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PRAISE FOR


SOMEBODY LOVES YOU



‘A sharply drawn world of wonder in elegant and lean prose. A fresh, innovative novel that is an ode to families, coming of age and sisterhood.’


Roger Robinson


‘A truly enriching read, Somebody Loves You is a glorious debut novel. I took this book with me everywhere and kept returning to it. I loved every perfect choice of word and turn of phrase in this vivid and tender, poetic and beautiful book.’


Salena Godden


‘Mona Arshi writes with curiosity, gentleness, and a keen eye for how even the smallest details of daily life can carry meaning. In form and content, this is a gleaming, quiet novel cut through with remarkable confidence. Reading Somebody Loves You was like being rocked gently – and then shaken entirely awake.’


Jessica J Lee


‘Mona Arshi’s Somebody Loves You opens with a gesture: a bowl filled with peat and one blue egg. The egg, swallowed, becomes one bird and then another, until “the room”, as Arshi writes, “is filled with their iridescent turquoise feathers and clamour of yellow-black beaks”. And this is what it was like to read this intense collection of prose works: successive gifts that activate transformations of the deepest order. A clove, a parable, a pear, a silver box, a pistol, a kitten, guidance from unexpected sources, and “incredible fables” coalesce in the way that family stories, or bed-time stories, often do: changing time in the body of the person reading or listening to them. Arshi has written a book without partitions, or boundaries. Something flows through it at the deepest level: experiences of love, care, memory and intimacy. Written with the poetic capacity to articulate the unsaid and the unknown, Somebody Loves You is an extraordinary novel of the day, the night, the garden, and life.’


Bhanu Kapil










BOOKSELLERS ON


SOMEBODY LOVES YOU



‘A masterful, subtle and heartbreaking novel – I loved it.’


Jo Heygate, Pages of Hackney


‘A beautiful gem of a story, which explores the vicissitudes of youth with an understated elegance, wit and insight.’


Fiona Kennedy, The Pitshanger Bookshop


‘Mona Arshi’s talent lies in the perfect balance between the harshness of the story and the bewitching atmosphere of her prose. Beautifully devastating.’


Giulia Lenti, Foyles Waterloo


‘An astutely observant portrait of the world from a girl who doesn’t speak, Somebody Loves You is a novel built by the power of memories, nostalgia, and sisterhood. Arshi expresses the gravity of mental health in wonderfully written poetic prose which is absolutely captivating from start to finish. She transforms fleeting childhood moments into the unforgettable.’


Lauren Steele, Waterstones Crouch End


‘Like the proverbs Ruby carefully keeps in her notebook, Arshi’s chapters have a pearly, iridescent quality – tender, lyrical, with a quiet humour and a dark sting in the tail. You want to turn each sentence over in your hand in case it looks different from another angle. Properly sublime writing.’


Ben Pope, Review Bookshop


‘I jumped into Somebody Loves You with little to no idea of what to expect, and found myself unable to put it down. The voice of Ruby – sister, daughter of immigrants, brown, observant, mute – is powerfully crafted – a great read for lovers of poetry and prose alike.’


Mariana Calderon, Savoy Bookshop & Café


‘Somebody Loves You is elegant and elusive, and also completely brilliant. Each of its precise little vignettes holds an act of micro-resistance against the banality and violence of the world.’


Tom Robinson, Gloucester Road Books
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For my mother









I look for myself and am not to be found. I am of all chrysanthemum hours, bright above tall vases. I have to make of my soul an ornamental thing.


—FERNANDO PESSOA,


The Book of Disquiet










‌Eggs


A man is offering her a bowl. She peers inside and there is an egg nestled in light peat close to the surface. It is a small blue egg – perfect and complete. She gently lifts it out of the bowl and places it in her mouth and the egg, still warm, breaks onto her tongue, makes her retch a little but still she swallows it. She closes then reopens her eyes and a blue bird escapes from her mouth. Then another and another, until the room is filled with their iridescent turquoise feathers and clamour of yellow-black beaks.


A few settle on her head, others perch on her shoulders, but then after a few minutes and for no discernible reason they quickly flit back inside – a hymn of bodies returning as they enter back through her parted lips. Several fly into and penetrate her torso. When the last bird has gone, she closes her mouth and leaves the room.










‌Foxes


The day my sister tried to drag the baby fox into our house was the same day my mother had her first mental breakdown.


In many ways it was the perfect morning for a breakdown. The rain was spitting softly, the Parkers’ dog just wouldn’t stop barking, it went on emitting that terrible noise like it was a machine loaded with everlasting batteries. In the living room I had just finished watching a long documentary about wild kangaroos.


Upstairs there was a doctor, the Aunties, and my father of course. There was a toy: a miniature replica camera that my sister was jealous of, and she kept prising the camera from my fingers and pointing it at things she liked the look of and saying, ‘See I can click! I can click!’ till eventually I had to steal it away from her and hang the long leather strap around my neck. For days we had known about the foxes. They had come closer and closer to the house and had been chewing at the garden boots my mum had stored under the corrugated plastic shelter.


I went into the kitchen and the side door was open, and there was Rania crouching on the steps carrying a bundle, a blanket covering the body so that only its ears and eyes were visible.


I heard the front door click open then slam shut, the fox yelped and slipped away, and we didn’t see my mother again for three whole months.










‌Marrow


Since infancy my sister has been stimulated by gore, guts and blood. My parents said that when she was still in her buggy, she would sniff the air, aroused by the smell of the butcher’s, then unbuckle her harness and head to the spectacle of the shop window. She would be at the front of the circle, pushing forward, wanting but also needing to see.


For some time, my sister’s most frequent questions were, ‘Could you see the bone?’ and, ‘How much blood?’


Rania befriended Martin Higgins at school who was prone to long nosebleeds. She was always coming to his aid when he was bleeding across the school field during sports lessons, or after too much sunshine, which disturbed the delicate blood vessels in this pale and nervous boy’s nostrils. Whilst the teacher struggled to stem the flow with cigar-shaped cotton rolls Rania would be by her side, holding napkins and asking, ‘How many pints do you think he’s leaked? When will he start clotting? Will he pass out? How long will he keep bleeding for?’ (Usually about an hour and a half.) For some time, my parents harboured a belief that their eldest daughter might train as a doctor or a surgeon. It was a short-lived fantasy, as it quickly became apparent Rania wasn’t the slightest bit interested in healing anything, she was just morbidly inquisitive. My parents checked their ambitions and downgraded their hopes to dentistry, followed by pharmacology, then podiatry, until, a little while later, they abandoned all hope of the sciences.










‌Beginnings


My name is Ruby. I am skinny and superfluously tall. I am skinny because I have inherited both my parents’ propensity for growing thin bones. If you met him probably you would think my father is short – he tells us he is not unusually so for an Indian man, but by European standards he is willing to concede. When my family says that I am too tall I assume they mean both in the western and Indian sense. I suppose I should say at this stage that both my parents are normalish talkers – let’s get that out of the way straight off. I’m not much of a talker by whatever standards you choose to apply.


The first time I spoke out loud at school I said the word sister and tripped all over it. I tried a second time, and my tongue got caught on the middle-syllable hiss and hovered there. The third time? A teacher asked me a question, and I opened my mouth as a sort of formality but closed it softly, knowing with perfect certainty that nothing would ever come out again. I was certain about this the next morning and even more certain about it the day following that. I uttered absolutely nothing. It became the most certain thing in my life.


I was tested for aural dysfunction, mumps and general stupidity. For a few months I was even sent up to a clinic to sit in a room with a young doctor. She passed me a cup of broken crayons and some coloured paper to draw whatever my mind rested on. I think I knew at an early age that this doctor’s job was to gently fish inside my head, to get right to the bottom of my talking problems. Because I was a pleaser, I tried very hard with my crayon drawings, and it seemed important to be especially curious about whether the little dolls she placed in my lap were wearing knickers. In those sessions I drew as if my life depended on it. I drew forests seething with all manner of creatures and I made up a complicated bubble-family of rainbow-filled characters. I drew wild deserts and used up all the precious gold crayons for sand dunes, and wasted all the browns on engorged cacti, which seemed to irritate the doctor at the end of our first session.


‘Ruby, what if another little girl or boy wanted the gold crayons for their special drawing and they were all used up? Just think how very sad they might feel.’


And the way she looked at me at that moment made me feel more wretched and ashamed than anything else up to this point in my life, even more ashamed than that time I ended up peeing on Mrs Henderson’s yellow welcome mat in Reception because I couldn’t unstrap my dungarees in time. At the end of the sessions at the clinic I would place my array of paintings on the floor for inspection and the doctor would stand up quickly, peer over my shoulder, turn her head this way and that, weighing up, and then select a few to take away with her. Once, she tilted her head to the side for a long while whilst I waited in the silence, and she took nothing at all. I was free to go home with the pile of rejected papers, which now disgusted me just as much as the dirty gum-flecked carpet they rested on.


Soon afterwards I began having night terrors accompanied by wetting my bed, though I had apparently been a dry girl from an early age. My parents got scared and withdrew me from the sessions. My symptoms quickly disappeared, to their great relief: it was bad enough that their daughter was a dumb mute; a deranged, incontinent mute would have been a step too far.










‌Kittens


My mother stared into the basket and blew gently onto the kitten’s face. She disturbed its whiskers, but otherwise the little cat’s eyes remained firmly closed, as if it was fast asleep. The kitten was unmistakably dead.


Rania began to sob when she saw poor Betty. In her mind there was no doubt as to how the kitten had died. It had died of a broken heart. Rania had pleaded with my parents that she might be allowed to have Betty with her in her bedroom at night, but they were adamant. Animals were not for sleeping with. We were lucky enough to have a furry-pet, and how many Indians did we know who had furry-pets? None. Only Mr Hafiz who owned Baba’s butcher’s shop had a dog for security, but he was a guard dog, who lived rain or shine in his special kennel outdoors, and even then, the animal had bitten a chunk out of Mrs Hafiz’s hand because she forgot to feed him once.


I tried not to think of the noises Betty would have made in her last moments alive and all alone. I am sure she would have tried looking or calling for us. Rania cradled the little dead kitten in her arms and rocked her like a baby.


‘You’re all glad the kitten’s dead,’ she cried. My mother fiddled with her sewing then tapped her palms together.


‘We can exchange it,’ she said, finally. ‘We can go and see if Mrs Teasdale has any more kittens left today, if you like, we can go after school, we can go see if there are any left.’ My mother continued on like this and Rania began to cry with renewed intensity. She did not want a new kitten – she wanted Betty. She wanted Betty not to be dead. Rania lifted her up and held the stiff ball of fur in her lap but quickly returned her to the basket; it just didn’t feel like Betty anymore.










‌First person


The first person in the world I didn’t want to die was a boy who lived at the end of Mitcham Drive: David Girdleston, with the ancestral nose, who once took my hand in a museum. He had the smallest, whitest hands, like the classical statues dotted around the hall gallery.


At lunchtime in the museum we sat on a bench together and I passed him a rubber from my pencil case; he began to erase the sketchy outlines I had been drawing, and then reshaped the sides of my volcano. He drew slowly, curling his fingers tightly round the top of a pencil like a toddler using chubby chalk. His mother worked in the biscuit factory, he told me as he added orange to the tips of the flames, his strokes fine and even. He was abandoned in Heathrow as a sick baby and had a tracheotomy scar to prove it. At night he was pinched awake by all manner of things, including his real mother called Ester and his blood sisters. He offered me his neck and it was true; a faint ‘O’ spread out like the sun’s corona below his Adam’s apple.


‘You can touch it, I don’t mind,’ he said.


I hesitated, but it was a gift that might never be given again. So I did feel its delicate outline with just my two fingers, and it was not hard but soft and felt like a raised seam inside a dress.


David lived only yards away from our house and visited often. One time I was visiting David and he said, ‘Come and meet Great-Aunt Maggie,’ steering me into the living room.


Sitting in the corner was a grand woman wearing complicated, unmatching knitwear and big chunky rings on her fingers with different coloured stones, some as big as toadstools. She’d made a lot of effort with her eye makeup, the dark purple strokes on her lids almost matching her woollen cardigan.


‘Come here, come here, bring her to me. Is this the one who doesn’t speak?’ She addressed this question to David, but I didn’t mind really, I was happy to be up close to this woman who smelt sweet and strange and unthreatening.


‘Yes, she doesn’t speak, Auntie Maggie, but she can hear you very well.’


‘She doesn’t speak in the Indian?’


‘No, Auntie, not even in the Indian.’


‘And does she have a tongue?’


‘She definitely does, Auntie,’ said David, turning around and winking at me.


‘I’ll pray one for her just in case,’ the woman said, unconvinced.


‘We’ll thank the Lord now,’ she said loudly at dinner, taking the chair at the head of the table.


Just before this, in his mother’s kitchen, David had kissed me, his hot little tongue meeting my tongue, his hand gripping my wrist about my bare pulse. He reached for a jar on the shelf and carefully placed a clove in my mouth – ‘Like little Jesus,’ he said – though by then I was old enough not to believe it.










‌Eena


Mad Eena. Mad Eena had not always been mad. Once upon a time she was just Eena who was retired and before that according to my mother she was Eena who had been given a little silver tray memento from the local maternity ward for delivering more babies in a year than any other midwife. Both my parents knew Eena before-before and were protective of her memory. Unfortunately, it was difficult for my sister and me to remember her any other way. Now Eena is only allowed on supervised outings; sometimes she escapes and is seen, with her cloud of white hair and blue watery eyes that are desperate, looking for something that cannot be found. She waited for me behind the bushes and grabbed my hand and wrenched my body towards her and said:


‘Do you seek the heavenly pearl, the godly pearl spoken in Matthew 13:45–46?’ I looked into her pale eyes, scared. I nodded my head slowly. ‘Good girl, good girl.’ Then she loosened her grip and wandered off down the garden.


It felt as if Eena had given me a gift, imparted something vital and important that I might not understand in my tender years but might need later on. I wrote it down when I was back in my room. She had gifted me a parable, a very powerful talisman-like object. It seemed to me that there was a lot to be learned from parables, that they could teach you life skills and give you a way of being. You had to look underneath the words of Jesus – a pearl was not just a pearl – and you had to look beyond the savage jungle of the Bible stories, of Samson slaying his enemies with a poor donkey’s freshly killed jawbone. I thought if I concentrated hard enough and shut out all the other noises around me, I could let Jesus and all the other gods in the world inside, and I too could write parables. It fast became a little hobby of mine.


The gods visited me at annoying, unexpected times, when I was not ready for them at all. When I asked I did not receive, and when I least expected them they arrived with no effort. I took to carrying a pen in the elastic of my knickers and would write them down, on my arms, little aphorisms like, ‘The tree opens and closes, and we never hear it,’ or, ‘Even the shiny body of a worm travels with the Lord.’


Occasionally I enlisted David’s help, as I knew if he did it, he would be very careful and precise. ‘I can do this for you Ruby, trust me, I can write it on you, make it look really nice,’ he reassured me, scrutinising the paper. At some point it became very hard to write on my midriff, my little breasts interfered, and I was still of pre-pubescent age where breasts were not be trifled with. Slowly David and I would begin our quiet ceremony – I would stretch the skin on my torso taut as canvas on a frame and he would feed the tip of the pen and copy the patterns and the curlicued script and when his mouth was very near my navel I would touch the top of his hair lightly with my hand.


All good things end, and it came to a head one day as Matilda in gym class put up her hand in the changing rooms – ‘Excuse me, Miss Hunt, Ruby is poisoning her blood with her pen’ – and then Miss Hunt took me to another room and had a careful look at my parables. I thought she might have read them at least, and gained a little depth and insight, but all she said was, ‘No, Ruby, no – this won’t do at all. You need to find ways to control your imagination.’


The Eena we knew liked Frosties cereal, malt loaf and mushroom soup out of a tin. Being in Eena and Alf’s kitchen was like stepping into a foreign TV show without the subtitles or the sultry, high-cheekboned women. Their kitchen had the smell of old boiled eggs overladen with the smell of dark tobacco smoke, and there was another smell I couldn’t reach, maybe because when you are young you haven’t smelt all the things you are going to smell yet. There were rumours of a small dog no one had seen that was being kept in the house, and I kept an eye out for the creature, but didn’t come upon it on this occasion. The kitchen was originally painted in a bright yellow. The walls were very dirty now but shiny, glossy, and there were raised brownish marks flecking the surface like little raisins. I didn’t know if they were dead flies or even bits of desiccated meat, and I didn’t want to touch anything. A pair of tall deckchairs were set up and a transistor radio between them emitted some sort of music from a bygone era.


Eena perked up when she saw me. She had been busy in a grubby, over-lit corner, her body hunched over something. She had a plate and offered me an object.


‘Have a corned beef rollie. Go on, have two if you like.’


I lifted my hands out of the pockets of my trousers and reached forward reluctantly to take the thing, which resembled a small sausage roll, and placed it in my mouth and began to chew. Under the thin pastry was something masquerading as meat. I chewed and chewed some more; some of the pastry flakes got stuck in my braces but that was the least of my problems. The wobbly mince refused to buckle under the pressure of my tongue. I knew what I was experiencing in that kitchen was a grown-up food dilemma – I must either spit out the fatty bolus and upset old Eena or swallow it and risk gagging and suffocating. I grew hot and flushed.


I took a gamble and made an attempt to swallow it, but my stomach resisted. Eena was trying to hand me a little box that had probably lived on her dressing table for many years. Eena liked to give us presents. We weren’t allowed to keep them, mostly, as they tended to be mundane household objects that she and Alf might want to use again: blue-patterned gravy boats, a bedpan, once an old-fashioned ironing board.


‘We should sell them to a museum,’ said Rania, before my mother made us take them back. But this gift looked as if she had carefully thought it out. It was square and covered in a very heavy silver wrap, with a tiny ancient nail to secure the foil.


‘You wind it up clockwise, dearie, and it plays a little ditty you can dance to; even little brown girls can dance to it.’ She smiled and I smiled back nervously into her open pale face. I gave her my brightest smile and was trying to back out of the kitchen, sweating, thinking.
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