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For Richard




‘I wanted to go to where the crying was, and I continued to climb the stairs between the black, wide-open windows. I finally came to where the crying was, behind a white door. I went in, felt her close to me and turned on the light.


But I saw no one in the room, and heard nothing more. And yet there, on the sofa, was the handkerchief, damp with her tears.’


– Elio Vittorini, Name and Tears
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Premonition


My mother had mentioned offhand to me that you were engaged to be married to a girl who had studied medicine at Oxford and I had thought, but of course. I remembered how exceptionally picky your mother was about these things. I had been on my way to meet Cameron at the time so I was not paying much attention to what my mother was saying and was in a rush to end our call but after I had caught my breath from running for the bus, I remember thinking it was not so surprising that you had ended up following convention and doing things so traditionally after all.


I had little reason to think about you or your wedding again until Cameron’s birthday several months later when we went out for dinner at Mildreds. It had been raining thickly and we squeezed through the door to join the back of a huddle of warm bodies waiting for tables, everyone’s coats smelling like bonfires and damp leaves. Cameron turned to kiss me and as he leaned in, I thought I saw you behind him, standing in line next to a girl with a head full of tight curls golden at the tips. I couldn’t be sure, for it had easily been ten years or perhaps even more since I had seen you, but I recognised something. It was there in the way that you stood slightly slouched and in your face, which had not changed so much. I must have been staring at you because when Cameron moved away again, he squeezed my hand and laughed, ‘Hey, who are you checking out on my birthday?’


When we moved to our table and sat down, I stole a better look. Shadows flickered across your face from the low-hanging copper lights and perhaps you had that odd feeling of being watched, for you looked up right then and caught my eye. And that’s when I realised it really was you, because that was exactly what we used to do.


*


I had first felt you looking at me when I was fifteen years old. We had known each other as children, which is to say we did not know each other at all. Our parents had been friends since before we were even born but you and I barely spoke to each other. Though my mother had told me once that we played together at each other’s houses when we were very small – something I certainly did not and still do not remember – by the time we reached secondary school certain lines had been drawn and I understood that I was not supposed to talk to boys and it was, I imagine, the same for you with girls. But then you started looking at me.


The first time it happened, we were at a dinner party at an uncle and aunty’s house, or so we called them though they were not blood relatives, but just another Pakistani family we happened to know. All of our parents did this back then: hosted dinners for sixty or seventy people at a time, squeezing more guests than they could comfortably accommodate into each other’s houses every single Saturday night. Back then the English girls from my girls’ school went to real parties, teenage house parties with boys and alcohol and no parents at all, and it embarrassed me how boring my life was. Our dinner parties were our parents’ idea of a good time. They loved these parties; they lived for these Saturday nights, when all the men, all the fathers, sat around on long sofas discussing politics and the state of the NHS, in which they all happened to work, uninterrupted, while the women, our mothers, helped each other in the kitchen and laid dining tables and stacked paper plates with bought-in-bulk napkins, gossiping. Actually, perhaps that is unfair; to this day, I have no idea what our mothers talked about, but I can guess now that some of it might have been about the lives they had left behind to make this country their home.


Meanwhile, we sat upstairs in separate bedrooms, girls in one, boys in another. All of us girls sat on the floor watching films while you boys were across the hallway fighting over computer games or football. Like the other girls, I had to dress up for these dinners in fancy silk shalwar kameez, brightly coloured and embroidered but mostly badly-fitting outfits that smelt like the suitcases in the loft and which I hated because they made me feel like a Christmas tree, but you got away with just tee-shirts and jeans. It bothered me that none of the boys were required to make an effort, that our mothers didn’t collectively look you all up and down and scrutinise you the way they did us, assessing the fairness of our skin, the curve of our pubescent waists, the early signs of our marriageability.


Sometimes, the older girls whispered about crushes they weren’t supposed to have. They talked about you especially, because you were considered the best-looking one, with unusually creamy skin, gold-flecked hair and deep-set chestnut eyes. I admit this was a novelty for all of us. ‘He doesn’t even look Pakistani,’ they used to say, awestruck, in spite of your scruffy clothes. I had heard the other boys sneer at you and call you pretty, because you were also very skinny in a runner’s sort of way, but you just laughed and shrugged it off like the rock star we all thought you were.


That first time I felt it – your eyes upon me – we’d been summoned to the dining room for dinner. It was customary to call the children down for food after our fathers had been served but before our mothers, and we would help ourselves to paper plates that dented in the middle under the combined weight of rice, chicken and shop-bought pizza brought out especially for us kids, and which we carried back carefully to our designated rooms, the bedroom carpets protected from potential spills with crisp white sheets sellotaped to the skirting boards. At this particular house, the dining table had been pushed back against the wall to make space for the guests and we were ushered in by some of the aunties, queued as though we were at an all-you-can-eat buffet. But you stood out of line, slouching against a sideboard, clutching a paper plate to your chest. You always had this attitude about you that seemed to say you were better than all of this and I liked that, because inside I sort of felt the same way too. I saw you from the corner of my eye, stood there, and all of a sudden, I realised you were watching me, even though there were other people around. I don’t remember how I knew, only that I felt it, only that I could sense I was being watched because my skin tickled and I became aware of my own breathing. When I realised it was you watching me, somewhere inside of me a series of synapses sparked. I looked up then, shy and unsure, and though I caught your eye and though we both looked away again, it was not before you held my gaze just a fraction longer than was appropriate.


Later that night you were all I could think of and yet I’d never even spoken to you in my entire life.


*


It went on for months, at every Saturday-night dinner we went to: a private symphony of glances that varied in intensity, movement and pace. It made me uneasy but not in an altogether unpleasant way; I felt brighter, prettier, stranger, by which I mean closer to unique, under the hold of your gaze. I quickly understood, of course, that this was something that was just between us, something only we did, something we didn’t need to talk to anyone else about and certainly not to each other. It was our secret. But still, sometimes, I convinced myself I was imagining it because you were older than me and the best-looking of all the boys and there were plenty of prettier girls with long shiny dark hair in our group for you to consider. I was thin and flat-chested, quiet and bookish, short and bespectacled. I played the piano and this was the only thing I could think of that made me different. You knew this because my parents always made me play for our guests when dinners were held at our house. But apart from that, there was little reason for me to stand out. There was no logical explanation for your interest in me.


*


I began to feel you like some kind of premonition. Somehow you appeared at the same time I did across landings and in hallways and dining rooms, as though you were waiting for me, as though you knew I’d be there. You’d hold my gaze; I’d look away but when I looked back, there you were again. It progressed. We’d pass each other on the stairs, me going up, you coming down, and in the space between heartbeats you’d brush my hand or my arm, once or twice even the small of my back as you followed me, and I knew it was intentional because it kept happening. Your touches were tiny, seemingly accidental – sometimes your fingers pressing the tips of mine as you wordlessly passed me a glass or a plate – but they cracked me open, like lightning across the sky. Our star-crossed moments may have lasted only milliseconds, but they filled the whole of my small schoolgirl world and kept it turning, like shafts of dust dancing gold in a splinter of sunlight.


Though once I was bored by them, now I could no longer wait for Saturday nights. They always seemed so far away. The weeks passed slowly; I used to spend every break time desperately trying to catch snatches of what the other girls at school were saying, making mental notes on their conversation so that one day I might have been able to join in, but now I preferred being on my own because it gave me time to think of you. I’d sit in a stairwell with my Walkman and I’d replay our latest exchange of secret looks to a soundtrack of love songs and every beat made my heart ache because I yearned for you. I began to care more about my appearance, begging my mother to let me swap my glasses for contacts and pluck my eyebrows, asking her to alter my shalwar kameez – the only clothes you ever saw me in – so that they might be slightly more flattering and she humoured me, I guess, because she thought it meant I was interested in my roots or something. But all I wanted was to find a way to keep you looking at me, to not have you drop your gaze or swap your attention to someone else.


When Saturday evenings finally came around, I searched for clues to find out whether your family had already arrived at whosoever’s house we were invited to next, scanning the long line of cars parked all the way down to the end of the road looking for yours, seeking for a glimpse of your trainers in the rubble of guests’ shoes discarded untidily in heaps by the front door. Sometimes you weren’t there and on those nights I felt my heart sink. On the drive home I would slump, sullen in response to my parents when they asked if I had fun.


I found dinner parties at your house especially thrilling, overwhelmed by the notion that I was right there, in the place where you lived and dreamed and breathed, knowing that my hands might pass where yours had already been. Every little thing inside your house took on meaning; sipping from a glass, I found myself wondering if perhaps you’d drunk from the same one, washed it yourself and left it on the draining board, and this alone left me feeling lightheaded. More than once I slipped inside your bedroom without anyone knowing while you boys watched the football in your TV lounge. I remember your room smelt like musk or warm bodies or clothes left out too long in pale rain, a smell that later at university I came to know was what the inside of most boys’ bedrooms smelt like, and the crevices of their skin first thing in the morning. But I was an only child so back then this was all still a mystery to me. The sight of your bed sheets crumpled made my head spin though I did not fully understand why. I never stayed long but I caught glimpses of your books by writers whom I did not yet know like Solzhenitsyn and Sartre, and I sifted through your CDs, surprised to find you liked the same sort of music my father kept on twelve-inch. The Carpenters, Cat Stevens, Lou Reed. I began to search for you in the lyrics of my father’s songs, repeating them in my head. Hello my love, I heard a kiss from you. Sometimes I thought about taking something, a book, perhaps a paper from your desk covered by your handwriting, just to have something that belonged to you, but in my awkward shalwar kameez I had no pockets to put things in.


*


At Mildreds I made no conscious effort to look at you but I felt you there like a faint shadow, glancing across at me while I laughed with Cameron or covered his hand with mine or when he lifted his spoon to my mouth so I might taste his dessert. While once I might have cared that someone from the small place where I grew up, which now felt a million miles away, had seen me with Cameron, it had stopped bothering me a long time ago. When my mother asked where I was or who I was with, I was not completely forthright and spared her the finer details but at least I did not lie about it completely or pretend that Cameron did not exist. She knew his name, had deduced herself, I think, through a process of elimination that I was more or less living with him. But for all it might have pained her, she had not yet confronted me about it so I took her silence as a sort of begrudging acceptance after all these years. Though I did not bring him up unless she asked, I was done with the secrets and the lies. I had spent my life at university living like that, hiding boyfriends like crumpled love letters, and now I was too old for it. I briefly wondered who the girl you were having dinner with was, the gorgeous girl with the tight gold-tipped Afro curls whose wine you poured and whose hand you held. She was obviously not the good Pakistani girl who had studied medicine at Oxford and thus not the girl your family had proudly announced you were engaged to.


Cameron had left the table for the bathroom and I was shrugging on my coat, still damp and nubby from the rain, when our eyes locked again. You nodded in my direction by way of acknowledgement, as if the years that had passed hung there suspended in the fine particles of air. The girl you were with was looking down at her phone, her features illuminated softly by the glow, ethereal. When he returned, I let Cameron guide me to the door and as we walked past outside I could just about see you, hazy and unclear through the mist of shadowy condensation that had gathered on the inside.


*


I was seventeen when it finally happened.


With the passing of time in a place that perhaps now felt like home, our parents had learnt to be more relaxed and had settled, like perennials in soft soil. There were still rules but at Saturday-night dinners, us girls and you boys were no longer quite as segregated any more. I suppose our parents had come to understand that it was only a matter of time and that we would eventually mix. I guess some even saw it as a good thing, in the anticipation of marriages one day being arranged. It was a gradual change, small concessions, but, for us teenagers, mostly it meant we could sit in the same room.


We were never completely on our own but we could talk at least a little bit now, which was better than not talking at all. The first time you ever spoke to me, you smiled and said something like how you wished you’d had the chance to learn how to play the piano and in that split second I felt dizzy because of the sound of your voice, the words accompanying your eyes that looked straight into mine. My head was already full of you by this point, but when we began to talk it overflowed. Each time we spoke, even if it was just in passing in a doorway, I half held my breath and I could feel my heart thumping somewhere in my chest because though your words said one thing, your eyes said something else deeper. In time, we sought each other out at our parents’ dinner parties in subtle ways that seemed accidental, milling around in the same side of whichever room we’d been designated to so that we might talk for twenty minutes or so. We were careful not to stay too long in each other’s company, knowing instinctively that it would make others talk, but we always found a way to come back to each other, to pick up the thread of our conversation; a chat over dessert, another out in the hallway if we happened to accidentally pass each other. At first we talked only about things like movies and books, school and subject choices, but none of it felt trivial and all of it made me fall for you more and more. In time, as months passed, we began to confide in each other about how we both longed to escape this small town and every word you said crept under my skin and stayed there. Some nights, I dreamed of us escaping together. Sometimes at parties at your house, a bunch of us would sit in your room and you’d play us your favourite records and you’d look over at me and smile and every time I felt like you’d picked each song for me, my heart turning like a cartwheel. Once at my house, you hung back by my piano and I tried to teach you a concerto, even going so far as to place your fingers softly on the keys when no one was looking, while inside my stomach flipped and I could barely breathe. Touching your hand, no matter how lightly, was the most daring thing I’d ever done. I still did not know much about boys, anything in fact, in any physical, real sort of way but the only thing I understood was that I longed for you with an ache that tugged at me inside, two hands not wanting to let go for fear of falling.


*


When it finally happened, I was seventeen. It was a blazing summer’s day, the sky blue and clear, broken only by threads of thin clouds and white butterflies floating like bits of ripped paper in a breeze. It was the summer before you were to leave for university, which was something I did not want to have to think about. You planned to study law in Edinburgh and the distance seemed unfathomable to me, as though you were flying off into your own unknown galaxy – but your parents had made it clear they expected you home often, and so I took some solace in that.


On that day we had been invited to a barbecue at the home of an uncle and auntie who were both doctors, not just the uncle. As we pulled up on the road outside their large, symmetrical three-storey house, the driveway already crowded with cars, my father pointed out to my mother, who did not work, that this was the difference a wife with an extra income made. They had one son, with whom you were good friends; not just from the dinner parties – he went to your boys’ school. I didn’t know him but I didn’t like the way you changed into someone less intelligent whenever he was around – jostling in pretend fights, rugby-tackling each other on the stairs, only ever talking about football.


When I arrived with my parents, most people were already outside in the tremendous garden, which was about the size of a small park. The air was smoky, heavy from chunks of marinated meat left upon the grill, but there was a sweetness drifting too, nestled by the clusters of white roses and jasmine, under the honeysuckle trailing along the fence. I spotted you on the patio behind a trestle table covered with a white paper tablecloth, helping pour drinks. I walked over and you smiled sideways and murmured, ‘Listen, come with me,’ and so of course, I did. Nobody noticed us go indoors.


I could sense what was going to happen the same way I somehow knew beforehand if I’d passed an exam or the way I still know if the landline might ring and who might be on the other end. But even so, I held my breath in one long inhale because to exhale would be to let the possibility go. I didn’t stop to think about it because if I did, I would have walked straight back outside again. No matter how much I wanted it, my upbringing had taught me this was wrong. We both knew that. But still I followed you, first inside and then up the stairs. You didn’t look behind, trusting only that I was there. When we crossed the first floor you reached your hand out behind you. At first, just the tips of our fingers touched but then as we crossed the second floor, our fingers laced lightly, and I remember thinking how your hands were just so lovely; I remember finding it hard to breathe, the thrill too much to bear.


Neither of us said a word. We reached the third floor and entered a bedroom under the eaves. I noticed the football team posters on the wall and the piles of clothes thrown messily on the floor and I realised that this was your friend’s bedroom. It was painted a frosty light blue, as though we were up in the coldest part of the sky. The skylight was shut and the room smelt moist, like sweat. When you turned and shut the door your eyes finally found mine again and my heart spun round and round, like a paper windmill.


Your face was so close to mine, I could feel you breathing through your nose. You touched the side of my face softly and my heart quickened. You closed your eyes. I kept mine open. You leaned in and you were so close, your face was blurry. Your lips felt like ice upon mine, at first dry little nibbles, which was not at all how I had imagined it would be. But then you carried on deeper and it was only when your hands stroked my collarbone and then tugged at the neckline of my kameez, the expression on your face strange now, that I changed my mind, and my conviction, that I must have wanted this, gave way.


Your hands held my throat firm not because you wanted to hurt me, I think, but because you wanted me to stay, holding me in place up against the door. I turned my head and I bit my lip but you kept at it, ravenous. ‘Hang on, don’t,’ I whispered but your eyes were still shut and you were still lost some place far away. I didn’t want to say anything any louder in case someone else might hear; I couldn’t risk anyone walking in. So I said nothing because I realised then that even if I did, you wouldn’t listen anyway and so then I let you do whatever you wanted to.


It was only a kiss – or rather, a complicated series of terribly bad ones, accompanied by some stilted attempts to touch me through my clothes – but I, like you, had been brought up with an innocence and a sense of obligation that had led me to believe that even a kiss was to be saved for after marriage. My throat hurt where your hands had been (though your fingers had seemed gentle, they were stronger than I thought they would be) and rather than a surge of something wondrous, I felt shaken, as though you had taken something from me. But more than that, I felt as though I must have done something wrong. At some point you let me go but before you left the room, while I straightened my clothes, I scratched my head and asked ‘Why?’ and you looked puzzled before you shrugged and replied that I had given you the impression that it was okay. I thought you must have been right because I had, after all, crossed these lines myself, talking to you for longer than I should have done, daring to take your hand and place your fingers on the keys of my piano, looking back at you into your chestnut eyes; dreaming of you at night.


At university, by which time I had long ago left you and this small waterlogged world far behind, there were occasional nights when I’d find myself in somebody else’s bed. I’d whisper, ‘Hang on, don’t,’ or sometimes just, ‘Please stop.’ Afterwards I’d lie still in the dark, my body throbbing from being pushed and held by somebody else’s ungentle hands, and I’d wonder how I even came to be there. Once or twice, I remembered what you had said, how I gave off the impression that it was okay. That I’d asked for it, in a way.
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