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Life is like an etch-a-sketch. It’s only ever clear when it’s brand new. After that, no matter how much you wipe over the previous stuff, you can always see the scratch lines, and it never looks the same again.


In survival mode following a messy separation, Lara Abdel-Aziz is estranged from her family and out of touch with her best friend Samira. Making ends meet by working a dead-end job at a fast-food shop, she also sings at a local bar, where she enjoys the freedom to be whoever she likes. Bar owner Leo is good company, but her only other interactions are with her mostly absent flatmate Icky, and her neighbour Angela, who owns a New Age store and desperately wants Lara to get in touch with her higher self.


After a break-in at work forces Lara into counselling, and an encounter with an old friend leads to an unexpected connection, she must start to unpack the events of her life and make peace with the past. But are some things too broken to ever be fixed?


A moving story of healing, connection and fate.
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For ‘Keats’




Glossary


As this story includes several Arabic words and phrases, a glossary has been included for the reader’s reference.






	alhamdulillah


	Praise Allah (used in relation to giving thanks)







	assalamu alaykum


	Peace be upon you (the standard Islamic greeting)







	halal


	Permissible







	haram


	Forbidden







	hassad


	Curse







	inshallah/insha’Allah


	God willing







	kafta bi’tahini


	Meat casserole in tahini







	naseeb


	Fate/destiny







	wa’alaykum assalam


	And unto you be peace (the standard response to the Islamic greeting)










 


 


‘We are all in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.’


– Oscar Wilde, Lady Windermere’s Fan




Chapter 1


There are some things in life that go by too quickly. Massages. An indulgent box of chocolates. A day off work. These are moments you want to linger in, to stretch out.


Rather, dinner at Angela’s is not one of those things. I’ve only been here an hour and already I want to flee. It’s not the organic meal Angela has served us. Nor am I bothered that her daughter, Annie, hasn’t stopped banging her toys on her highchair tray for the last five minutes.


Dinner at Angela’s always follows a script: Angela and her husband, Malcolm, talk in child-friendly code the whole time, spelling out certain words in case Annie understands and gets ideas. With her being a whole twelve months, you just can’t risk it. They aren’t even spelling out swear words.


‘Mummy,’ says Malcolm, after dinner. ‘Can you get the c-a-k-e out of the f-r-i-d-g-e?’


I generally find Malcolm a bit intense and stuffy, which could partly be because he’s an academic who spends a lot of time arguing with anyone who has a belief system that ends in ‘-ist’. But tonight he’s in a good mood, something-or-other about an academic promotion. He grins and looks over at Annie, whose face is smudged with remnants of a horrible-looking dinner and is probably thinking, like me, that her father is completely mental. Then Angela replies, ‘Y-e-s, Daddy!’ with a jubilant smile as though she’s just discovered a cure for every single type of cancer.


All I can do is hold back the tears and thank God I’m single. Completely and utterly unattached and in no way in danger of breeding, unless it’s an immaculate conception, which we can all agree is highly unlikely.


And, by the way, not that it’s in the life plan, but if I ever do have children and I start calling the father ‘daddy’ as a matter of course, and everyone is suddenly ‘aunty’ and ‘uncle’ and not owners of proper names, just fucking shoot me.
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After dinner, Angela and I move to the kitchen to make coffee to go with the c-a-k-e. Malcolm remains seated and blissfully rubs his tummy as we collect the dishes. He drops his head and chuckles.


‘Ah. I’m stuffed!’


I want to punch him, but instead I help Angela clean up, since I’m a guest and assaulting him would be impolite.


Angela is excited about a fancy new machine she bought, and its metallic-coloured coffee capsules. I feel a little sad for her, because it’s only a coffee machine, and it’s never quite as good as the coffee you get at a cafe. But I smile, my eyes wide with anticipation, as I feign interest while she fusses over it like it’s a newborn. Then she forces me to pick a capsule, carefully explaining the differences between them, and I choose something quickly, just to make her stop.


Over the din of the machine, Angela tries to persuade me to attend her next chakra-balancing workshop. I try my best to get out of it, but it’s no use – I can’t escape Angela. There are only so many ways to avoid your neighbour when she not only lives in the same building as you, but works near you too.


Angela turns her attention back to the cake I brought with me, sighing and smiling, too generously for what is simply a peanut butter cheesecake.


‘We don’t have to have it now,’ I tell her.


‘Don’t be silly. It looks delicious, Lara. Did you make it?’


‘No.’ Though I can make it; a remnant of my time under the tutelage of Sahar, a childhood friend who can make cakes like it’s nobody’s business. But to save time I bought it from a cake shop down the road and got them to put a nice ribbon around it, which I think deserves a few points for effort.


I wince as the machine groans out another cup of coffee. Angela froths some milk and I have to concede that it’s all starting to look rather nice and professional.


‘Did you think about my offer?’ Angela says as she gets out some stencils and starts decorating my coffee. ‘It’s not full-time, but enough shifts to give you time for other things and save my life.’


The offer is tempting only because Angela’s shop, Healing Colours, isn’t a kitschy fast-food store called Maurillo’s managed by a fuckwit, which is, incidentally, the place I do work. Angela runs a New Age store with an abundance of crystals and cards, and readers who try to decipher people’s futures. Maurillo’s is a typical fast-food joint with every type of fried food and plenty of calories. And I think I mentioned the fuckwit boss.


I always say no to Angela’s offer. Not only because I’d have to stop myself from being honest with customers who come in looking for the solution to their life’s problems in a crystal wand, but also because it would require too much effort. I’ll give myself credit for one thing: I’m honest.


I know I have to find a new job, but I have no idea where to start. The more occupations I take up, the harder it is to find one, which in an odd way makes little sense since you would think I’d appear more qualified.


Why Angela even thinks I’d be right for a job with her, I have no idea. Though I suspect it all fits into her plan to ‘heal’ me. She already forces me in once a week to activate my chakras or something.


‘What I do is about more than mindfulness,’ she tells me. ‘It’s lightwork.’


Personally, I prefer mindlessness, and not having to deal with other people’s problems, given I do such a shoddy job of taking care of my own.


‘Did you get that book I told you about?’ she says, handing me my coffee.


‘The one about relationships?’


‘Yes, and the shame that binds us to beliefs and ideas that are learned or inherited.’


‘Ange, I don’t mind reading and all, but that sounds a bore.’


‘Oh, it’s wonderful,’ she says. ‘I don’t actually have it, but I’m sure The Bookish Baker should.’


‘Does it have pictures?’ I tease.


Angela gives me a look but moves on quickly. ‘Do you have time for a quick reading?’ she says, handing me my coffee. ‘I have a new deck. It’s gorgeous.’


After we’ve had dessert and coffee, and Malcolm has sufficiently annoyed everyone by trying to make his psychological studies sound interesting – ‘Lara, you’re a classic extrovert and I’m guessing intuitive’ – Angela takes me to the spare room (Malcolm’s ‘home office’/baby storage centre) for the reading. She hands me the shiny new deck and tells me to shuffle the cards, reminding me to concentrate. I take a quick breath and close my eyes. I hear a whoosh of outside traffic, the gentle splash of rain on the windows.


A few seconds pass before Angela speaks.


‘Did you think about something specific?’


I nod. But it’s hard to narrow my mind to one thought, and it flits from work to Dreaded Ex Daniel to nothing in particular. Then there’s a sharp ache in my tummy: the anxiety of the unknown gnawing at me. Does it count as a specific thought if all you’re thinking of is emptiness?


Angela sighs in relief. ‘You can open your eyes.’


I do as I’m told and look down. Angela has spread out the oracle cards in a strange formation. It looks like a crescent moon, a confusion of images and one-word thoughts. Patience. Love. Forgiveness. Courage. A painted image of man and a woman lying naked together, limbs entwined. That one says ‘passion’ and I feel a twinge of recognition. It’s like a story is being told, but I’m not sure it’s my own.


Daniel passes through my mind before I can bat the thought away. I don’t have trouble doing that because the interesting, lovely boy I fell in love with is a fading memory, or worse – an illusion.


Angela studies the cards then closes her eyes. She looks so earnest, but because she’s not decked out in boho gear and, in fact, never seems to buy clothes from Tree of Life or wear purple, she doesn’t quite fit the caricature of a sham psychic ‘channelling’ invisible entities. Maybe there’s something to it – after all, I observed all the women in my mum’s circle read their coffee cups whenever they gathered. I remember a ‘high priestess’ of the group once told me I would encounter a bad man one day, which meant nothing to me because I knew a lot of jerks. And she didn’t tell me I had a choice in the matter. She dictated it to me, like it was my fate, written in the stars.


‘There’s a man coming,’ Angela intones.


‘Is he tall, dark and handsome?’


Angela’s eyes narrow, her expression mournful. ‘I hate it when you make fun of this.’


‘I’m not! I swear.’


‘I want to help you.’


‘Your first mistake,’ I say. Then I feel bad, so I follow up with an apology.


‘It’s OK. I know today is a hard one,’ says Angela, softening. ‘D-Day.’


‘No. He won’t sign the divorce papers.’


Technically, we’re not married anymore – at least, not Islamically, which is the only version that really counts. But somehow, I still feel connected to him, spiritually or something, and completely against my will.


Angela gives me a sympathetic smile. ‘That will all get sorted out. Set your intention and it will happen. Higher vibes, less effort.’ When I don’t respond, she sighs. ‘You have a voice like an angel. The singing is going to pick up. I’m sure of it. Be here for you, Lara. Live well for you.’


I give Angela a tight but apologetic smile. I do like to sing. I’m not half-bad at it. But I couldn’t make a living out of it. Tonight’s open mic at a pub doesn’t even pay.


‘This will make you better,’ Angela says.


I raise my hands half-heartedly in surrender. ‘Sorry, Ange. Go ahead. Tell me what’s wrong with me.’ Though I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Apart from the Dreaded Ex, I live a blissfully drama-free existence. I just need my bloody divorce finalised.




Chapter 2


Open mic is a pretty casual affair, but getting there too late on a weeknight is a bit pointless. Particularly on Mondays, the day every worker hates because the game gets rebooted and you have to go back to the start.


Sometimes I sing, because I hate Mondays too. I sing because I enjoy it, not because I think I truly have the chance for a career in music, something that was never encouraged in my youth. My father wouldn’t encourage me now, either, but my parents are in London, where I spent a chunk of my childhood, so I get a free pass. Besides, singing doesn’t seem so evil now, not when I’ve been through a few things a lot worse than a love song.


Not that I’ve ever felt guilty about any of it. I’d like to put my own lack of religious and cultural sensitivity down to maturity and a grand sense of self, because I’ve achieved a balance and know what life’s all about. But really, I’m just lazy. Guilt is an emotion for which I have no time. It’s exhausting, stops you from having any fun, and is the emotional equivalent of one of those T-shirts that says: ‘I went to [insert adventure] and all I got was this lousy T-shirt’.


Anyway, Charley’s, a pub down the road from my flat, has an open mic night every week and that’s really when I get to do the singing. I don’t have any deals with the manager, David. He’s not all sugary about letting a down-on-her-luck singer use the place. He’s actually a bit of a jerk, and we argue a lot.


If it weren’t for the owner, Leo, I wouldn’t even bother. But he’s sort of a friend, and he advised me that Charley’s is a good place to start – anonymous, unthreatening and a good way to empty out all the angst. The regulars seem to like me, though I’m not sure if it’s because I wear a tight dress or because they really like Sarah Blasko covers. But somehow, dressing that way gives me the privacy I need to sing. I don’t feel exposed, I feel safe.


Tonight is no different. My Wheels and Dollbaby dress hugs me in all the right places. I’m a little curvier than I was in my twenties. Then again, I’m probably a little more of everything nowadays.
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It’s not quite a full house at the pub, but it’s a decent turnout for a weeknight. By the time I get to Charley’s, it’s nearly nine thirty. No sign of Leo, who usually makes an appearance. No other performers.


‘Nice of you to stop by,’ says David.


I give him my best faux smile and he shakes his head.


‘About fucking time, Lara. Seriously. How much alcohol do I need to give people before they start to notice I have no performers?’


‘It’s open mic.’


David gives me a blank stare in return.


‘Ooo-pen miiiiic,’ I say. ‘You open the stage to anyone, remember?’ He even brings in a guitarist, whom I call Sad Sack Andy because he doesn’t talk and I don’t know his real name.


The man sitting on the stool beside me guffaws. ‘You’re the only one who bloody shows up.’


The gentleman has a point. Charley’s does get other performers, but lately there seem to be fewer and fewer of them. In fact, the whole place couldn’t get any more depressing, and that’s saying something for a pub that’s ancient, stinks of spirits and is probably haunted by them, too.


‘David.’


He won’t make eye contact from behind the bar. ‘You get to sing. Without expectation,’ he says. When I don’t respond, he abandons the bottle in his hand and faces me properly. ‘What do you want?’ He already looks a bit defeated.


‘You’re going to start paying me.’


‘Oh, bugger off, Lara. You’re not exactly what I’d call a professional.’


‘I can sing. You want a performer to keep your regulars entertained. Sounds like a fair deal to me.’


David scans me with a look of distaste, which I think is a bit harsh, because I come looking and smelling minty fresh. He gives the pub floor a glance-over, registering the subdued and dull mood. Not that I much like pubs, but Charley’s has never held any appeal apart from the opportunity to perform. It needs something to spark some energy and life into it, and now.


David doesn’t seem convinced.


‘I could always talk to Leo about it,’ I say. ‘I mean, he’s really the boss and all …’


I get the reaction I want: hesitation. David would not want to piss off Leo. Not because Leo is a horrible guy. But he’s a big guy, and Leo likes me. Leo certainly likes me singing in this derelict pub. One day, I hope to sing in one of Leo’s much nicer establishments.


‘I can’t pay you much.’


‘I know what you can pay me. I’ve worked in a place like this before.’


‘Fifty bucks, you can get tips.’


‘I’m not a stripper. One hundred, cash in hand.’


David snorts. He picks up a bottle and starts pouring the contents into a shot glass before downing it in one gulp. Maybe it’s reassuring to customers that the manager loves his product, in the same way assistants at clothing stores need to dress like live mannequins. But it’s completely unprofessional and I’m starting to wonder if Charley’s is on its last legs.


‘Fucking hell, Lara.’


‘A hundred or you never see or hear from me again.’


I wait for what seems like a full minute while David pours another glass.


‘Fine. Every Monday. But keep wearing those dresses, and you can’t sing all that depressing shit. Give me some classic rock or something.’


I shake my head. ‘I wear what I want and I sing what I want. You know that I could wear a potato sack and these tossers would still want to watch me.’


The guy next to me snorts and nods.


‘Sorry,’ I say.


‘No, no. You’re right,’ the guy says, almost grinning.


‘You’re such a pain in the arse,’ says David.


‘I’m honoured you think I give a shit about your opinion.’


‘Start tonight. Next time get here a bit earlier. Rob is out back.’


‘Who?’


‘Your guitarist?’


‘Right. Pay me first.’


I put my hand out, but as David fumbles with a wad of cash, an unsettling feeling hits me. Maybe it’s because, even in the absence of true religion, I find it hard to make a living in a place that profits off human despair with alcohol. Or maybe I’m just not sure what I’m really doing here and how long it will last. Why start something you can’t finish, and all that.


‘Break a leg,’ says the kind stranger beside me.


I wink and put the money in my purse.


‘Cheers.’


[image: Illustration]


I leave around eleven, and as I exit by the front door, I find a man waiting for me on the pavement. I shouldn’t be surprised, but a sick feeling rolls through me as I take in his appearance.


‘Daniel.’


‘You won’t … talk to me,’ he slurs.


He’s been drinking, and most probably at Charley’s. I had no idea given the dim lighting. I can barely see the faces staring back at me when I’m onstage. But it’s D-Day. He shows up often enough. Why wouldn’t he be here?


‘I have said everything I needed to say.’ I adjust my handbag and glance around, aware of the ghostly silence.


‘What about me?’ Daniel says, emboldened.


I want to laugh because it seems ridiculous that Daniel thinks he has any right to be hurt, or to ask me to care about his feelings given the low regard he’s afforded mine in the past. It’s funny how people who think they’ve been hard done by just want you to make them feel better.


‘Daniel, please leave me alone. It’s over. Sign the papers and we are officially done. You’re free.’


Truth is, if I thought taking the blame for our marriage breakdown would make him go away, I would probably do it. But nothing is going to stop Daniel from playing the victim.


He smiles then starts to laugh, and it’s kind of creepy. I look around, feeling even more apprehensive. I glance back into Charley’s. It’s dark in there now.


‘Do we have a problem here?’


Leo comes up beside me and I exhale, not realising I’d been holding my breath. Without the slightest hint of embarrassment, Daniel smiles up at Leo, who stands more than a head taller than him. As if to cement his point, Leo puts an arm around me. As usual, he’s dressed in black jeans and leather jacket. He reminds me of Mickey Rourke pre-plastic surgery.


‘It’s OK, Leo,’ I say.


Daniel meets my gaze. ‘Didn’t take long for you to replace me, did it?’ He aims for stoic as he takes one more look at Leo, then me, before he straightens up, trying to act sober, and slinks away.


‘You OK, bella?’ Leo releases me, then places his hands on my arms and gives them a reassuring squeeze. It’s comforting, and my anxiety eases.


‘Yeah. I’m fine.’


‘What’d he want?’


‘Something.’ I shake it off. ‘And what time do you call this?’


‘Sorry, bella, I got held up,’ Leo says, extending his arm.


‘Don’t let it happen again,’ I say, trying for playful.


‘Right,’ says Leo, with a smile. ‘You’re not exactly the poster child for being on time. Or even showing up, for that matter.’


By now, my arm is locked into Leo’s and we’re walking at a leisurely pace. But there’s some tension, and I’m not sure if it’s just a remnant of Daniel’s stink, or if I’ve annoyed Leo.


‘Hey, didn’t you tell me that you have some music for me?’ I say, hoping to shift the mood.


‘Ah. Shit,’ says Leo, stopping. ‘I forgot.’ He ponders a moment then squints. ‘I don’t suppose you want to come by my place now and pick it up?’


Leo doesn’t seem to be sending out any sort of double meaning. He’s offered to give me some sheet music, not proposed a raunchy evening at his flat.


But I’m still unsure. I don’t know what message I’m sending if I go now, at this time of night. I used to be a whole lot more confident with this sort of thing. I didn’t much care what message I sent guys, so long as I knew where I was coming from. If they misunderstood, or expected more than I was willing to give, that was their problem, not mine.


Leo’s eyes move briefly from my face to my arms, which are now rigidly crossed.


‘I promise not to ravage you,’ he says, mock-gravely.


I exhale and chuckle. ‘Really, it’s OK.’ Feeling the need to reassure him, I add, ‘It’s not that. Maybe another time.’


Leo studies me, then smiles. ‘No worries, bella. It is pretty late. Let’s get you home.’


We start to walk, but for a moment, I want to say yes to Leo. I suddenly feel an urge to be bathed in his rough warmth, to not go back to a world where everything is real and grey and mean. Where Daniel might be waiting for me like the Ghost of Marriage Past.


I can go a whole day and not give Leo much thought, but when I’m with him, he has my full attention.


But I know I can’t; not yet, not with Leo. I can’t even entertain the thought of losing myself in someone again, let alone another man who is so wholly unsuitable for me.


As we take a left turn onto a quiet house-lined street, the din of the street traffic starts to fade. Leo tells me about a new underground bar he’s involved in. ‘Come sometime, I’ll take care of you.’


He knows I don’t really drink alcohol, but I smile and nod. ‘That would be great.’


‘I’ll make you a special drink, don’t worry. Muslim-friendly.’


I feel like a fraud given how little I actually practise these days. But I guess you never stop being what you were born as, and while I’m not really on speaking terms with God right now, at least I believe He exists.


We reach my apartment building and Leo looks up at the dark windows. He sees me to the door but doesn’t try to follow me in. No requests for a nightcap.


All very honourable given my flirty history with him and my refusal to go to his apartment. And, of course, I’m totally offended.




Chapter 3


The next day at Maurillo’s, the usual occurs in the following order: Tomas says hello and asks me how my night was; fuckwit boss Ziggy breathes heavily and yells about something; Michael, a local homeless guy, comes into the store to request, not-so-quietly, leftovers at the end of my shift.


When Michael approaches, he looks at me with such gratitude I’m hardly sure what to make of him. He’s dishevelled and needs some TLC. I wish I could offer him a safe home, clean him up a little. Instead, I sneak out food for him once or twice a week.


‘God bless you, Lara. You’re such a beauty, and I’m not just talking about your looks.’


I thank him, smiling, touched by the sweetness of his manner.


‘You’d better not let Ziggy catch you,’ warns a bored-looking Tomas in his thick European accent. ‘That man is crazy. Yesterday, he yelled at me for taking out the garbage.’


It’s the post-lunch rush when my flatmate Icky comes in, looking slightly bedraggled. Tomas stops mid-sentence, having been telling me about a new course he’s signed up for at a local college. He’s on a student visa. He works more hours than he should, but Ziggy overlooks this. Or perhaps Ziggy just doesn’t bother asking about work permits.


Icky enters just as Tomas seems dangerously close to asking me for advice. He thinks he should be an actor. He has the looks, I suppose. He’s tall and has the European Casanova appearance that an American network would pick up when they need a sexy foreigner to tempt the all-American Carrie Bradshaw-type.


Tomas is curious, or possibly just profoundly bored, because he stares at Icky like an archaeologist who has just happened upon a precious discovery.


Icky is a bit ‘mad scientist’ most of the time, and today is no different. Her hair needs the intervention of a comb, and her glasses look uncomfortably perched on her face. It was clearly another all-nighter in the lab.


I walk around the counter to give her a hug, then pull back, inspecting her for signs of neglect.


‘I haven’t slept in three days,’ she says, zombie-like.


‘Do you want something to eat?’


‘I can’t stay. I really need sleep. Or I will go crazy. Literally. It’s been proven by science.’ As though to confirm her point, she opens her eyes wide and gives me another walking-dead expression. She’s a bit jittery and I start to think a power nap isn’t going to cut it.


Icky straightens up her glasses then untangles herself from her backpack. She opens it and rummages around inside. ‘This came for you the other day, but because I was leaving the flat, I just took it with me, and then Icky brain forgot to give it to you. So Icky brain got it together long enough to think of bringing it to you today on my way home.’


‘You’re talking in third person.’


Icky nods slowly. ‘Yes. Here,’ she says, handing me a small parcel. ‘And don’t forget to ring your mum. I know you hate it, but ...’


I take the parcel from her, a feeling of unease rushing through me. The handwriting is familiar; it’s from Daniel. I go back to my place behind the counter and shove the package into my bag.


As Icky leaves, half-heartedly waving and muttering something, Tomas stares at her, his expression bordering on awe, though it could be because she’s this tiny little thing with a backpack that almost eclipses her, and that’s not something you see every day.


‘She’s so cute,’ he says.


‘She’s my flatmate. Haven’t you seen her before?’


Tomas shakes his head.


I watch Icky’s retreating figure then glance back over at Tomas. Icky, madness aside, is geeky and adorable. Her uniform consists of jeans, a T-shirt and sneakers, which only gets changed up in winter when she adds in a hooded jumper.


I wonder if I should tell Icky later that Tomas is smitten at first glance. But then something in me recoils even at the idea of it. She never seems interested in romance, and she certainly doesn’t have time for it. I don’t know what I believe about love, but I know what I think about relationships. They serve a purpose, and Icky is an all-or-nothing type. I don’t think she could do a casual love affair. She probably also needs someone who speaks her scientific language.


Icky embodies her work. The other day we caught the tail end of a romantic comedy, the crappy kind where everyone gets what they want, even if it’s not what they deserve. Just after I limply threw my last chocolate bar wrapper at the screen, I commented that Hollywood screws us up and has no idea what love is. And then I realised that I, too, have no idea what constitutes love. After all, I love a good baked ricotta.


‘Love is when you come into contact with a stimulus that increases levels of neurotransmitters,’ said Icky, her head planted on a couch pillow, her gaze fixed on the screen. ‘You know … dopamine, serotonin, noradrenaline. In your brain,’ she added, as though she hadn’t lost me at ‘stimulus’.
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Leo texts me as I’m signing off for the day.




Drink? I have the sheet music. x





I’m not in the mood. Things got a bit intense on Monday night and I’m still off-centre. I pack up, with the intention of texting Leo in a couple of hours, and head out.


Among the trendy free-trade cafes and vintage clothing stores in Newtown is The Bookish Baker, one of the few remaining bookstore-cafes in the area. There’s something very Californian-coffee-house about it – open space despite the shelves packed with books, and they stay open until late. It’s cosy and the coffee is nice, and it’s a departure from the cragginess of the cafes loaded with second-hand furniture and mouldy old board games by the door. They also use normal glasses rather than mason jars, and don’t write things like ‘smashed avo’ on their menu. Potatoes are fries or wedges, not broken.


Newtown used to be considered weird, but now it seems to be getting increasingly normal. It was hipster before it was mainstream and on trend to have a beard and wear non-prescription glasses.


I’m struggling to get through Angela’s book recommendation. Perhaps it’s just me, but reading about shame and how it makes you feel horrible is hardly the mood-lifter you want after a lousy day at work.


I can’t concentrate because I’m restless. I think of messaging Leo, because his company would be more pleasant than the nerdy couple beside me who have just struck up a loud conversation about fantasy literature. I try to drown out the sound of geek by observing the other customers. There are the usual groupings at the large communal table, and the solo readers occuping the couches. It’s when I turn my gaze to the stacks that I spot a familiar figure in among the tall shelves. It takes a few moments to adjust my focus, but it feels as though my heart actually stops for a few seconds.


I’d know that tall, brooding figure anywhere. Hakeem.


I haven’t seen him in a few years. He went to my cousin Samira’s wedding, but he left early, probably because it was too horrible to watch the woman he loved marry someone else.


I feel my belly constrict and I can barely breathe. It’s all a bit much, this sudden blast from the past. My face heats up because I know I’m supposed to do something. It’s like a test, and I’m the chosen one, but I’ve decided to idly have a coffee instead of taking up the task.


Hakeem stands a few metres away, scanning a bookshelf, as though he’s my history wrapped up in a package. In a moment, I’m twenty-eight again, and happily annoying him on Facebook. I deleted him ages ago.


I could pretend that I don’t see him, but he’s just a few metres away and somehow it doesn’t feel right. So I get to my feet and walk up to him in the full knowledge that, for conservative, religious Hakeem, a text message is a breach of propriety when it comes to the opposite sex. I’m wearing tight jeans and a loose-fitting top, so I’m hoping I won’t offend him too much. There’s no cleavage today at least.


As I reach him, he’s deep in a book, the cover of which I can’t see. He looks older, of course, but there’s something more to it than that. He’s lived-in, like a house that was once simple but had a makeover and suddenly brims with character. Not a terribly exciting one, granted, but the facelift is effective and meaningful somehow.


‘Hakeem?’


It takes a moment, but he eventually hears his name, as though it travelled on the wind. He looks to his left, where I’m standing about a metre away. Recognition settles on his face and his expression softens a little before hardening. I can’t tell if it’s a disapproving look per se, but it’s pure Hakeem – strict, passive, and mildly harsh.


I smile, puzzled, then tilt my head to the side, examining him from a different angle. He isn’t out of place among these bookshelves and hipsters, but he’s not exactly a clean fit either.


‘Lara.’


Hakeem manages a smile – the kind you see in awkward school photos: thin, stretched out, no teeth. He looks good and I’m reminded of how he was always the one hottie in the family friends circle, closely followed by Samira’s sweet cousin Jamal, who, if he saw me on the street, would be well within his rights not to acknowledge me.


‘How are you?’ I ask.


He shrugs. ‘Alhamdulillah, I can’t complain.’


‘First sign of a liar. There’s always something to complain about.’


And that’s when I spot it, clear in his eyes – a deep melancholy. Hakeem looks as if he’s in mourning. Detached, uninterested. A quietly mad man in a room of certifiably sane people.


I’m not sure what should follow, but the part where you lean in for a hug and a peck on the cheek isn’t going to happen.


‘Want a coffee?’ I say, expecting a swift refusal. But Hakeem seems to consider my offer for a moment. Then he shakes his head, unable to keep eye contact.


‘I have to get going. But thanks for the offer.’ He replaces the large book he was looking through before I interrupted him.


I feel my face warm again, not because I’ve been rejected, but because I should’ve known better than to ask. I took up the task, but I was clearly destined for failure. Hakeem is a pious, religious type. Which is totally fine, but they don’t talk to girls like me. In fact, they tend not to talk to unrelated girls at all.


[image: Illustration]


Half an hour later, I’ve just finished my second and final coffee, having given in and settled in the magazine section. I hear a man clear his throat behind me. When I turn, I’m surprised to find Hakeem standing there. He looks uncomfortable, his winter jacket resting in his hands like an unconscious animal.


‘My plans got cancelled,’ he says.


I let the silence hang between us before I indicate to the empty spot beside me on the couch. ‘This seat’s free.’


[image: Illustration]


Catching up on someone’s life can be a bit like taking a bridging course at university. You have to squeeze in a lot of information in a short space of time. It can veer into information overload territory. I have questions, but I just let him talk.


Hakeem is alone. As his father passed away a year ago and he’s still trying to get his bearings. He tells me he’s yet to clean out the house, and he can’t bring himself to move out. He’s been married and is now divorced. He has a child.


We’re about even on that front, but I don’t tell him that. He would know anyway.


His news depresses me, but I’m also surprised, because Hakeem always struck me as the type who would stick with a bad situation out of obligation. I don’t pry; I just marvel that he’s human like the rest of us.


When I tell him that I haven’t been in touch with Samira lately, he seems genuinely taken aback. He attempts a minor lecture of sorts. ‘You’re blood relatives, like sisters.’ The Islamic thing to do, such and such.


‘It’s OK,’ I interrupt. ‘There’s nothing wrong. We’ve just got very different lives.’


There’s an awkward silence and distance between us – literally. Hakeem sits as far away as the couch allows him to. I stretch out my legs and let out a deep breath.


‘Do you think she’s happy?’ he says.


I lie back against the sofa and throw his question around in my mind. I feel a tiny niggle as he asks, though I can’t pinpoint why. Guilt, I decide, because I don’t really know the answer.


‘I think so. I think she’s happy figuring out who she is. I guess her husband doesn’t get in the way.’


‘Right.’ A pause. ‘Is that why she married him, you think?’


I turn to face Hakeem, deeply curious and surprised, because it’s not something he would have dared asked me when I last saw him about four years ago.


‘I don’t know. Don’t people usually get married because they’re in love?’


I study Hakeem’s reaction because we – or mainly it was just me – all knew Hakeem had a thing for Samira.


‘Some of us do, I guess.’


His honesty is a bit baffling, but he gets up, signalling an end to the conversation. So we leave it at that. Except, as we walk to the exit, Hakeem stops, hesitant. Another self-conscious silence elapses before he speaks.


‘I’ll see you around.’


Then he walks out, without taking or providing a number to arrange a time to see me around.




Chapter 4


The chance encounter with Hakeem distracts me so much, I forget to message Leo. By the time I remember, it’s too late to bother because it will seem disingenuous, or like I’m playing a time game – the sort all those dating experts try to feed you. Reply too soon and he’ll think you’re easy. Leave it too late and he’ll lose interest. Really, as I get older and more single, I’ve just come to be the sort of person who can’t be bothered to make a decision.


Moreover, Hakeem’s reappearance reminds me of many things, but primarily that I have family. So it prompts me, finally, to call my parents.


Phone calls with Mum and Dad usually go one of two ways, though on the odd occasion, I get a two-for-one deal. On a bad day, Mum is cold and distant, and the conversation is brief. There may be a dig or two thrown in for good measure, but mainly the objective is to hang up as quickly as possible, on both sides. While unpleasant, this conversation route is easy.


‘What’s your news?’ she will say, in Arabic, and in a tone that suggests all I will have to share is most likely tawdry and inappropriate. As if I would tell her anyway.


Other days, Mum will mix it up by bringing up family still in Australia. ‘What’s Samira’s news?’ she’ll ask, knowing full well that I don’t see her.


The harder conversation is when Dad gets on after Mum, and they complain that I don’t come to see them, but not in a cute sitcom way; it’s more an accusation than a request. They pile on the guilt, as though popping by their London townhouse is the easiest thing in the world. They still haven’t forgiven me for marrying Daniel, which would be fine if they would just let me forget it.


Mum seems to have made it her life’s purpose to document her grief. It’ll come into the conversation in some way – so-and-so’s daughter got married to a nice man who prays, fasts and has a flat in town. Or so-and-so has a good daughter who wears a headscarf, etc. In Mum’s worldview, there are two types of women my age: the ones who married well and are popping out babies (my cousins Samira and Zahra, etc); and the sad singletons who’ve either never been married or are divorced. Regardless of how much said singletons enjoy their lives, they have been relegated to the Old Spinster bin, fit only for divorced men with families and baggage.


‘I have to ask the sheikh about hassad. People were always looking at you and talking about us.’ Mum thinks people evil-eyed me into a bad marriage. I could latch onto it, because it’s a free pass to absolution. But it’s bullshit and I know it, and I have some standards when it comes to being honest and real, no matter how elastic.


Mum spends a lot of time watching other people’s lives, in the same way I consume TV shows. The difference is, I know what I’m watching is fiction.


None of this hurts me. I call once a month and get it over with. The comfort lies in the infrequency of it all.


Today’s conversation veers towards bad from the moment Mum answers the phone. I say hello, followed by a more formal assalamu’alaykum, which is met with silence. Mum’s response is a sarcastic though standard reply of ‘wa’alaykum assalam’.


I sigh but persevere. I’m lying on the couch at home by myself, playing with my hair, one leg crossed over the other. I’m the picture of carefree, yet I feel anything but. All these nerves, the anxiety – where did they come from and how I can send them back?


‘What are you up to, Mum?’ I say, trying for normal.


‘Cooking. Cleaning. What else?’


It turns out there is actually more. Mum goes on to offer a shopping list of complaints.


It wasn’t always like this. It’s not that I was ever truly myself with Mum, but we got along, even when I annoyed her. Secretly, I think she was proud of having a slightly wild daughter, even when she complained of not being able to tame me.


‘Who will marry her?’ I would hear her say pitifully to other mothers, as though there could be nothing else in life but marriage.


Then she would sigh about my clothing, saying I had no self-respect because it was so revealing, before buying me a floor-length figure-hugging dress.


‘Your skin isn’t showing,’ was her defence.


Mum would show her love in strange ways. Buying me clothes that she shouldn’t, but which she knew would flatter me. Sneaking out to watch me sing at a high school recital to avoid an argument with Dad. She’d beam with pride from the audience then tell me not to breathe a word to Dad when we got home. I got my rebellious streak from Mum, I suppose.


On the odd occasion, there are hints of that familiarity. There are days when Mum talks to me like a trusted confidante. If we were in front of each other, she’d be talking over her teacup and shoving biscuits onto my plate. Those conversations make us seem like a normal mother and daughter. She worries about my dad’s health, and her cooking and whether she put too much salt into her kafta bi tahini. Then she entertains with gossip from the other women she knows.


These discussions will usually hit a sour note by that point, though, because after the soothsaying comes the comparisons, and Mum bemoans having a daughter who is absent. I don’t even have a decent career to compensate for the other fuck-ups.


Today’s conversation would probably have been OK if Mum had limited her complaints to the stuff that a lot of Arab mums complain about. But she doesn’t. Soon she dispenses with any subtext that allows us to have a relatively angst-free conversation. She mentions Daniel and what shame he’s put on me and I start to talk back, and it gets heated because I can’t bring myself to stay silent and let her vent.


‘What a waste my life has been,’ she laments in Arabic, which makes it sound all the more poetic. If I were an outsider, even I’d feel sorry for her, because clearly this runs deeper than an ungrateful, bad-mannered daughter.


We say goodbye, and I honestly think it might be the last time in ages that we’ll talk. Meanwhile, Mum hasn’t hung up the phone properly. I can hear her speaking to my father, yelling about what an ungrateful daughter I am and asking what she did to deserve such a terrible naseeb, as though my miserable mistake was designed to make her suffer, not me.


It’s actually kind of funny, when I think about it. It’s not often you get a firsthand account of how people truly see you.
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By the following week, I have enough diversions to keep myself occupied as I take on another mind-numbing day at Maurillo’s. I don’t care when Ziggy yells, or Andrew slacks off, or Therese mopes because Andrew has been messing with her emotions, or Tomas asks about Icky.


My phone call with Mum stings a little. And, well, let’s face it: seeing Hakeem has messed me around a bit, too. It’s not lying-awake-at-night bad, but suddenly everything feels raw, and stuff I packed up years ago are ‘things’ again. Samira. Conversations in Sahar’s kitchen. Annoying Hakeem on Facebook because, why not? All of it seems like an alternate universe that has layered itself onto the present, and nothing really matches up anymore.


And then, Leo enters my mind. It’s no surprise that I’m yet to hear from him because I never replied to his invitation for a drink. He usually comes into Maurillo’s for a late lunch at least once a week, but there’s been no sign of him. I could let it annoy me, but that would be very much like going to a movie you didn’t want to see, then complaining that it was crap. I have no right to be offended.


It occurs to me that perhaps he is waiting for me to message him. He did contact me last. And he’s seemed keen for a while, and I suppose I have sent him, not exactly mixed, but confusing signals. It’s difficult to communicate what you’re thinking about someone when you’re not entirely sure yourself.


I’m wiping down the tables in the near-empty restaurant post-lunch rush, pondering this and whether I should just take the initiative. A moment later my phone sounds an alert, and my heart quickens as I realise it’s a Facebook message. I expect a guilt-laced message from Daniel, the type that would be unnerving if they weren’t so frequent. Even though I blocked him ages ago, he creates new accounts and occasionally ‘checks in’ with messages about what I mean(t) to him and what I have done to his heart and sole (sic).


But it’s not a message from Daniel. It’s from Hakeem. This is unexpected, though in a much less threatening and stomach-churning way. We’re not actually ‘friends’ anymore, and I feel silly for having unfriended him now.


Hakeem’s message is straightforward enough. It’s formal, polite and begins with a ‘salam’.


Hakeem asks – though he understands if it’s not acceptable to – whether I can come by to help him clean out his father’s things this Saturday. I read it once, then twice. I try to process it when Ziggy yells at me for using my phone. I whip off my apron and dive into the kitchen, mumbling something about a break. I go to the laneway behind Maurillo’s and reread the message, trying to decipher any hidden meaning.
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