffee in, to gossip in when they left; a table to sit and write at together; a home to make meals in, watch films in, to complain and cry and do facials in the bath. But she’d not explained these plans to her parents yet. She knew already the things they would say. Squandering what little she made on rent, how dangerous it might be, and besides it all the real truth: that her living with anyone other than Khala while she was in London was unseemly, ungrateful, and unacceptable. She was to understand that university had been a taste of freedom she would not experience again until she was married. Then she could have her own flat, travel as she pleased, come and go as she liked—with her husband, of course.

			In the meantime, they searched for places discreetly. There wasn’t much in their price range, but they were hopeful. Aliya took the weekend shifts while Ava was at work, taking careful pictures to send her, sometimes calling her on her coffee break to chat through the options. So far, the closest had been a place she’d seen with the landlord living downstairs. It was sweet, a little picture window in the living room with a big red sofa beneath it. She could see them sitting on it, stringing the window with fairy lights to ward off the winter blues. But then the landlord texted later to ask if they were interested in the place and also if they both had boyfriends, which made the whole thing seem immediately creepy.
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			They went to Jen Cafe in the middle of Chinatown. Under the green awning, you could see women making dumplings in the window. You could get a plate of dumplings and a hot Milo for a tenner as long as you promised to vacate the table as soon as you’d eaten: if not, you’d be shoveled quickly out. Ava was too cool for the hot Milo or the hot Coke or any of the other drinks that made Aliya’s eyes pop out of her head; she said it was undignified and ordered a honey tea instead. It made Aliya feel like she belonged more to London, to have a place she could go back to. They’d learned in the first week that ordering anything else off the menu was a mistake, but the dumplings were safe, solid and salty. They came in vegetable or meat (unidentified), fried or steamed, and they always got two to share.

			“Want to go to the cinema tomorrow? Prince Charles is doing The Exorcist again. I can’t go home and listen to that guy next door learn to play the trombone any more.”

			“Can’t. There’s leaving drinks for someone at work.”

			“Are they making you go to that? You already work crazy hours and you’re an intern.”

			“I don’t have to go, I want to go. Clara’s nice. She never tells me any of my questions are stupid and always wears really good shoes. Also, she’s having biscuits delivered to the office tomorrow. Like, as a present. To us! To the people who aren’t leaving. I thought we were supposed to be getting her a present.”

			“Well, I’m sure someone is getting her a present,” Ava said.

			“No, I know. I just mean,” she said, dousing malt vinegar onto her dumplings and watching it hiss against the crackly edges, “I think she’s nice and I want to go.”

			“What you have described is merely a person who is good at presenting themselves. It’s basic manners not to make the intern feel like an idiot when you’re overburdening her already. And everyone gets a thing when they leave somewhere.”

			“How do you know?”

			“What?”

			“I mean—we don’t know, do we? These are literally the first jobs we’re doing. We’re learning now.”

			Ava shook her head. “Look, what you’re doing isn’t the same as me. Of course I don’t know what they do in some bougie artsy office.”

			“I didn’t mean that.”

			“Anyway, it’s not my first job, just yours. I worked in a pub before uni.”

			She hadn’t known this. It was a shock now to find out things about Ava that were new to her. She thought she knew Ava’s life like the back of her hand, like she could reach into her memories and read them as if they were her own.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

			“It’s fine.” Ava waved a hand. “Enjoy your party. I’ll go to The Exorcist alone. Saves me getting crappy popcorn anyway.”

			“You know it’s the best,” Aliya said.

			“Sweet and salty isn’t the best, it’s the compromise you make with a child. The only real choice is salty and you know it.” She flicked a bit of sauce onto the corner of Ava’s napkin.

			“You’re a convert, you just won’t admit it. I bet you get the mixed one tomorrow.”

			“Hey, maybe I’ll go look at some flats instead. Have you spoken to your parents about it yet?”

			“Mmmm, not yet.”

			“We’re going to need a guarantor. You can’t ask your aunt until you tell them.”

			She shook her head. “I just can’t bring myself to do it. It’s going to be such a big row. Can’t we ask anyone else?”

			“No, we can’t. We need a guarantor each. I’ve only just got the Gorgon in a good enough mood to agree to sign on for me. She thinks I should be fucking independent already. If we don’t find a place soon, she’s going to change her mind and I’m going to have to go all the way up to Scotland to persuade her and I do not want to do that and get mired in the same old shit between her and N. Listen, you have to take this seriously, okay? Or I’ll just have to look for other places on my own.”

			It was not the first time this threat had been leveled against her, and she found herself bristling under the tone of it.

			“What makes you think that I’m not taking this seriously?”

			Ava’s anger glowed under the neon lights of the restaurant. She had a good glare and turned its full force on Aliya. Beside them, a man was suggesting his date order the duck, which would definitely be a mistake. Aliya met his eyes and tried to warn him off it with her mind. She felt someone beside them on the long table should not be in trouble.

			“Maybe because when the month is over, you’ll still have a nice place to crash in at your aunt’s? And I’ll be out on the streets? I’m being hard here; I’ve not been looking at any single rooms. Should I?”

			“No, no, don’t do that. I’ll speak to them tonight, I promise.”

			“Good, thank you.”

			Ava bit into the last dumpling. No sooner had she finished it than the plate was whisked away from under her and replaced with a bill.

			It always felt too early to go home, but they couldn’t afford to drink or do anything else. At the Tube station, they hugged goodbye, and Aliya thought how nice it would be if someday soon it would be them getting on the same line together, riding it to some miserable place in the outskirts, falling asleep on each other’s shoulders but still going home together. She missed her terribly. Even seeing each other almost every day, the distances seemed long. It was an hour and a half between where they lived, so if they didn’t meet after work, seeing each other took time and preparation—often scheduling a thing to do. Khala was never keen on Aliya spending too many of her nights there and there was no space for them to be alone in Acton, so she got used to spending a weekend losing most of her day to the journey and then keeping an eye on her watch to get home before curfew. It felt she was always leaving in the middle of things: movies, parties, conversations about God that were happening in the kitchen. She always felt there was some secret life that was opening for Ava and not for her in the hours after she left.

			When she got back home, it was too late to call her parents, and she couldn’t say anything to Khala until she’d done that first. In bed, she was reading a book of Angela Carter stories Ava got her for her birthday. She was picking in and out of them. When she slept, her dreams were full of monsters, her boss as the Beast. They were at a long table full of candles. He was wearing a velvet jacket and sitting in a velvet armchair and combing his mustache with a little ivory comb and ordering her to type faster. She pushed her hair back with a big Alice in Wonderland bow and worked furiously away on a manual typewriter producing one long ream that spilled all over the table. She was worrying about it getting in the candles when she woke up.
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			In the morning, she dressed for the pub after work. She’d bought an inappropriate set of clothes in her first week: pencil skirts and blazers, where most people wore jeans and trainers. Now, at the end of summer, they were all in oversized jumpers and high boots. She picked out something that made her look serious and adult. Khala said she still had puppy fat filling out her face and making her look disastrously young. She was ID’d everywhere. She tried to fix it with lipstick, but the effect was comical. At university, she’d felt glamorous wearing it. Here in London, she was less sophisticated than the sixteen-year-olds in Camden Market, buying rockabilly dresses and Doc Martens, their hair pinned up behind their ears.

			Khala noticed the slash of lipstick and spill of perfume when she hiked down the stairs in the heeled lace-up boots.

			“Going somewhere?”

			“I have a work thing this evening.”

			“Oh? You don’t work long enough?”

			“It’s like—mandatory.”

			“Will you be home for dinner?”

			She smiled through her porridge. “I will try. I’m sorry, I should go really.”

			“Okay, but I hope you’ll be around this weekend,” she said. “We hardly see you.”

			Aliya smiled hard with her teeth and tottered out of the house.
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			The first week in the office, she’d been quiet and then realized that this was wrong, that she’d been hired because people wanted to hear her talk even if they didn’t care very much what she said. Her strange boss, the editors who ate sandwiches at their desks behind piles of manuscripts, the production managers who clacked in on high heels, all of marketing who smoked outside the back stairwell and knew everything about each other’s lives, including whose rent was due and who was sleeping with whom—everyone was keen for an intern who would make her voice heard, and so she did. She formed opinions on everything from cover art to subheadings to typeface. She espoused them gently, never talking over anyone but making sure she spoke at least once a meeting. It was clear it didn’t even matter what she said—as long as she was regularly vocal and engaging in the company culture, people thought she belonged. It was important to belong.

			She sat in a triangle of desks that slotted into each other, and her two desk mates talked constantly about the TV show Girls, a sort of goofy, dirty Sex and the City. The man kept saying how clever he thought it was. He was a self-described feminist with beautiful floppy hair and a girlfriend he talked about as much as anything else. She started watching the show just to keep up and was waiting for a moment to slip in her knowledge of their topic. Ava thought this was a rather desperate attempt to fit in and mocked her for the overkill.

			“They’re just nerds, what do you want to impress them for?” she said. “You don’t make friends by studying for them anyway.”

			This was untrue since it was how she’d gotten Ava to be friends with her, and that had been a much more exacting challenge. She wanted to be friends with Colin and Emily—because they were funny, because she enjoyed the way they spoke to each other and how often they criticized the other’s clothing or choice of lunch—but they were not the ones she needed to impress. She had a secret crush at the office, secret in the sense of her not being able to articulate it at work, for obvious reasons, but also in the sense that she hadn’t told Ava, which was not normal between them.

			She was worried Ava would accuse her of wasting her lust on another unattainable object: he was older, possibly attached because he so rarely indulged in office socializing, and definitely too clever. He wasn’t especially good-looking. She couldn’t explain the nature of the attraction except that his heavy voice, like a hearth-fire crackle, drew her to him to the point where she fantasized about the collar of his shirt and pulling it in her hands toward her. Norah once said: “Women are the broad church of what’s fuckable. Men want you to look a certain way, but women can lose their heads on a nice pair of wrists, a single good eyebrow.” Well, he had a nice pair of wrists and two good eyebrows.
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			The pub was around the corner from the office, down a side street and up the stairs in a room where they had booked a table, though people didn’t sit; they milled around by the bar waiting for someone with a company card to buy them a drink. Colin bought a bottle of white and was offering all the women a glass.

			“Oh, that’s okay, thank you,” Aliya said.

			Colin tutted. “Sorry, I should have checked—you don’t drink?”

			It made sense for him to think that. She never came out with them. They had a summer party last week and she’d thought about going, but then Ava had pouted and they’d ended up watching Reality Bites at hers instead. The last leaving drinks, she stayed twenty minutes, texting in the corner for most of it, exiting when the speeches were done.

			“No, it’s not—I just don’t like white wine. It gives me a headache.”

			“Oh, come on. You can have a little.”

			The Lust Object appeared at her elbow. “Would you rather have another drink?”

			She’d learned from Ava never to refer to crushes by their name, even to herself. It gave them too much power.

			“Er, a pint? Something bitter?”

			Colin whooped. “A real lad, are you? I’d never have guessed.”

			She’d only tried to guess what the Lust Object was drinking. She had this idea that what you drank meant something, but as someone who grew up without it, she’d never learned the rules. Ava ordered whiskey, but it always seemed to her the kind of thing older Pakistani uncles were drinking with their Johnnie Walkers and their Black Labels. Something about the tallness of the pint seemed appealing, though when he handed it to her, she winced, from the contact of his fingers and the bitterness of the drink.

			“You liking it here?” Lust Object asked.

			Already it was the longest conversation they’d ever had.

			“It’s okay. I’m learning a lot.”

			“Samir’s a hard taskmaster, but you’ll definitely learn a lot. And you should keep in touch with him when you finish, he knows everyone. Unless you don’t want to leave—they offered you the assistant post yet?”

			As a matter of fact, they hadn’t. She’d heard chatter around the office, but no one had formally suggested it. She was just sliding laterally into the role, which felt both powerful and undermining.

			“Not really. I mean, the advert’s still up.”

			“You should apply if you want it. People don’t give you things, you know. You have to ask for them,” he said. He was speaking to her like he had something very important to say. The light in his brown eyes. She felt very small and malleable, like she would do the things he told her to do, even if she wasn’t sure she had any interest in the kind of career he could offer her.

			Her phone hissed in the pocket of her skirt. Ava was calling, but she let it go. By the seventh sip, the beer had begun to taste good. The Lust Object and Colin were now debating the right of one of their authors, Sarah Lyon, to write about the niqab, despite not being Muslim. She had worn one for a year as research, so Colin argued her lived experience of it should count for something, while the Lust Object felt the experience was hollow because she hadn’t been doing it for religious reasons and therefore her authority on it as an expression of spirituality was incomplete and any findings would be restricted to the external reaction people had to her.

			“Well, I’d argue it makes her more qualified to write about the niqab than—” Colin turned to Aliya. “I’m sorry, but I guess I mean you! Unless you’re not Muslim. I keep making these mistakes.”

			She looked down at the drink in her hand. “It’s okay. I am Muslim.”

			“But not practicing,” he pressed.

			“Sure.”

			It upset her to have to define this for the first time to Colin, a man who spent most of his time at work reading articles on the internet that listed the best jokes on South Park.

			“But,” cut in the Lust Object, “niqab or no niqab—her inherent knowledge of living on this planet as a Muslim woman will certainly be deeper than Sarah Lyon’s.” Her phone hissed again. She remembered now that Ava had been out looking at places for them to live and that ignoring her to moon after a man who was half-heartedly defending her from having to wear the niqab for research was a sorry way to treat a friend. She allowed herself to imagine a world where they did have a place together. A place she could go at the end of this night and talk about the way the Lust Object’s hand had felt on hers. A place she could bring someone back to, even him.
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			She stayed at the pub till last orders. She’d stopped drinking an hour before because she didn’t want to get back to Khala’s smelling of booze. On the way to the Tube, she checked her messages. Ava claimed to have found it, the perfect spot, just under their price range and close enough to an overground station to make the commutes bearable.

			You have to ask your parents now!!!

			The exclamation marks were rare in their relationship and cut through the haze of beer.

			In the morning. Too late now. Lots to say about tonight.

			Fine.

			But it has to be early or we’ll lose the place.

			Ava’s lack of interest in Aliya’s night was annoying. But what could she say except that without anything happening, it had all seemed possible? In the way he held her gaze as she left.
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			Khala was awake when she got in. She could tell from the light being on in the windows. She was glad she’d chewed gum vigorously all the way home.

			“You’re supposed to text if you’re going to be late.”

			“It’s not midnight yet,” she pointed out, knowing she was going to lose this battle.

			“But do you have to stay that late? What good happens after ten? Can’t you go for a little bit, smile and laugh, and come home?”

			There didn’t seem to be a response to this.

			“I’m sorry,” she said.

			“You’ve eaten? There’s food in the fridge.”

			She’d eaten exactly three of Colin’s chips. They’d been dry and she hadn’t wanted to be a pig, even though he kept passing the bowl under her.

			“It’s okay. I’m not hungry.”

			“Uff, they keep you so late and they don’t even feed you? Have some toast at least.”

			It was good advice. Sometimes she wondered how much Khala knew of the things she didn’t tell her, if it all stayed in her mind waiting to be used when she thought she’d gone too far off the path. Perhaps these little indiscretions could be tolerated as long as she didn’t move any further. She unzipped the boots from her legs and leaned against the wall of the hallway.

			“I’m going to bed, I think.”

			Khala peered into her face as if searching for secrets. “Okay. In the morning—breakfast.”

			“I have to go see Ava.”

			“No, you do not have to go see Ava,” Khala said. She seemed both angry and astonished. “It is a Saturday. You’ve been out all week, beta, it is time for you to call your mother and spend some time with your family. Okay?”

			She thought about what she needed to say to them: that she was grateful for this place but ready to move out, to explore somewhere else. Every tube in her stomach tightened to a twist. She went to bed, feeling sticky and hot. Nighttime showers weren’t allowed at Khala’s, because they were noisy and because she believed one could catch a cold that way. Aliya tried to explain the way infections worked, but it hadn’t taken. Aliya lay static in the sheets for a long time. The light from the streetlamp puddled across the bed. The Lust Object would be in his own bed, somewhere across London, and in Clapton, Ava in her makeshift bedroom with the tall red curtains.
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			In the morning, her body woke at seven, which was when she normally got up for work. She wanted to stay in bed with her grogginess, with the edges of the hangover that were forming around her, in the delicious swirl of the duvet. She wanted a coffee and a tall bottomless glass of water. But Khala thought lie-ins were for layabouts and that drinking or eating in bed would attract ants.

			Aliya trudged downstairs in her pajamas. Khala was already on the phone with her mother, the loudspeaker booming through the kitchen.

			“I heard you were out partying last night” was her mother’s greeting.

			She sat heavily on the chair. “It was a work thing. I had to show my face.”

			“Till all hours of the night!”

			Aliya shook her head helplessly and looked around the room for anything to rest her eyes on. She resented the group nature of these interactions. It was true that her mother and she had their issues, but the intimacy ripped out of their relationship made it harder to remember the things they really liked about each other. She sat in silence until they moved on, talking in detail about a woman who was marrying her dead sister’s husband and raising her kids—it was hard to tell if this was someone they knew or a character on one of the Pakistani dramas they watched religiously. Finally, Khala got up to make more tea and she found a moment to strike.

			“Anyway, Amma, I want to talk to you about something. You know Ava—”

			“I don’t know Ava, I’ve never met her. Even at your graduation, you kept hiding your friends from me.”

			“Okay, fine. I mean—you know who she is! Anyway, we’re thinking of finding a place together. And actually she’s seen somewhere.”

			“A place to do what?”

			“To live, obviously.”

			Amma laughed. “Why would you do that? You have a place to live.”

			“I can’t live with Khala forever.”

			“No, it won’t be forever. Sooner or later, yes, I expect you to get married or to move back to Pakistan. Even Khala will not think it is forever. But why now?”

			“Because I want to live with my friend—”

			“Three years you were living with these friends. And what did it get you, haan? Nothing, just a huge headache and bill for me.”

			“I have a job, I can—”

			“You have an internship. And what is wrong with Khala’s house? She has opened it up to you with such generosity. You pay for nothing, you want for nothing—now you want to throw that back in her face? Is this a kind or sensible thing to do?”

			Like cold water on her face, the conversation was a waking point. She couldn’t struggle her way out of this one. To Ava, perhaps, it would seem obvious. Defying the Gorgon was part of her daily reality, but Aliya was not in that reality. She was in this one. It occurred to her that the other versions of herself were merely fantasies, merely characters she played when she wasn’t at home.
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			When she got to Ava’s, it was late afternoon. After the phone call, she’d spent the morning watching TV with Khala while they cooked. Her aunt recently discovered that Aliya couldn’t make anything more complicated than a bowl of pasta and a fried egg and taken it upon herself to deliver lessons. Last week, it was daal. This week, they were making vegetable cutlets and murghi salan. She cooked with the bone in like a proper Pakistani, and this Aliya respected, even if the idea vaguely nauseated her. It was surprising to her how traditional Khala’s food was, much more than theirs back home. No spices from a packet, no shortcuts. Everything done the slow way, the old way. Aliya watched her chop chilies with awe, the sleight of her wrist not unlike a magician’s.

			Ava texted, Come to the pub, so she went to the Sov around the corner from the Clapton house, where they would sit when her housemates were loud or when they got sick of being indoors. It was almost always half empty other than two or three locals: a woman on roller skates, a man with a beard that went down to his navel. They played Luther Vandross and D’Angelo all day and didn’t have a kitchen, so they didn’t mind Ava and Aliya holing up with their laptops and bringing in takeaway from the pizza place around the corner or the Indian restaurant.

			Ava was waiting for her behind a 1980s New Yorker they’d found in a charity shop recently.

			“So,” she said, the minute she slid into the booth beside her, “I’ve got her number—the landlady. She liked me, so I think we’re in. We just need to confirm today.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“What? Did your mother say no?”

			Ava put the magazine down, with a face that looked like it had just been slapped. This was not how the afternoon was supposed to go, not what she had planned.

			“She said no, Khala said no. If they could have resurrected my nani to tell me no, they would have. They’re not going to help me do this.”

			“Fuck.” Ava leaned back. “What are we going to do? I mean, we could ask Norah—Norah’s parents. I don’t know. Fuck.”

			There was a panic infecting them both, so the conversation didn’t flow. Ava didn’t ask about her night, so she didn’t say anything. She wondered how much there was to tell. At university, everything felt significant—a look lingering too long, a swizzle together on the dance floor, a hand on a wrist to light a cigarette—the nothings never added up to anything.

			Because Ava wanted her to, she drafted a message to Norah to ask if one of her parents would sign on as their guarantor. It embarrassed her to do so. Her parents would hate it, almost as much as the fact of her leaving. Aliya and Ava played a half-hearted hand of poker and then read their horoscopes in yesterday’s Metro. Ava’s cautioned for financial trouble, and it darkened her mood so much that Aliya left soon after. On the bus, she read both hers and the Lust Object’s horoscopes. She knew his birthday from checking on the office PA’s birthday calendar. He was a Scorpio, but there was no mention of budding romance in either of their futures. When she got home, she fell asleep on the sofa while Khala watched her Pakistani dramas. Her eyes, which had been heavy and hungover all day, finally gave way.

			Early morning, the plotting resumed.

			Did you hear back from Norah?

			She said yes.

			Thank fuck. Okay, here’s the landlady’s number.

			Or do you want me to call??

			Listen.

			Ness needs me to come home. The Gorgon’s on a fucking rampage and threatening to kick her out. Can I leave you to sort this?

			She sent the landlady’s number.

			Okay.

			Thanks. It’s all a bit fucked. Idk. Thank god we’ll have our home to come back to! Love you no homo

			Maybe I shouldn’t say no homo maybe it’s insensitive

			Love you anyway

			Aliya pulled her body deep into the bed until Khala dragged her out of it. They listened to old Bollywood songs from Amitabh Bachchan movies, and Khala sang along badly while she taught her to roll chapatis.

			Her phone, left upstairs in her bedroom, continued to buzz.

			Have you done it

			It’s all a bit more complicated here. The Gorgon’s gone full Gorgon.

			Keeps saying it’s all bollocks and if N thinks she’s paying for surgery, think again etc. It’s all got a bit horrible

			Can you call me when you’ve sussed things with Norah? Could use some good news right now.

			N just told the Gorgon she could get fucked and has LEFT which is very good obviously but hell for me

			Hey what the fuck?!

			By the early evening, when she had not called Norah or the landlady, she began to understand that she was not going to do it. The first person she told was Norah, which was probably wrong. Maybe she wanted her to tell Ava for her. Maybe she wanted to avoid the confrontation.

			After it was clear Ava knew, she typed her a long message explaining that she was sorry but that she couldn’t move out just yet. Her mother wouldn’t let her. Her khala wouldn’t let her. She hoped Ava would understand.

			Then later, when her message remained unanswered:

			Can I call you?

			I’m really sorry.

			I want to hear what’s going on with N.

			Maybe I can ask Khala if you can stay here for a bit?

			You’re a fucking coward and your family is a cult and I would rather sleep on the streets than stay with them. Which I may have to since you’ve left it to the last possible minute to reveal you’re spineless. Don’t text me again.

		

	
		
			17

			I leave the wedding early despite Norah’s protests. She suggested I pick someone up and take them back to my hotel. I considered this. I considered the way a night with a stranger might feel good. I considered how useful it might feel to be liked and touched.

			Instead, I steal cannoli, storing them in my purse. I walk out into the night, which is rapidly cooling. The summer days are fickle like this—a heat wave can melt away to nothing at night. In Scotland, the night is even sharper. I go down the Strand and down to the river. Like mudlarking for memories, I press on all the bruises I have from my time here. It is a dark muggy night, but I remember the drifters. A moment like so many that Aliya didn’t get right. I remember it better than her. I remember the couple kissing in the corner by the bridge. I remember the man selling peanuts and their smoky caramel smell. I was the one singing “Moon River.” She was the one who said it should be our song. High on Shakespeare and three glasses of wine at the Swan, I’d knelt down on the pavement and asked her if she would be my drifter wife. A few people going past, thinking we were real lovers, stopped to watch, and Aliya had covered her face with her hands, impossibly embarrassed, going pink in the ears.

			I still think about the drifters, the certainty of their dreams. The apartments next door to each other, the twin knockers. Whatever we were, we were good at dreaming. I don’t live in the country of dreaming anymore, but tonight I think I can see it on the other side of the Thames, across the dark water. Whatever it is always seems to be on the other side of the river, always just out of reach. The drifters wouldn’t think like this, I know.

			The drifters would drift.

		

	
		
			18

			Hamid and Aliya met for the first time in their twenties. Aliya would not remember this until he reminded her of it many years later. “If you really liked me,” she said, “you would have asked me out then.” He never knew how to respond to this. Even years into their marriage, he did not always understand when she was joking.

			It was a birthday party. Tayyabs in Whitechapel. Deep summer. Aliya sat next to the birthday boy’s sister and listened patiently to a monologue about her long-distance boyfriend. She was wearing a summer dress with buttons down the front. He thought she looked like a good listener, warm and kind. Her face was pulling sympathetic expressions over the naan.

			They did not speak. At the time, he was twenty-six and a junior doctor. He had a girlfriend, and everyone at the party was asking after her, asking when they were going to get married. He couldn’t have asked Aliya out even if he’d noticed her, which, truth be told, he hadn’t. He noticed the softness of her smile, the buttons on her dress. Everything else he forgot.
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			They met officially and for the second time on a dating site.

			People are often surprised when they hear this. He is not the type. From the ages of twenty-one to twenty-eight, he had a girlfriend. He’d been known to say things like “Those apps aren’t for people with faces like mine” and “I prefer to find love the old-fashioned way.” But the old-fashioned way failed him. It had been so easy with Leila that maybe he thought it would be easy again—you meet someone, you get to know each other, exchange numbers, exchange messages late into the night, until finally you are saying good morning and good night. There had never been much formality to their courtship. He brought her coffee every Friday until finally, one day, she asked if she was his girlfriend and she was. For seven years, it stayed that way until it didn’t. Now the world was a constant carousel of possibilities that he had no way of catching. His mother began to drop hints about second cousins living in Canada; that was when he knew something had to change.
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			So he gives in. Joins the madness. Creates a profile, adding a few little details that he thinks are charming. People like him. Women like him. Why can’t he find a woman who likes him enough to marry him? His father asks this question all the time. He is beginning to be concerned there’s something wrong with Hamid, concerned enough that a tentative chat about sexuality was floated and then immediately shut down.

			He goes on these dates without any regularity. People tell him it’s a numbers game, but he doesn’t have the time. Life is busy, he is busy. He works, he goes to the gym. Lately, he’s taken up boxing and that feels like a release. The instructor suggests they picture their ex-girlfriends or their bosses on the bag, but he doesn’t hold any anger toward Leila. They didn’t work out and that’s fine. They still work in the same hospital, still know the same people. They don’t try to stay friends, but they nod when they pass each other in the corridors.
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			When he sees Aliya’s picture, he recognizes her immediately. Her profile is in the style of old newspaper personals ads: Overeducated and unemployable W seeks kind and funny M for long movies and short walks on the beach.
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			On their first date, they go to Kew Gardens. She wears a red scarf around her neck and seems nervous when he goes to hug her. Her gloved hands touch his arms and static shocks through his sleeves. The gardens were his suggestion. He hasn’t been since his grandmother brought him as a child. She was an amateur botanist who tried to teach him the names of the flowers. He’d stared into the pond with the water lilies for so long that they were painted on his eyelids when he went to bed.

			“It’s funny,” Aliya says as he pays for their coffees, “I’ve never been here before. I go past it all the time—my khala lives around the corner. But I’ve never been inside. She comes every year and always invites me. It’s beautiful.”

			“You live with your khala?”

			“Yes. And you?”

			She looks up at him through her eyelashes. It surprised him to see that she isn’t tall. Her texts sounded tall.

			“Yeah, I live with my parents.”

			“Doesn’t it suck?” she says. “I feel like a teenager.”

			He shrugs. “I don’t mind it.”

			“Oh, of course you don’t. You get your meals cooked for you and you don’t have to do laundry or pay rent.”

			“I bet your khala is a great cook,” he teases.

			“She is. But that doesn’t mean I thrive off my own infantilization.”

			He shakes his head. “I don’t really see it that way. I don’t want to waste money on some moldy flat just to get away from my parents. I like my parents.”

			She bursts into laughter. “All that means,” she says, “is that you don’t have a curfew.”
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			Things between them progress slowly or fast, depending on who you ask. Six months in, they haven’t met each other’s families, but most nights that are free they give to each other. She calls him on his lunch break to ask what she should eat. They have talked about all the things you’re supposed to talk about. Their families, their jobs, what they do in their spare time. When they talk about the future, they do not yet include each other.

			He takes her to the Hunterian Museum and finds it sweet how much attention she pays, the long full questions she asks. She doesn’t seem bored when he explains anything. Her eyes fix on display cabinets while she listens.

			“You’ve got a strong stomach,” he says later over dinner. “It didn’t kill your appetite.”

			“I watch a lot of horror films,” she says, twirling pasta on her fork. “It was interesting; thanks for taking me. Like walking around an art gallery with a professor.”

			“You like to learn things.”

			She shrugs. “It’s interesting when people talk about their passions. Did you always want to be a doctor?”

			“I think it was a joke at first. I liked fixing things. My parents obviously liked the idea. I don’t know. I was pretty anxious as a kid, and the idea of doing something that took a lot of attention was appealing to me. Everything about it—even studying for it—used my whole brain.”

			“I guess I can understand that. I was never very good at focusing on anything, really. The idea of more school after school doesn’t appeal to me,” she says.

			“It’s not for everyone. Anyway, what about you? Arts administration can’t have been your dream.”

			He wonders if he’s gone too far, but she smiles. Aliya isn’t sensitive about her work, which he likes. On their first few dates, she insisted on splitting things fifty-fifty. Now that the disparity in their salaries and subsequent lifestyles is abundantly clear, she lets him buy her dinner and pays it back with coffees when they meet in the daytime.

			“I used to want to be a writer. I don’t know anymore.”

			He cringes a bit at that. “I don’t like books,” he says. “I’m sorry. I find them boring.”

			“You know what all books have in common? Absolutely nothing.”

			He laughs. “I’m not going to pretend to be some intellectual. Something I’m not,” he says.

			“I’m guessing who you are has never disappointed anyone before,” Aliya says. “You’re a doctor. You heal people and you have good teeth and you like your parents. Why haven’t you let your mother find you some nice young girl from the old country?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “It just never occurred to me.”

			Most of the time, their relationship is light—they go out for dinner, they watch movies, they spend time with each other’s friends. He is good at making Aliya laugh, which he enjoys. Every time he makes what she calls a dad joke, her face squeezes up into a frown like she is trying not to give in, but she always does. She doesn’t mind the late nights or the weekends when he has to be on call. They have not yet had a conversation about anything beyond their dates: what they call each other, what to tell their parents. He deleted the dating apps from his phone two weeks into having met her. He knows she has done the same, but it is not something they’ve ever acknowledged.

			Sometimes he can’t tell if this is because Aliya is playing it cool or because she really isn’t fussed about those things. In his last relationship, the question of marriage seemed to dog them constantly. When they would get married, where they would do so—what a good time to propose was. It was one of the things he felt he couldn’t get right. He wanted to make Leila happy, but the tightrope balance of having to fit into a timeline while also making things feel spontaneous and romantic was impossible. Part of the attraction of Aliya is that it’s not like that with her—when they go out with her friends and when Hina is needling them about getting serious, she laughs it off. There is no sense that it causes her pain to do so. She didn’t look wistful when any of his friends got engaged or when he asked for her help buying his baby niece a present.

			Tonight the mood is serious, as if revelations are about to happen.

			“Because I’m not that, you know,” she says. “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I’m not a good girl.”

			“You’re not as dangerous as you think,” he says. “I know you like to think of yourself as this mysterious ice queen. It’s all bollocks. Anyway, you are a girl from the old country! I’m just a boy from Bromley.”

			A waitress comes by to ask if they want dessert. Hamid says yes. He always wants dessert. When she leaves, he finds Aliya is still looking at him seriously. He isn’t sure if he’s said the right thing. For the first time in six months, it feels they are on a date—that they are testing the ice on a dark, cold lake.
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			Leila still goes to the lunch place behind the hospital that they went to together, for kati rolls and chai. It’s small and a little kitsch, with desi truck art on the wall. He comes in the mornings sometimes, reads the newspaper, grabs an egg roll before his sparring sessions. They’re always more polite than friendly. He sees her one day, big winter coat piled over her scrubs. She smiles when she spots him. Her eyes look tired, but she comes over to his table while she waits for her order.

			“How’s life?” she asks.

			“All good,” he says. “I’m going to a conference in Spain next week. Hoping I’ll catch some sun.”

			She rolls her eyes. “You’ll spend it all in the hotel conference room and go to the gym when you finish.”

			“It clears my head. It helps me sleep.”

			She tilts her head and looks at him. “You look tired. Are you getting enough sleep?”

			He notices then. It wasn’t obvious when he saw her from behind. She’s still mostly the same Leila shape, little and swamped in her clothes, hair blown out in curls around her shoulders.

			“Congratulations,” he says. “When are you due?”

			Many times, he has pictured this. The roundness and softness of her. Her feet up on the couch swollen and waiting to be rubbed. A home of their own, their pictures on the walls.

			Leila smiles. She touches her cheek with the tips of her fingers.

			“April. And thank you.”

			“You must be very happy,” he says. “Everything you always wanted.”

			“It’s scary,” she admits, “but I am happy. The kind of happiness that feels a lot like relief maybe. But yes, I’m happy.”

			Would it have felt different if he’d heard about it from a friend or read about it online? Maybe.
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			By some standards, it is slow, and others, it is quick. In the spring, he introduces her to his parents. Aliya denies being nervous, but it radiates off her. She wears a long black dress and ankle boots that are too warm and brings his parents chocolates. The four of them drink tea in the living room. Her polite compliments about the house, about his mother’s curtains, her taste in china, feel as if they are being sieved through a different woman. She does not coo over his baby pictures. The muscles in her mouth look tight, as if a coil is sprung under them. Under the table, he leans his knee against her shaking thigh and feels it come to a halt. Somehow, despite the stilted nature of the evening, it cements them the way the past few months have not.

			Over dinner, his father asks about her parents. Aliya talks about where they live in Pakistan, what they do, where they come from, where their grandparents come from. Her nerves seem to dissolve as she is caught up in the strand. She paints the picture of her family, and the room eases around her, warming to it. Her hands move a lot as she speaks.

			“If we were doing this the way we used to, we would go over and see them right away,” his father says, smiling. “And ask them for their lovely daughter.”

			Aliya blushes. He has never seen her blush before. Not watching a film when a character begins to take their clothes off, not that time a man in the street asked for ten pounds so he could buy a blow job. This is the moment that happens instead of a proposal. On the way home, he asks if the conversation was too soon for her, and Aliya shakes her head. They are at the Tube station waiting for her train—her hair is falling over her face, and it shakes out into her eyes.

			“No,” she says, “I don’t think so.”

			“All right, then,” he says. “Maybe we should call your parents.”

			Aliya’s train arrives and the lights flash in her face. She squeezes his hand.

			“Okay,” she says as she gets on. “Good night.”

			And then they are engaged.
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			Her parents come to town for an engagement party, a baat pakki. They will get married in December in Pakistan, but his parents want to have a party in London, something for the people who won’t be able to fly over. He invites people from the hospital, the boxing gym, people from school. All the people whose weddings he has been to turn out for him. They mingle with Aliya’s friends. Guests bring them John Lewis vouchers for coffee machines and dinner sets. The world they are going to build begins to form around them. Afterward, he puts Aliya’s parents in a taxi back to her khala’s house, and the two of them go out for ice cream. It is late, but they haven’t been alone together in weeks and he can feel her slipping from him—this happens sometimes. They will go out for dinner and be perfectly in sync, but sometimes, after a movie or a long day, he will feel the drift. Aliya’s voice will sound far away, as if rising from a deep well, as if there are layers of cotton wool between them, muffling the sound.

			They sit on the stools in the brightly lit ice cream shop. He watches her ring as it moves in the light—they belong to each other now. The process has begun.

			“You know,” she says, scooping sorbet from the cup, “I’m still surprised your parents like me.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know. I just don’t feel like I was what they expected.”

			They had expected Leila. Then they’d stopped expecting. He shrugs.

			“You make me happy,” he says. “That’s always what was important to them.”

			“Sure,” she says. “It helps I’m Pakistani.”

			“They’re not like that. I mean, yes, they’re happy that you’re Pakistani and Muslim. But they wanted me to be with someone good, someone who made me happy.”

			“I told you I wasn’t a good girl,” she says. “We’ve never really talked about our pasts.”

			He spreads his hands. “What do you want to know?”

			“You’re not curious about me?” she says.

			“I know everything I need to know,” he says.

			“I just mean, we’ve never done a full rundown.”

			“We can do that if you want,” he says, even though he’s not sure he wants to. In this journey with Aliya, he is inching toward a kind of liberation and doesn’t want to impede its progress by learning anything that might make him see her differently. Early in their relationship, she’d been surprised to find out that he is religious—not in the cultural sense but in the practicing sense. That he uses the prayer room at the hospital, that he fasts during Ramadan.

			“It’s something that’s important I give my children,” he’d told her, and she’d said that was fine.

			“But freedom is important to give them, too,” she’d said, “and choice.”

			And now he finds he is looking forward to this—to this melding of their ways, of their outlooks as they go on. It doesn’t matter to him what came before. All he wants is the open road of their future, a way for them to be themselves without encroaching on each other. He believes they can be that. He wants that. But he also doesn’t want her to say anything that could break the spell now.

			“I used to have this friend,” she says, “when I was at university. We used to write stories together. I loved reading her so much—but then she’d write these things that would just—there was a short story that I can’t stop thinking about. It felt a bit like it was about us, but then all of the things we wrote felt that way, as if we were planning out different futures, trying them on for size. Anyway…

			“In the story, this woman runs into her best friend’s ex-lover. They meet in some foreign city, I can’t remember where now—somewhere cold where they feel far from home, one of those cities on blocks of ice, somewhere like Canada. They talk about the friend, who is beautiful but unknowable, whom they both loved and lost. She’s married now, pregnant with a baby. The ex-lover says, ‘That’s a thing I thought she never wanted.’ The woman agrees. He says she looks like her a little. They drink wine in the bar of their hotel, while the snow falls outside. After they finish their drinks, he follows her upstairs to the hotel room and they have this cold but narratively satisfying sex, like they’re each getting what they want from it: a chance to bury their feelings in a new body.

			“The woman says, smoking a cigarette out the window, that her friend must be changing nappies, waiting for her husband to come home.”

			Hamid says, “I think it sounds like kind of a boring story.”

			“It wasn’t the best. But that’s not the point,” she says. “I feel like I’m walking into this ending everyone was expecting for me.”

			“So? Is it what you want?”

			He doesn’t really understand what they are talking about. What other people have expected of him has never bothered him very much.

			“Yes,” she says, “I think so.”

			“I was wrong,” he says. “You’re not a good girl. You’re strange. Very, very strange.”
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			The silence between them was like knives. They’d been angry with each other before, but the door was never closed. Never jammed shut, locked, the key thrown away. Aliya wrote message after message, and some of these lingered in her notes folder and some of them she actually sent. When she realized they were not going through—that Ava had blocked her number—she sent them all.

			It’s Halloween and every woman dressed as Morticia reminds me of you.

			I got salty popcorn at the cinema and thought of you.

			Today I went to a book reading and I walked past the flat we almost lived in. It was funny. I could see a couple in there, making dinner. So close I could see their faces. She was making spaghetti and feeding her boyfriend from the pot to taste. It was disgusting. I wish we could have been disgusting like that.

			It’s Tuesday and I miss you.

			I’m in Foyles and I miss you.

			I am reduced to a thing that wants Ava! Please forgive me. For everything and the plagiarism too.

			I miss you.

			Later, she wrote letters by hand. Dear Ava Dear Ava Dear Ava. Sleep was impossible. She wrote letters in the middle of the night. When her phone pinged, there was a heart-thudding hope that didn’t fade for weeks. In the mornings, she woke with a shock—she would check her phone for messages, and it was in this groggy state of wakefulness that she’d remember the rift, and the pain of it pierced her all over again. She read scientific articles on the effects on the body of a broken heart. All of it seemed to chime. In the mirror, she looked like a different person, like an old tablecloth that has been through the wash too many times. The colors of her face were worn-out.

			Khala thought she was sick. She plied her with tea and biscuits. When that didn’t work, she brought her prayers and tasbeehs. When that didn’t work, she started waking her up early on the weekends.

			“You can’t mope forever,” she said, but it wasn’t true. She could and she would.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			In December, she caved and asked Norah for her address. It was yielded with a sigh that suggested that she did not think a reconciliation between them was possible or a good idea. “I just think you need some space,” she said. “Figure out what you really want from each other.”

			But the space felt like being buried underground. In the time they didn’t speak, she felt choked. She wrote down what she wanted to say. It was important that she get it all out. It took the form of a letter. Dear Ava. She hoped she wouldn’t open with that accidentally. On the train up to Scotland, she’d stared out at the green and felt terrifyingly free, as if she were out of time. She’d told no one of her mission. When she got to the door, she realized how unusual it was for people of her generation to do this—to arrive at someone’s house unannounced—and that she was making an incredible faux pas. She rang the bell anyway. For an agonizing three and a half minutes, she thought she would remain standing there, having worked up the courage for nothing.

			Then Ava opened the door.

			“Hi,” Aliya said. “I’m sorry, can I come in? I’ve written you a letter.”

			Ava was in a dressing gown. She tightened the tie at her waist and seemed to shrink into herself. “What do you want?”

			“To apologize. I’ve been a rat.”

			“It doesn’t matter. I mean, I’m angry at you, but I don’t need the apology. I get it.”

			Aliya persisted. “Can I come in?”

			“No,” Ava said. “There’s a coffee shop around the corner. If you go there, I’ll come meet you in ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.”
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			Being refused entry to Ava’s house was painful. It felt like cutting the cord of an intimacy they were used to having. At the coffee shop, she sat down among the teenagers on dates. It was a damp cold, not a crisp one. She could still feel the mulch under her boots from stomping up and down the street. There was a pair of youths sharing a scarf. One of them unwrapped the cookie that came with her coffee and offered it to her partner, dunked in the foam like a prepared treat. Aliya ordered two cappuccinos and waited. It felt rude to drink hers before Ava arrived and she worried the caffeine would make her throw up.

			By the time Ava got there, the coffees were cold.

			“Thanks,” she said, taking a seat across from her. “I’m trying not to drink coffees too late. I haven’t been sleeping very well.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“No need to be sorry.” Ava smiled in a small bitter way. “It’s not your fault. Not everything’s about you.”

			Aliya sipped the cold foam. She knew she had a mustache, which she was hoping Ava would point out. “I haven’t been sleeping very well either,” she said. “And I think that is about us. I feel horrible.”

			Ava shook her head. “I’ve been thinking about this a bit. And I think the best thing for us is to move on. We haven’t been very happy the last few months, have we? Or even very nice to each other. It’s not supposed to suck this much.”

			It was humiliating to try to talk someone into a relationship. Aliya had not experienced this before. She was surprised to find she was blinking back tears.

			“It doesn’t suck for me.”

			Ava softened. “You’re my favorite person,” she said, and picked up a napkin to begin to wipe at the edges of Aliya’s face. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t make things incredibly hard on each other. I’m not sure I know what the solution is. Do you? Maybe we just gave all of this too much importance.”

			Aliya sucked the end of her spoon. “I’ve missed you,” she said.

			“Of course, me too. I keep going to text you and then realizing we don’t do that anymore.”

			“Like what?”

			She laughed. “Like the other week, I watched My Best Friend’s Wedding and I remembered the time we watched it together and talked about how it was really a horror film.”

			“Julia Roberts in that film is a psychopath,” Aliya said, “though I suppose lately I’ve been finding it easier to relate to someone’s life falling apart when they lose their best friend.”

			Ava shook her head. “You haven’t lost me. I just don’t think we can continue to be what we were to each other. Maybe I expected too much of you. It wasn’t fair.”

			“You were right,” she said. “I was a coward. If I wasn’t, we’d be in that flat now, arguing about other things—like what to do about the mice. Or learning how to put up bookshelves.”

			“A different life.”

			“It doesn’t have to be,” Aliya said. “That’s what I want. I know now. It doesn’t have to be a different life or too late. I can learn to be brave in this one. I mean. I had a letter written out of what I wanted to say and I forgot to read it.”

			“What was in the letter?”

			“It’s not important. Mostly that I’m sorry and I want to try again. If you’ll have me.”

			The words came out in a rush, like a badly rehearsed speech.

			“The problem is,” Ava said, “I don’t think I really know what that means to you.”

			“I guess it means I want us to live together and be the first person the other one tells about anything. When you were with the Dane, I felt I lost so much of you. And I guess I didn’t know how to cope with that. I want to know all your things and I don’t want to feel like a part of your life you can opt in and out of. I want to be the main part. And everything else? I don’t know. I guess we wait and see.”

			They sat quietly while Ava considered this. The couple with the scarf were still snuggled in their corner. One of them was reading while the other took a nap on their partner’s shoulder, curly blond hair falling over the dark green jumper. Aliya should have brought a boom box and stood outside her window. She should have brought roses. She should have brought Neruda.

			“You know we’re still going to be bitches to one another sometimes.”

			“I know.”

			“Your parents will hate it.”

			“That’s fine. I think I can live with them hating me for a bit.”

			Aliya unwrapped the biscuit by her plate. She snapped it in half and dipped it in coffee. Then she offered it to Ava. She ate out of her fingers and it crumbled, the sandy texture smeared across both their skins.

			“Okay,” Ava said, “let’s try.”

			EDITOR’S NOTE

			This draft is in great shape, Aliya. We’ll have to change the names before we go to print—perhaps Ava could be Vita, or is that too much?
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