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            1

         

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

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

         Everything was going to be fine, she told herself. Yet the trembling had spread from her fingers to the rest of her body, and as she made her way through passport control – rehearsing whatever little English she knew, the lines she had memorised – she hoped the immigration officer would be kind, and that she would be able to find the right words and put them in the correct order. 4

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

         ‘Six months. My husband is coming.’

         ‘It was a love marriage, I suppose?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And what does your husband do?’

         ‘Consultant.’

         ‘Can you show me your papers?’

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

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

         ‘Mira!’

         She heard them before she saw them, but once she had, they were all she could see. Her mother-in-law, her saasu, a thin, nervous woman who wore a flower in her hair and a sari too bright for the airport. Her father-in-law, her sasra, a serious, sturdy man who had lost some of the fullness of his face since 5the wedding. And between them, her husband, Rajiv. The man with whom she was to spend the rest of her life.

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

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

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

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

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

         Now, as the car moved along the motorway, it felt like she was meeting them for the first time. This was their soil. Their country. And this fact alone granted them further dimensions, as though before her eyes they were reimagined. 6

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

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

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

         ‘I didn’t invite all these people.’

         A nervous silence ballooned to fill the car.

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

         ‘Yes,’ said her saasu, her voice quiet. ‘It’s only a matter of a few hours.’ 7

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

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

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

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

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

         
            *

         

         It would be another three hours before the last of the guests left. In that time, a celebratory feast was ferried from the 8kitchen and once people had eaten and the plastic plates were cleared away, her saasu boiled chai for everybody in a large saucepan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         A round woman with perfectly shaped eyebrows carried cups of chai to and from the kitchen. Sitting in the middle of the beige leather sofa, Mira felt like a visitor. As though at any moment she would get up and make her way back to the airport 9and back to Ahmedabad and to her parents and her sister. That was all it took, for them to be pulled from the peripheries of her imagination to its centre.

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

         The bed itself was too big for the room it occupied, sharing the space with two wooden wardrobes that were positioned against one wall, stuffed full of clothes. The addition of her three suitcases made it almost impossible to move about, but she was too tired to think about it. 10

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

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

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

         As the bed began to creak, however, and the headboard bumped repeatedly against the wall, Mira found herself distracted, embarrassed that his parents would hear them. Whatever little desire she had felt evaporated, and she wanted him to stop but didn’t know quite how to say it. 11

         
            *

         

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

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

         ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

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

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

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

         Mira wasn’t sure she did, but she nodded anyway. She felt relieved; these were things she knew how to cook. 12

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

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

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

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

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

         Mira watched her sasra eat, scooping up bits of yogurt and pickle with his puri, slurping his chai, his gaze glued to the television. He had his own business – a garage he had set up almost thirty-five years ago, when he arrived in England after marrying Rajiv’s mother. He looked exactly the way she imagined a mechanic would, his face etched with tales of manual labour. Mira was reminded of her own father, who had worked as a builder for many years before setting up a scaffolding company. Both men had faces and bodies that managed to look both strong and worn at once. 13

         
            *

         

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

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

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

         
            *

         

         Upstairs, she tried to find room for her empty suitcases, kneeling on the floor to check whether there was space under the bed. There, she discovered tubs of protein powder, a pair of dumbbells, some tattered books that looked to be novels. There was a book called Animal Farm, which she knew to be Rajiv’s 14favourite – a fact he had asked her to memorise in case she was asked about it at her spousal visa interview. She had learned several things this way – that his favourite colour was dark blue, that his favourite food was biryani, that his favourite band was Coldplay. That he was a chartered accountant working for a consultancy, although what a consultancy was she still couldn’t say. He had told her she should say their first meeting had been through friends and not through family, as had been the case.

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

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

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

         In the end, that was all it took – a quick glance under his bed and in his wardrobe – for Mira to realise what strangers she and Rajiv still were.
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         A few weeks later, she and Rajiv were getting ready for a night out with his friends. It had come about unexpectedly, and Mira felt nervous and unprepared.

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

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

         Mira had come to England with two hundred and fifty pounds her father had given her, half of which she had handed over to Rajiv. The other half she had kept for herself, in case 16she ever needed it, wrapping the notes tightly in a bra that she pushed to the back of the wardrobe.

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

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

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

         ‘She’s your wife.’

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

         His friends were already at a table, laughing and drinking, when she and Rajiv arrived, their laughter dying down a little as he and Mira approached. They were school friends, Rajiv had told her, had known each other decades, and as she took off her coat she wondered whether they would like her. 17

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

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

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

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

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

         They sat down and Rajiv summoned the waitress.

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

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

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

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

         Soon enough, the table was overflowing with quick, furious conversation that was impossible for Mira to follow, and she turned her attention instead to the legs of cured meat that dangled against a wall at the far end of the restaurant. It was the first time she had seen anything like them, and she wasn’t sure what animal they had once belonged to. 18

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

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

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

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

         ‘Just like India,’ she said.

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

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

         She nodded, then began to read through her menu.

         ‘What do you fancy?’ asked Mick.

         ‘She won’t know half the stuff on here,’ said Rajiv, pulling the menu from her hands. ‘You’ll like this,’ he said, pointing at something on the page, but before she could ask what it was, he ordered it for her. 19

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         As they finished their desserts, the noise around the table 20increased significantly until they were talking over each other, their wine-soaked voices loud and unrelenting.

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

         ‘Oh yeah?’

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

         ‘And?’

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

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

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

         ‘Where? India?’

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

         ‘But I’m happy here.’

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

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

         ‘Exactly,’ said Sheetal. ‘How easily we women are expected to fall in line with what men want.’ 21

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

         ‘Agreed,’ said Mick.

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

         ‘Pah!’ said Ruma. ‘If only!’

         
            *

         

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

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

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

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

         Mira smiled. ‘Why didn’t you?’

         A look of surprise pierced Ruma’s eyes, which she attempted 22to conceal. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘we’re just friends.’

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

         ‘Let’s dance!’ shouted Ruma.

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

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

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

         
            *

         

         23The following morning, she and her saasu were preparing breakfast in the kitchen.

         ‘Well? How was it?’

         ‘Another world,’ said Mira.

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

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

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

         ‘Your father sounds like my father.’

         Her saasu nodded.

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

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

         ‘Would it?’

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

         
            * * *

         

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

         ‘I’m going out to see my mates,’ he said. ‘Don’t make me feel bad about it.’ 24

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

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

         ‘Nobody is asking you to forget anything.’

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

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

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

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

         Once Rajiv was gone, she sat on the living-room floor and let her saasu massage coconut oil into her hair the way her own mother had, these small things growing in their significance the longer she was away from India. The rest of the evening was spent alone in her bedroom, practising her English, repeating words and phrases relentlessly, until her mouth was dry, her mind numb. She went to bed early and was woken some hours later by the smell of alcohol on Rajiv’s body as he climbed into bed beside her. She tried to ignore it, until she felt his hand creep across her stomach and towards her breast. She waited – patient, feigning sleep, completely still – until, at last, he moved it away. 25

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Will they make you work?’

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

         ‘What about your threading and waxing?’

         ‘There’s too much competition.’

         Her friends looked perplexed.

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

         ‘Then you can speak like the Queen.’

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

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

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

         ‘Wow,’ said Reema, once they got to the big television in the living room that took up half the wall. Perhaps the only thing 26in the entire house that looked expensive. ‘It must be great to watch films on that.’

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

         ‘You’re so lucky,’ said Lalita.

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

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

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

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

         She let them believe whatever they wanted about her life, when all it would have taken was to show them the cramped road on which she lived, the tiny house that was nothing like what she had imagined, that made her claustrophobic enough that she had to open the windows, even in winter.
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            3

         

         To pass the time, she took to opening the front door and standing in the doorway. Both sides of the narrow road were taken up with parked cars. Tall grey dustbins were left out ready for the binmen. Where the road met the pavement, bits of rubbish had collected: empty crisp packets, cigarette butts, chocolate wrappers, something that looked like a used condom.

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

         Her neighbours leaned out of their doorways and waved their children off to school, their patterned dressing gowns billowing in the wind. They smiled, offered Mira food they had made, cups of tea. They wanted to know about her life in India, as though it were a portal through which they could temporarily disappear. Most of them had lived on Flax Road for as long as Rajiv and his parents had. The sorts of neighbours who believed they knew everything about each other. Many remembered Rajiv from when he was a baby. 28

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

         ‘I’ve got a diploma,’ said Mira.

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

         ‘I’ll find something.’

         ‘Can you sew?’

         ‘I can put a button on a shirt.’

         ‘No, on a machine.’

         Mira shook her head.

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

         ‘How long did it take you to learn?’

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

         Mira liked the ease with which they could all speak with each other. From what she understood, there were only Gujaratis living on their road, but even with their different accents it was easy enough to understand each other and to laugh and joke in ways she couldn’t with Rajiv. He had no interest in improving his Gujarati. As far as he was concerned, he understood most 29of what she said and that was enough. The onus was on her to improve her English.

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

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

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

         
            *

         

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

         Beyond Flax Road the houses were bigger, with more space between each one and gardens that reached all the way back, covered in grass and big enough to accommodate a shed. She tried to guess how much one of those houses would cost, how long it would be before she and Rajiv would be able to afford a place of their own. She couldn’t fathom having to spend her entire married life living on Flax Road the way her neighbours had. 30

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

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

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

         ‘Everything feels so expensive.’

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

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

         
            *

         

         Her saasu worked as a seamstress in a factory at the opposite end of town. Each morning, she took two buses to work and when she returned home in the evening, Mira had cooked 31most of their evening meal, which she set out in various saucepans and Tupperware along the kitchen counter. Together, the women would then set about making rotli, which the men preferred to eat hot off the stove.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         Once they were all sitting down, her saasu spooned some of the side dish Mira had prepared onto her sasra’s plate and Mira watched his expression to see whether he liked it. But it was impossible to tell. Then, he reached for the salt and began to sprinkle it over. 32

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘No arguing,’ said her saasu. They fell quiet and turned their attention back to the television. Mira had begun taking an interest in the Indian soap operas her in-laws liked to 33watch, which she hadn’t paid much attention to while in India. It granted solace to imagine she was watching an episode of something her parents might have watched earlier in the day. And although he was in the room with them, Rajiv spent the entire time scrolling through his phone, looking up once in a while only to say: ‘I can’t believe you watch this crap.’

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

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

         
            *

         

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘How much is it?’

         She motioned for him to look on the back.

         ‘Not cheap,’ he said.

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

         He looked at her and smiled, as though he didn’t believe that she would – get a job or earn enough to pay him back – and she wanted to snatch the leaflet away. 34

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘Mummy.’

         ‘Yes, beta?’

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

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

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

         ‘How long is the course?’

         Mira handed over the leaflet, which her saasu studied carefully. ‘It would stop you getting bored at home, I suppose,’ she said. 35

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

         ‘Have you asked him?’

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

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

         
            * * *

         

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

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

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

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

         They drove to a gallery in the centre of town, just around the corner from the Adult Education College where the English classes Mira was hoping to attend were due to take place. 36

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

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

         ‘Undercover?’ asked Mira. ‘Why?’

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

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

         ‘Homosexuality was a crime,’ said Rupal.

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

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

         ‘Do you have a favourite?’ asked Chantelle.

         Mira didn’t, but didn’t want to admit that, and so she looked again more closely. Two metres from where they were standing was a painting depicting two women. They lay beside each other sharing a cigarette, the tangles of their long hair weaving together. It was called Jannat, a word she recognised. Paradise. ‘This one,’ she said. 37

         ‘Why?’ asked Chantelle.

         ‘They look peaceful. They look happy.’

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

         ‘Huh?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

         ‘What?’

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

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

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

         ‘No,’ she said, which was the truth. It wasn’t the sort of thing people spoke about where she came from. It was the kind of thing that happened to other people. And if it did happen, it 38happened in secret. But Rupal and Chantelle had no interest in hiding – she could see that – and, as if to make the point, they took hold of each other’s hands.

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

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

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

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

         ‘Yup.’

         ‘What do they say? Are they happy?’

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

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

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

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

         ‘See ya, then,’ said Rupal, leaning out the window. 39

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

         
            *

         

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

         ‘Everybody knows,’ he said.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

         ‘What is there to tell?’

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

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

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

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘Oh, never mind.’

         ‘Do your parents know?’ she asked.

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

         ‘What do you mean?’

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

         ‘Why not?’

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

         Just when she thought she knew enough about her in-laws, some new detail emerged to remind her that she knew nothing. 40She supposed Rupal’s sexuality was simply another facet of English life – one in a list of many – that she was expected to understand and embrace without question.

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

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

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

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

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