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​​1: A Fine Romance



[image: ]




MRS ASAR PUT ON HER reading glasses and scanned her invitation. ‘You are cordially invited’ – yes, yes, very nice – ‘3rd August 2009’ – no, not that; maybe the next line? – ‘Shree Sanatan Dharma Temple, Middlesbrough’ – Damn her ancient eyes, she never used to be this blind! – Ah, here it was. ‘5.30pm for a 6pm start’. Exactly what she remembered. She tore the card into eighths then sixteenths and transferred it to her clutch bag.

The bride was late. Three hundred guests were squashed together on a grey carpet looking at their watches and grumbling. The oak-framed portraits of the gods and goddesses covering three of the temple’s four walls made it look as if a better class of guest was peering in from outside, as if this was a world historical event. The air was thick with incense smoke. 

At times like this Mrs Asar wished she was a Christian. In Hinduism the bride always arrived first. Since the groom was in place and the ceremony should have begun five minutes ago it was probably time to assume the worst. 

Sitting cross-legged under the canopy in his cream suit and socks, his head and chest sagging, Prem looked as if his bones had sunk under the impact of a massive fall and someone had propped his corpse up. No one was saying anything to him but he wasn’t making eye contact any more. Presumably, he knew. It was just a matter of time before he turned and faced the crowd, all eighteen stone of him – he’d have to – and owned up. It’s not my fault but I don’t think she’s coming. Or something similar.

Mrs Asar wore an ochre sari and ballet pumps and stood near the exit so she could get to the toilets. She adjusted her ghomta over her white hair and lifted her glasses to give the bridge of her nose a rest. Next to her, Mrs Chaudhari sat on a plastic chair, leaning on her walking stick. Someone in the hall had broken into the orange squash and men with polystyrene cups shuffled past, brushing against her knees and muttering apologies. On the wall there was a picture of the goddess Durga on a tiger. From a distance it looked as if the tiger was sitting on Mrs Chaudhari’s head.

“You cannot help feeling sorry for him,” Mrs Asar said. “It is not his fault.”

“It is very much looking to me,” Mrs Chaudhari said, “as if he has aimed his hopes too high.” 

“Nasreen Sanim? I do not think he has aimed his hopes too high.”

“I only said that I thought it was looking that way.”

“I think that she is very lucky to have him.”

“He is fat. That is all. I am thinking only about what people will say, my dear. Especially the men. You know what they are like.”

“She is a bloody idiot.” 

“It is more than that, I am afraid,” Mrs Chaudhari said. “You have to think to be an idiot. She does not think.”

Mrs Asar looked round to see whether the bride’s mother and father were nearby. They were, but they were out of earshot. “It is her parents to blame.” She nodded as if she was saying the same words again but with her chin.

Mrs Chaudhari folded her arms under her breasts and heaved them up. “If she does not turn up, her life will not be worth a damn. Not with parents like that. She is too stupid to see it, but that is how it will be.”

“You cannot help feeling sorry for her. In spite of everything.” 

“Perhaps we should go and pay them a visit. After this disaster is done.”

Pandit Sharma’s wire glasses, goatee beard and spangled waistcoat made him look younger than his seventy-two years. His tight lips and worried eyes made him look older. He scanned the entrance, checked his watch and frowned. He got down on his haunches by Prem’s left ear.

Prem removed his tinsel-veiled turban. The two garlands of flowers round his neck were wilting. 

“I am not sure she is coming,” Pandit Sharma said.

“Let’s just give her another ten minutes.”

“Ten minutes? She should have been here half an hour ago.”

“Maybe there’s a traffic jam. Are her parents here?”

“They are at the back.”

“Of the hall? Didn’t they think to bring her?”

Pandit Sharma shook his head. “I think they have been drinking. You know how alcohol can make people think things are all right when they are not.”

“Have they tried ringing her? Has anyone?”

“Mrs Chandee has. Nasreen is not answering her home phone and her mobile is switched off.”

“That seems to clinch it then.”

“Well, that may still be premature ...‘clinch’.”

“Come on,” Prem said. “If she was caught in a traffic jam she’d have rung ahead to let us all know.”

“Perhaps she has. Have you checked your mobile?”

“Good God, I didn’t think. It’s switched off.” He removed it from his inside pocket and pressed ‘on’. The O2 logo appeared and a little fanfare played. Those nearest to him went quiet, apparently mistaking it for something ceremonial. The silence swept to the back of the hall like a Mexican Wave until all that could be heard was a series of beeps as he accessed his inbox. “No messages,” he said, in what he thought was a discreet tone.

A collective groan went up and the conversational rumble resumed.

Pandit Sharma threw his arms up. “God, what a woman! What on earth are you doing with her really, Prem? I mean really? I know I have gone along with it but I have done that for your sake. She has no education, no manners, no compassion, she is – just – just – a body. She is the opposite of you!”

“I like her.”

“Are you sure she likes you? Because I am not.”

Prem sighed. “You don’t understand, Dad. She’s vulnerable and she’s alone. Her parents aren’t joking. They really will throw her out. And then she’ll just ... I don’t know: come to a bad end – because no one else will come to her rescue.”

“Ah, I see. So this is about rescuing her, is it? God, I wish we had had this conversation at the start. I have neglected my duty. But at thirty-three, Prem - ”

“And our two families have known each other a long time. We took her in before remember, when she was just a child?”

“That was different. Her mother and father went on holiday and they did not want to take her.”

“Yes, because they hate her, let’s not mince words. Because she’s a girl. I’m not saying they hate girls full stop – I don’t know about that. Maybe they actually like girls in the abstract. But they don’t like having one in their family. That’s the truth, Dad, before you interrupt. Every year they managed to take her brothers wherever they were going. Every year they left her behind. It’s no wonder she’s ended up a bit ... odd. But I can help her. When we’re married - ”

Pandit Sharma snorted. “I do not think it is a question of ‘when’ any more.”

“I know she’s coming. She isn’t that bad.”

“Perhaps she is. Parents make children in their own image. She has long since reached the age of responsibility. If she is selfish, conceited and heartless now it is too late for anyone to remedy that. And if you try, you will be eaten up.”

“I won’t be ‘eaten up’.”

“You know what people are saying behind your back. I have been denying it but - ”

“That she’s marrying me for my money. And I’m marrying her for her looks. Yes, I know.”

“Then you have heard?”

Prem rolled his eyes. “I can guess.”

“And?”

“I’m not marrying her for her looks.”

“So then - ” 

“Perhaps tell them this, Dad. It’s an arranged marriage. That’s how arranged marriages work. Money and marriage are open bedfellows. I’d advise them to get over it if I were you. How long have we got?”

“Two more minutes. Then I am going to call it off.”

Ninety minutes earlier, in a cramped kitchen in a terraced house on the opposite side of town, Mr Sanim shot the bride-to-be a withering look. He and his wife wore their best clothes and he pulled on a pair of driving gloves. They stood on one side of the table. Nasreen sat on the other. Her eyes were clear and comma-shaped, her eyelashes fresh with make up. She had a delicate nose, full lips and cheekbones as high and understated as curtain rails. For no reason, she pinched the hem of her bridal sari and twisted three centimetres worth into a peak.

“This is probably going to be your only chance,” Mr Sanim said. “He’s running out of time, he’s clinically obese and he doesn’t know you properly.”

Mrs Sanim poured herself another brandy and set the bottle in the middle of the table. “We can’t keep supporting you for much longer if today doesn’t happen. Are you sure you won’t come with us just to be on the safe side?”

“I’m not a prisoner. I don’t need to be accompanied.”

“I really think - ”

“I’m not coming if you’re going to accompany me. It’s humiliating.”

“What the hell are you planning on doing in the meantime?” Mr Sanim said.

“I want to talk to my bridesmaids. It’s the first time they’ve ever been allowed round to my house in eleven years, remember? In eleven years. I’m always going round to theirs. And I won’t see them for two weeks after the marriage, will I? I’m going on a stupid ‘honeymoon’.”

The corners of Mrs Sanim’s mouth turned down. She blinked and drew a breath through scrunched lips. “Tell them to take their shoes off. And not to go wandering round. It’s not your house, girl. Never has been, never will be. You’re just taking up floor space.”

“Bridesmaids!” Mr Sanim said.

Mrs Sanim put her palms flat on the table and put her face a millimetre in front of Nasreen’s. “Listen, Stupid, you can do what you bloody well like after you’re hitched. You’ll be his responsibility. If you don’t like it, you can up and leave him. Providing you move out of the area ... But you’ll have lots of money. Money enough to finally take care of yourself.”

“I know.”

She smacked Nasreen’s hand. “And stop fiddling with that bloody sari, Gormless!”

Five minutes later there was a knock at the front door. Nasreen judged it was too gentle to be her parents come back for something so she undid the latch. Her bridesmaids, Nadia and Anna, whooped and let off two party poppers. A flurry of streamers cascaded into the hallway. 

Then silence. The breeze teased their hair. The sky threatened an hour or two’s drizzle. The streamers reformed into balls of tumbleweed and hissed into the distance. “Come in,” Nasreen said.

Anna was plump and blonde with glasses and six earrings in each ear. Nadia had dyed black hair, pearl skin, kohl eyelids and a Sainsbury’s bag. They wore short white dresses, tights and heels.

“Haven’t you got changed yet, pet?” Nadia asked, removing her shoes in the lobbyway and going through into the lounge. She slumped onto the sofa between the television and the display cabinet. “Shoes. Killing me.”

“This is my wedding sari – dress,” Nasreen said.

“But it’s red,” Anna said.

“I know. It’s supposed to be the, er ... the colour of fertility.”

Anna and Nadia exchanged looks. “Brown’s the colour of fertility,” Nadia said decisively. “Light brown.”

“It probably started off brown,” Anna said. “I mean Hinduism’s probably hundreds of years old, isn’t it, Nass?”

Nasreen shrugged. “Dunno.”

“Anna, what the hell’s that got to do with it?” Nadia said.

As she always did when she got into an argument, Anna stood on her tiptoes and joined her fingertips above her head like a ballerina. “Well centuries ago, I mean when Hinduism first started, the colour of fertility probably was brown. And then they thought: this is a bit dowdy. So the leader of the Hindus – what’s he called, Nasreen? – said: let’s mix a bit of red in, to spice it up a bit. And then they added more, and it became more and more red. Over the centuries, I mean. Until it was just red.”

Nadia peered into a hand mirror and patted her hair. “Whatever.”

“I wanted to wear white,” Nasreen said. “But my mum says white’s the Hindu colour for funerals.”

“Somebody should tell them it’s black,” Anna said. “Black for funerals.”

“Black for funerals, brown for fertility, white for weddings,” Nadia said. “Perhaps when they see us they’ll catch on.”

“It’ll be too late for me,” Nasreen replied.

Nadia dipped into the carrier bag. “We’ve brought you some wedding presents.” She pulled out a pair of scissors and some parcel tape and set them on the coffee table. “That’s not them. But you can keep them. Here.” She handed Nasreen a floppy rectangle in silver paper.

“Oh, wow.” Nasreen stuck the tip of her tongue out and prised it open. Three magazines. Hello, Heat and Reveal.

“This week’s,” Anna said. “They’ve only just come out.”

“We thought you could read them on the plane to St Lucia,” Nadia said, “or wherever it is you’re going on honeymoon.” She reached into the carrier bag again and pulled out three bottles of Tia Maria. “All for one and one for all. Let’s get started. Pass me Reveal.”

They unscrewed the liqueurs and exchanged magazines. They laughed at cellulite, cringed at substandard cosmetic surgery, gushed over weddings and slated the celebrities’ clothes and hair and life histories and opinions and homes.

“There’s something here about Francis Ardry,” Anna said.

“Francis Ardry of Home and Away?” Nadia asked. 

“Yeah, like there’s another Francis Ardry,” Nasreen said.

“It says he might be coming to England for a week to do some filming.”

Nasreen reached over. “Can I see it?”

Anna transferred it and Nasreen’s eyes widened. She stroked the photograph with her fingertip.

“He won’t come to Middlesbrough,” she said. “Even if he does, it’s too late for me.”

Anna switched her mobile on. “Look at this,” she said. The screen showed a blond man of about twenty-five, suntanned with an open-necked shirt and a Buddhist medallion. Across his teeth were the words, ‘No New Messages’.

“Francis Ardry wallpaper,” Nasreen said. “Where did you get that?”

Anna smiled with one side of her mouth and nodded. “You just text, ‘I want to hump Francis’ to this number I’ve got, plus your card details.”

“That’s nice,” Nasreen said.

“Are your brothers coming to the wedding?” Anna asked.

“They can’t get any time off,” Nasreen said. She took another slug of Tia Maria. “The truth is they don’t like me. No one in my family likes me.”

“Cheer up, Cinders,” Nadia said. “We like you.”

“Are you going to get divorced from Prem?” Anna asked.

“Of course-a-mundo. He’s eighteen stone. He doesn’t love me. If he did, he’d have lost some weight. If he doesn’t care enough to get in shape for our wedding day he’s probably never going to, is he? Not that I want to be loved by him anyway.”

Anna dumped her chin in her palms and sighed. “I don’t understand. You’re really, really pretty. And you’ve got a great figure. You could get married to anyone. Lots of men want that. Someone gorgeous with a good body. Why Prem?”

Nasreen’s eyes glazed over. “I - I’ve had lots of interviews with ‘suitable’ men. Rich men. But I never seem to get along with them. They don’t like it that I don’t want a job and I haven’t any GCSEs, and they don’t like my Middlesbrough accent and they don’t like my ‘attitude’. That’s what they say. They think I’m thick and common. I look good in a photo, that’s all. I’m crap in real life. Prem’s the only one that’ll have me.”

“Why can’t you wait? You’re only, like, twenty-two.”

Her jaw juddered and she wept. “Because my parents want me out of the house. They know I’m ‘sexually active’ as they put it. Yeah, I like a shag, who the hell doesn’t? I know what a condom is. They don’t, though. They think I’ll get knocked up.”

“Even if you did, you could have an abortion,” Anna said. “Or are they against that?”

“No way. They’d have had me aborted if there’d been scans in those days. They’ve even admitted it. They never wanted a girl. Well maybe like some soppy one who’ll stand in the corner twenty-four seven, but not me.” She was crying hard now, the tears running down her face and into her lap so copiously they made a stream.

Nadia knelt by her chair and put her arms round her. “I’ve never seen you like this. Please don’t cry.”

“You’re making me blub,” Anna said, wiping her face.

“Tell us what you’d like to do,” Nadia said. “We didn’t have a hen night. We can do anything you want. What would you like to do?”

Nasreen wiped her eyes again and thought. “Remember when it was your sixteenth, Anna, and we all went trampolining? I want to do that.”

“There isn’t time,” Nadia said. “Where are we going to get a trampoline from now?”

“We could jump up and down on my parents’ king-sized double bed. They’d never know.”

Nadia pulled out an empty Chardonnay bottle from under the cushions. “Bloody hell, I thought this sofa was lumpy. Is this yours, Nass?”

“No. Just put it back and pretend you haven’t seen it. I’ve got a copy of the keys. My parents don’t know, but I sneaked the fob out one day while they were asleep and got everything copied.”

“What are you talking about?” Anna asked. “Keys to what?”

“My parents’ bedroom so we can go trampolining,” Nasreen said. “Duh? Keep up, Anna.”

“Your parents have got a lock on their bedroom door?” Nadia said.

“They’ve got a lock on every door in the house,” Nasreen replied. “Go round and check if you like. They’re all locked today except this room.”

“That’s seriously weird,” Nadia said. “You know that, don’t you?”

Anna crossed her legs and grimaced. “The door to the bog isn’t locked, is it?”

“I’ve got the keys,” Nasreen repeated.

“Could I borrow them?” Anna said. “I only want a number one, that’s all. I wouldn’t ever do a number two in someone else’s house unless it was a sleepover, or I had a tummy upset and I just couldn’t help it.” 

“I’ll unlock the bog now,” Nasreen said. “When you’ve finished come upstairs and get on the trampoline. Me and Nadia will go and get started, yeah?”

“Game on,” Nadia said. She grabbed her Tia Maria.

Twenty minutes later the three women lay under the covers of the double bed, exhausted. They had stripped down to their underwear and Anna was nursing a black eye, having slipped off the mattress and gone face-first into the headboard. This had been both tragic and funny. Tragic at first, then increasingly funny as it became obvious Anna wasn’t going to die.

Apart from the bed, the room contained a dresser, a fitted wardrobe, a padded chair and lots of framed photographs, most on the walls but a few on stands on the dresser. Nadia got up and strolled around inspecting them. On the deep beige carpet at her feet lay three empty bottles of Tia Maria, two white satin dresses, two pairs of tights and a red sari.

“This is really weird, Nass,” Nadia said. She climbed back into bed. “There isn’t a single picture of you. Not even with your parents or brothers. It’s like you don’t exist.”

Nasreen snuggled up to her. “I wish we could stay like this for ever.” 

Nadia guffawed. “It’s a good job you took your specs off,” she said to Anna. “Otherwise, you’d have a glass eye by now. Glass-in-your-eye: glass eye, get it?”

“Just the three of us talking with no one else around,” Nasreen said.

“If I’d kept my specs on it probably wouldn’t have happened,” Anna said, starting to cry again. “It was only because I couldn’t see where I was going.”

“Like some big ‘pause’ button on life,” Nasreen said.

“Anyway, you wouldn’t be laughing if it was your eye,” Anna said. 

Nasreen put her fingers on her lips and smiled. “And when you pressed that button, your parents would instantly die and you’d win the lottery.” 

“Why don’t you get contact lenses?” Nadia said.

“Because I can’t afford them,” Anna replied.

Nasreen sat up. “I’ve had an idea. I’m – I’m going to get married.”

There was a pause. “Er, yeah ... we know,” Nadia said.

“I need another wee,” Anna said.

Nasreen laughed. “But don’t you see? If I marry Prem then divorce him I’ll come into lots of money, then I can buy us all a house and we can live together.”

“Yeah, that sounds nice,” Nadia replied.

“And you can both be my servants.”

“Er ...”

“I’ll pay you. – Shit, I’ve taken my sari off! Shit! Shit! – Don’t worry” – she was talking to herself now – “there’s the book downstairs. Shit, it’s ten to six. I’m supposed to be there!”

She threw herself out of bed and raced downstairs. She came back with a copy of Schott’s Original Miscellany open at page eighty-seven: ‘How to Wrap a Sari’.

Nasreen had never heard three hundred gasps of amazement before – not all at once – but that was what greeted her as she walked into the temple trailing Anna and Nadia. Her hair was tucked beneath her veil and she gripped the folds of her sari. Swathes of it trailed on the floor.

She spotted her father making his way through the crowd, his face the colour of beetroot rind. She removed her heels, folded her arms to pretend she didn’t care, and hurried up the central aisle with lowered eyes, to shield her from the hostility.

She gestured for her bridesmaids to sit on the floor with the other women and ascended the three steps to the shrine without looking at Pandit Sharma or Prem. She tucked her legs beneath her and flopped into a sitting posture. “Ready to go.”

Pandit Sharma shook his head as he assumed position.

“Hurry up,” she said. “I can still change my mind, you know.”

“What did you just say?” Prem said, leaning towards her. 

She sighed. “Nothing. Let’s just get on with it, shall we?”

Prem reached out for her hand but she withdrew it. They took their seats beneath the matrimonial canopy. She gave another sigh, redolent of spearmint and alcohol, and much more desolate than the last.

Just as the first words of the ceremony were emerging from the Pandit’s lips, Mr Sanim arrived. He leaned into the marital canopy. “Where in damnation have you been? What the bloody hell time - ”

“Anna had an accident.”

“Out, spit it out!” He held his palm beneath her chin and received a wad of chewing gum. He transferred it to a handkerchief and thrust it into his pocket. 

“We will talk about this later,” he said.

Nasreen counted five whole seconds as Prem and his father exchanged looks. Eventually Prem nodded.

“No more gum,” Mr Sanim mock-admonished Nasreen, waggling his index finger and grinning manically. He took his place next to her and muttered to himself.

Prem was given a mixture of yoghurt and honey to eat, symbolising the hope that life would be kind to the couple in the years to come. Pandit Sharma lit the sacred fire and chanted from the Vedas. Mr Sanim placed his daughter’s hand in Prem’s while Prem offered cereals to the fire.

Nasreen had a high alcohol tolerance but the Tia Maria had all gone to her head now. She raised her eyes, looking past everyone. The only things she could focus on – though she didn’t want to – were the figures of the god and goddess, Rama and Sita, in the shrine behind the Pandit. 

She didn’t know much about Hinduism but virtually everything she did know concerned these two deities. For ten years of her life, from five to fifteen, she’d spent every Divali at the Junior Hindu Club while her parents went on a pub-crawl – a tradition of their own devising, otherwise unknown in the faith. Since Divali was a celebration of the words and deeds of Rama and Sita, she ended up knowing them intimately. And she knew every detail of their shrine here.

Sita and Rama were supposed to be the ideal couple. Normally their expressions epitomised grace and continence. But though Rama’s face was unchanged, Sita’s looked enraged. Nasreen felt a rush of shame as her own words returned to her as she’d spoken them an hour ago: Prem’s the only one that’ll have me. The red corpuscles galloped in her ribcage. She opened her mouth and took a deep breath to quell the panic-horror. 

She suddenly saw her getting married was wrong. Not in a trivial, relative or instrumental sense. But wrong absolutely. She had no idea where the conviction had begun. She’d never experienced anything like it before. Eerily, it seemed to be emanating from Sita.

She reached out for Prem’s hand, gave it a squeeze and let it go. Then she got to her feet. 

“Stop the ceremony,” she said in a croak.

Pandit Sharma and Mr Sanim locked eyes, each apparently seeking reassurance in the other. The congregation gasped. Through her daze she saw eyebrows furrowing, mouths opening, curses being uttered. But Sita was glowering and that was far more frightening than a few eyebrows and mouths. She gathered her courage and raised her hand to cover a burp.

“I – I just don’t want to get married,” she said eventually, cutting the silence. “I’ve changed my mind. I’m sorry. Yes I know this is going to spoil everyone’s nice day out but ... Well, it’s my life ... isn’t it? I’ve changed my mind. Please. Sorry. Like I said: sorry. But there it is. Bye” – hiccup – “Prem. Sorry you’ve had a wasted journey. Sorry, really.” 

She dropped her eyes again, refolded her arms, descended the steps from the shrine and marched down the central gangway. She picked up speed as she closed on the exit and tripped on her sari but righted herself.

Even Nadia and Anna looked shocked, but as they got up to follow her they giggled. Mr Sanim stood up with his shoulders thrown back and his arms dangling. 

In the time it took the silence to dissolve completely, Prem got to his feet and went after her, still in his turban and without pausing to grab his shoes. The crowd met him with mingled abuse and encouragement – lots of Heys, Watch Its, Don’t Push Mes, Let Him Throughs and Don’t Get in His Ways. One minute he was wading through a jungle of arms and legs and torsos, the next he was standing alone in the icy evening, snorting steam.

He was just in time to see Nasreen on all fours next to a taxi, vomiting like a sick whippet. Her sari had come away leaving her legs bare and her knickers showing. Nadia and Anna were having an argument with the driver. 

Suddenly they all turned and saw Prem. Nadia and Anna hauled Nasreen to her feet and pushed her into the car, then scrambled in after her. The driver threw his arms up, but in response to a loud command from inside he got in. The taxi pulled away.

Prem wondered why he’d come after her. It wasn’t to entice her back inside. She was drunk, anyone could see that, but sometimes you needed to be drunk to tell the truth. Partly, he was fleeing the palaver. But ... he also wanted to tell her it was okay, he wasn’t angry.

Which was why it was so hurtful, her friends bundling her into the taxi like that. As if he was the enemy. He’d wanted to forgive her ... but suddenly yes, he did feel angry after all! She could go to hell, they all could!

He stood on the grass verge watching the traffic whizzing past like a volley of missiles all aimed in his direction. There was no point going back inside, even to retrieve his shoes. He was too dispirited even to bother pulling his wedding turban off. 

He put his hands in his trouser pockets and started walking.
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​​2: I Recall a Gypsy Woman
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TWO HOURS BEFORE PREM’S wedding, a woman of exactly his age walked along the northbound carriageway of the A161 on her way out of Grimsby. The HGVs tore at the air around her and the cars buzzed like angry wasps. Her skirt trailed in the dust, she clasped her bare hands, her cheeks were bloodshot. In a few hours it would be dark, meaning she’d have to bed down somewhere. She hadn’t slept in a hedge for a long time and she wasn’t nostalgic about it.

Uršula Petulengová had dark skin, long black hair and a faint moustache. She wore an overcoat and the earrings and bangles her mother had given her as a wedding present, telling her they’d ‘come in useful some day’. 

She knew this garb made a lift unlikely, but the change of clothing she had in her knapsack wasn’t much different. In any case, it was too late to do anything about it now. The good times had all died with her husband over a year ago. She’d used up the last of her clothing allowance seven hundred miles back.

She was dog tired. She’d brushed against death again today and emerged unscathed. She wondered how long she could keep it up. Admittedly the main road wasn’t the world’s greatest hiding place, but it had its advantages. If the brothers were to come at her here she could throw herself in front of a lorry and have done with it. It would be quick, and she was easily desperate enough.

Suddenly, against all her expectations, a lorry slowed and pulled onto the grass verge some five hundred yards in front of her. Its brakes hissed, it beep-beeped and it flashed its hazard lights. She picked up her pace, then her skirts, and ran to meet it.

A woman leant out of the window three feet above her. “I’m Julie!” she yelled to make herself heard above the traffic and her own engine. “Where are you heading?”

“North!” Uršula shouted.

“Right, yeah. Whereabouts North?” 

“Scotland!”

“I’m not going that far, but I am going part of the way! Get in!”

Julie was short and thin with a blonde curly perm. Her denim jacket, cowboy boots and the ‘Nashville’ brooch on her breast pocket all made her look like she should have been driving a much bigger lorry in a more wide-open country . When she wanted to smoke, which she did on average once every forty-five minutes, she rolled the window down and made Uršula do the same regardless of the conditions outside.

“Where do you come from, kid?” she said after twenty minutes, adjusting the rear-view mirror to examine her mascara. She wet her index finger with the tip of her tongue and stroked her eyelashes.

“Grimsby.”

Julie clicked her tongue. “I mean, originally.”

“Germany.”

“Ever been to Munich?”

“No, what’s it like?”

“I’ve never been either. What part of Germany do you come from?”

“Er, Bonn.”

Julie chuckled. “Had to think though, didn’t you? Ever been to the Johann Strauss Garten in Bonn?”

“No.”

“Is there such a thing?” 

“No?”

“Sure?”

“I admit I don’t know every bit of Bonn. I’ve been to Beethoven’s birthplace.”

Julie reached for the radio dial and switched it up full volume.

“... Figures released today show that, since the government’s introduction of new measures to combat illegal immigration just over a year ago, there has been a ten per cent decrease in the number of people detained by the UK Border agency under the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act of 2002. The Home Secretary, speaking in the House of Commons this morning - ” 

She switched it off. “You a refugee?”

Uršula started to answer but her tongue short-circuited and died.

Julie slapped the steering wheel. “Knew it!” She adopted a serious expression. “Gypsy?”

Uršula blushed and nodded.

“I’m good!” She pulled the cord of an imaginary ship’s horn. “Beep beep, I’m on fire! Good on you girl. Citizens of the world, us two, eh? Yee-ha! Like it here?”

“It’s a very nice country.”

“Very nice cesspit. Germany’s much nicer. Not that either of us knows. Hell, I don’t know whether there’s a Johann Strauss Garten in Bonn. I just made it up. The USA – now that’s a country. How about we go to the USA, eh? Now? Eh? Yeah?” 

“That would be nice.”

“Sea might pose a bit of a problem.”

“I suppose so, yes.”

Julie nodded as if all the obstacles between her and the USA had just loomed back into view. “You’re just like me, girl,” she said.

The traffic was heavy and it slowed inexplicably into long queues before speeding up again just as mysteriously. It rained. The windscreen wipers thudded at their lowermost extremities, and in places the road disappeared behind a curtain of water. But Julie seemed to have seen it all before. Her great interests in life, apart from Country and Western music and the USA more generally, were CB radio, her Catholic faith and her family in Darlington. A Rosary hung from the rear-view mirror and swung to and fro in time to ‘Folsom Prison Blues’ and ‘Banks of the Ohio’.

When they passed a blown out tyre on the inside lane of the motorway, Julie unhooked her transmitter from the dashboard. “Listen to this,” she told Uršula. “Ready?”

Uršula nodded. 

“Watch out for the alligator in the granny land by the four hundred yard marker,” she said. “Come back.”

There were ten seconds of electronic hiss and Julie signed off with a “Yee-ha”. Five minutes later, Uršula fell asleep.

“This is it, love, far as I go,” were the words she woke up to. “Hope you had a good kip.”

Uršula widened her eyes, tensed her body awake and stared out of the window into the dusk. Straight ahead, two street lamps came on as she looked at them. A detached house with a ‘Locomotion Inn’ sign stood behind a couple of parked cars. Beyond that, on all sides, lay scrubland dotted with twisted masonry and relieved with dwarf knolls. The sky was stuccoed with cloud. 

“Where are we?” she said.

Julie put on some reading glasses and logged the mileage in a red notepad. “God’s own country this, sweetheart. Listen, I’m going in here for a bit of a chinwag before I return to base. Fancy a drink? I’m on the still orange, driving, but there’s nothing to stop you having something a bit stronger.”

“Where’s God’s own country this time?”

“Middlesbrough it’s called.”

“Sorry, Middle ...?”

“ ... sbrough. Look do you want that drink or not?”

“Thanks, I’d better be on my way.”

“Got anywhere to stay?”

“Yes,” Uršula lied. “I’m okay.”

“Yeah ... right. Got money?”

She nodded. She’d learned to be wary of that question. She wasn’t suspicious of Julie but she was too tired to override her self-conditioning.

“Because, listen,” Julie said. “Bit of friendly guidance. Don’t take this the wrong way. I’m your friend, I want to help you. For God’s sake use it to buy yourself some new clothes. No one’s going to believe you’re a German if you go round dressed like Granny Kumar.”

“Thank you for the advice.” 

There was a clank at the back of the lorry and the sound of footsteps departing. “There they go,” Julie said.

“There who go?” 

“Stowaways. Gone now. Out the back of the lorry. Happens all the time. Probably picked them up in Dover - unless they’re friends of yours?”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“Companions you mean. The English word is companions. Everyone’s got friends, love.”

“I haven’t. Whoever they were they were nothing to do with me. Anyway I wouldn’t have abused your hospitality like that.”

Julie laughed. “Hey your English is pretty good. ‘Abused your hospitality’? Where did you learn those sorts of words?”

“I’ve studied your language.”

“You’re telling me. You’re not exactly your common or garden refugee, sweetie, are you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Anyway, you should find work fairly quickly with that sort of grasp of the lingo. Lots of openings for smooth talkers over here. Can you read and write it as well?”

Uršula nodded.

“The world’s your oyster, kid.”

“I hope so.”

There was a pause. They got out of the lorry and stood facing each other beside the radiator mesh. 

Eventually Julie turned to go. “If you change your mind – about that drink I mean - you know where to find me. Ah, home. Home, home, where the buffalo roam and the skies are not cloudy all day.”

“Thank you genuinely for all your advice.”

“Where seldom is heard a discouraging word.”

“And thanks also for the lift.”

“Best of British luck, honey.” She slapped Uršula’s arm, kissed her on the cheek and walked into the pub twirling her keys on her index finger.

Twenty minutes later, the twilight turned to darkness and Uršula found herself walking along a deserted tarmac road, so quiet she could hear her own footsteps. To her left, a floodlit industrial estate was surrounded by a palisade fence. A convoy of lorries stood before it in a line, their windscreens reflecting the light with the dead-eyed look of stacked fish. On her other side, an embankment was dotted with sea-asters and marram grass. Behind it, she could smell a river. 

She’d completely lost her bearings. Aside from the deduction that she must be considerably further north than when she’d first boarded Julie’s lorry she had no idea where she was. How to get back onto the motorway, that was the question. Billingham, Stockton, Saltersgill, Redcar, Darlington. She’d never heard of any of these places ever! Suddenly, she felt vulnerable and alone and tearful. The awful thing was, getting into Julie’s lorry had seemed so auspicious at the time. 

Suddenly a car pulled up behind her. The hairs on her neck stood up. She quickened her pace.

“Počkejte ... paní?” Excuse me ... madam?

She picked up her skirts in both hands and all at once she was running with all the energy instinct could advance to imperilment. Up over the bank, down across the flats, churning into the water. She was a strong swimmer and confident she’d be able to outswim them – whoever they were: immigration officials was her first guess - even with her knapsack and clothes on. 

Then she heard this:

“Jdi tam. To tak umíš.” Go on. You know what to do.

“Hovno. Do predele. Nejde to. Nic nám nezbývá.” Leave it. There is nothing either of us can do.

She swam out of what she estimated was their reach, being careful to make as few ripples as possible. She tried to reassure herself that with her black hair and dark skin, she was probably invisible already. But she kept swimming.

Only when she was confident she was finally out of harm’s way did she reflect that, not only had they addressed each other in Czech, but she knew their voices. She looked back and watched two young men walk slowly away from the riverbank. 

Oh, God help her. Yes, she did. 
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​​3: The Weird Problem of Good
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GASPING WITH THE COLD, Uršula crawled out of the water and lumbered through the mud flats towards safety, twice losing her footing. The sludge turned to a bed of dry kelp and litter and ended at a low wall with a pile of sand on the other side. She hoisted herself up and dropped forward, then staggered across a strip of grass onto a road. 

There was no traffic. She didn’t know exactly what time it was, but the night had just begun and it could only get colder. There was a real possibility she could die of hypothermia if she didn’t change out of her clothes and find shelter soon. She took off her travel bag, sat down on the grass and moaned through her chattering teeth.

This was the second time today. They’d come for her in Grimsby with a gun but she’d foiled them with the fire escape. Presumably, they’d followed her up to the motorway then stowed away on Julie’s lorry. They were good, that was the problem. And they were getting better. And she was getting worse.

It occurred to her – as it had before - to fake her own death. The oldest cliché in the book but she’d stopped having good ideas some time ago. If they thought she was dead they’d have to leave her alone. 

But how? There was that muddle-headed bit of folklore about gypsies being unable to swim and scared of deep water. Perhaps if she threw some of her clothes into the river they’d think she’d drowned.

It was a feeble idea but she thought she might as well run with it while it still had some life. She removed her skirt and her blouse and rolled them into balls. Then she pushed back through the undergrowth and hurled them into the darkness. There, and leave me alone! She heard them land with a splash. Her whole body was shivering as if it was fighting her. She undid the catches on her travelling bag, took out her spare clothes – another long skirt and a worsted jacket – and tugged them on. They weren’t quite soaked through, but they were cold. She wrung her hair out and tied it up again. 

Her billfold was intact. She could buy new blouses, new skirts at whatever car boot sale she came to next. Money. She laughed. What was it about it that made people so willing to kill each other? You only needed a little, you were going to die in the end, everyone was. She stopped laughing, sat down again and cried into her knees. 

Suddenly, she heard a car coming. She looked up. There was a taxi racing towards her. She could see its number lit up on the top. A silver saloon car with its headlights on full.

She was in no condition to run back into the water. Let them have her. She’d get out of the way if they tried to run her over, but a couple of bullets in the head or chest - she could just about accept that. 

It slowed and pulled up with its engine thrumming. There was no wind so the exhaust fumes gathered like a wraith. The window buzzed down and an old man with a red face and a handlebar moustache leaned out.

“You all right, love?”

She tried to look inside to see if he had anyone with him. She couldn’t tell.

“Are you crying?” 

She nodded.

“What happened?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

So she wasn’t going to die. In which case, she just wanted to be left alone. 

“Look, I’ll give you a lift if you like. But I can’t pick you up here. Walk across the road and there’s an empty car park. Go into the middle and just stand there. I’ll come and pick you up.”

“I’m fine,” she said. 

“I’m not going to do anything, love. I’ve a bad leg. It’s just, I’ve been caught before. Do you want that lift or don’t you?”

She tossed a mental coin – live/ die – and decided to trust him. Anyway, she had a crowbar in her bag and she wasn’t a pacifist. She slued onto all fours and hauled herself to her feet. As she was trudging to where he’d told her to go, she undid the bag and felt inside. It was still there, cold as death.

The car park was empty, just like he’d said, and floodlit. He followed her inside. She went to what she judged was the centre and turned round to face him. His car passed her at walking pace with its window down. She kept her eyes on him, turning on her axis while the carbon monoxide got thicker and thicker. He wasn’t looking at her. He was scanning the distance. She wondered what for. Was he expecting reinforcements? She was getting groggy.
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