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ABOUT THE BOOK


‘I was once a son, a husband, a father. And now I'm a Storyteller.’


Meet Maqil – also known as Mike, Mehmet, Mikhail and Miguel – a chancer and charlatan. A criminally clever man who tells a good tale, trading on his charm and good looks, reinventing himself with a new identity and nationality in each successive country he makes his home, abandoning wives and children and careers in the process. He’s a compulsive gambler – driven to lose at least as much as he gains, in games of chance, and in life. A damaged man in search of himself.


From the day he was delivered in Lahore, Pakistan, alongside his stillborn twin, he proved he was a born survivor. He has been a master of flying escapes, from Cairo to Paris, from London to Hong Kong, humbled by love, outliving his peers, and ending up old and alone in a budget hotel in Biarritz some eighty years later. His chequered history is catching up with him; his tracks have been uncovered and his latest wife, his children, his creditors and former business associates, all want to pin him down. But even at the end, Maqil just can’t resist trying it on; he’s still playing his game, and the game won’t be over until it’s been won.


THE FLYING MAN is an affecting, evocative and often funny story of the ultimate immigrant, a man who fits in everywhere and nowhere, who cannot help but cause harm to those around him, but, ultimately, inspires love.
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Roopa Farooki was born in Lahore, Pakistan and brought up in London. She has written four previous novels to great critical acclaim and has been nominated for the Orange Award for New Writers, and longlisted for the Orange Prize and the Impac Dublin Literary Award. Her novels have been published internationally and translated into eleven languages. She lives in south-east England and south-west France with her husband, twin baby girls and two sons.
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PRAISE FOR ROOPA FAROOKI


‘Utterly compelling . . . Moments of utter emotional bleakness are rendered bearable by the fragile beauty of the images Farooki uses to describe them. This is proper storytelling – we are provided with a character we find ourselves caring about, and want to discover what becomes of her. One thing will always stand out when it matters: the author’s voice. And Farooki has one to be proud of’ Independent on Sunday


‘A lovely, graceful, and utterly compelling love story’ Entertainment Weekly (US)


‘A compelling tale . . . Farooki’s hypnotic narrative is driven by a delicate, probing intensity, full of grace and poignancy’ Publishers Weekly (US)


‘Another compelling read from one of the brightest young British authors to have emerged in recent years’ Bella


‘Characters so nuanced, flawed and engaging, they virtually jump off the page . . . this novel is a treat . . . the narratives swirl around each other in this warm, wonderful portrait of a charmingly atypical family’ Easy Living Magazine


‘Farooki writes tales of multicultural, contemporary Britain populated by funny, believable characters – full of flaws, compassion and humanity. In Corner Shop, some of them discover that getting what you want if not everything it’s cracked up to be. Others find happiness just when they believe their life a failure’ Financial Times


‘This delightful, wise novel is about the dangers waiting for people who pursue their dreams. Farooki manages the emotional minefield with humour and compassion.’ The Times


‘Witty, thought-provoking, sad and uplifting’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Roopa Farooki is already being called the next Zadie Smith. But Bitter Sweets is so thoroughly absorbing that Farooki proves she needs no comparison. Bitter Sweets is a piercing examination of the blurry lines between love and desire, truth and self-protection and guilt and redemption. Farooki tells a vivid, unforgettable story’ BookPage (US)


‘(A) fizzy debut novel . . . it works quite nicely on its own wit and narrative flair. Ms Farooki creates the strong suspicion that she could tell a story about any type of people . . . the characters succeed beautifully at entrapping themselves in lovelorn deceit . . . Despite its emphasis on deception, dislocation and the loss of love, her book retains a cheery consistency: it has managed to be sunnily devious from the start. And it delivers a refreshing message. Only by means of all their elaborate deceptions do these characters figure out who they really are’ New York Times
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He’d fly through the air with the greatest of ease,


That daring young man on the flying trapeze.


George Leybourne, ‘Champagne Charlie’


When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,


I all alone beweep my outcast state


And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries


And look upon myself and curse my fate . . .


Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,


Haply I think on thee . . .


For thy sweet love remember’d such wealth brings


That then I scorn to change my state with kings.


extract from William Shakespeare, Sonnet XXIX
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Biarritz, France – 2012 – Showtime


He’s writing a letter he never intends to post, but which he knows will one day be found. It might be in his jacket pocket or in his suitcase, or maybe here just moments from now (why not?) on the vinyl-surfaced bureau of the cheap hotel, once his pills finally stop working, once that whirling gang of his old-man maladies finally catch up with him and drag him down, jackals tearing into their prey on the ground. After he’s found lying there, twitching and helpless, the letter will be discovered, carefully unfolded, and it will answer all their questions, that motley crew of the casually abandoned, the tearful and indifferent, the largely harmless and charmless. (He pities them, now, in the ambiguous way one would pity a slow, defective child that you know deserves affection more than pity, in the way that one would pity the brave and brittle smiles of the parents of that same child who must offer the affection, the protection, that the world does not.) His unfortunate tribe. His Family and Friends. This humble letter, on hotel stationery, is misleadingly dated the day after tomorrow – he can’t help himself, little deceits such as these remind him that for the moment, at least, he is alive, and this deceit in particular promises that he will still be alive in two days’ time. He has always made his promises for the day after tomorrow; after all, tomorrow comes too quickly to fob off whoever is after him – his former business associates, his latest wife, his children, his creditors, his doctors, Death – but the day after tomorrow is neither so close that he has to make plans to actually do what he promised, nor so far that people will suspect that he will do nothing at all. This flimsy scrap, scrawled by his ancient hands, gnarled with stiff bones and bulging veins, his paper skin dotted with brown spots and broken by roughly red eczema, his once impetuous and slapdash handwriting now simply scratched and barely legible, may be the most important thing he has ever written. It will bear witness when they finally get him – when they beat him up and slap him down, those yobs in the shadows of an alley – it will say what he no longer can, and pay his final debts. It may even provide salvation of sorts, and ensure his immortal legacy – in this world, if not the next.


He realises, as he struggles to read back what he has written, that it is getting dark, that the streets outside are silent apart from the occasional lonely car, and the dog barking in the distance. That he is an old man beginning to write the letter of his life in the failing light, in the quiet dignity of the bare room, where plastic wallpaper peels up from the painted skirting in scrolls. A timeless pose, something to be brushed on paper, preserved in paint. An image of quiet dignity himself. He is suddenly furious with his preposterous posturing – he is no firefighter trapped in a burning building, calling out to his wife that he loves her, he is no family man on a crashing commercial jet bidding a tearful farewell to toothy kids called Sport and Scout, he is no military hero telling his men it was an honour to serve with them amidst the sound of sniper fire – he despises his pretension, rejects the inevitable pity they will feel for him when they find him. Perhaps he should abandon the letter, or just leave the hotel to trace it out in the coarse moonlit sand the full length of the Biarritz Grande Plage, and then sit back on a wrought-iron bench and watch the waves swarm in to lick over it like flies on a wound, blurring the lines and finally lifting it away into the Atlantic.


‘That’s the trouble with pity. You can give it out, but you can’t take it yourself,’ says a voice, amused rather than adversarial. He knows that the voice is his, that it must be, one way or another; he is alone in the room. He supposes that it is the voice of his dementia, his swansong into senility, his chirping cricket of a conscience. It is a voice that comes from somewhere deeper than his conscious mind. From his hollow chips of bone. From his smears of stubbornly clinging marrow. From his doubtful soul. He hears it so often, these days, that it has started to irritate the hell out of him. He has had enough of posing as the subject of a muted watercolour. He flicks the switch, and drowns the cell-like solemnity of the room in a flood of harsh electric light, the furniture suddenly orange and lurid green, as bright and sinister as a clown at a children’s party. The silence is still unnerving, it leaves too much blank space for the voice to fill, and so he flicks on the TV as well, bolted high on the ceiling where it can’t be stolen or spat upon, and fills the air with canned laughter instead. It’s an American comedy – one of those generic, successful ones with a fat husband and skinny wife – expertly dubbed into French. He had hoped for an inoffensive quiz show, he has recently developed a mild addiction for the French version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?, but his disappointment passes. After all, the skinny wife is quite attractive, even with her nasal whine, and the persistence of the laughter is curiously compelling; after writing a few more lines, he lets his pen roll aside, and sits on the bed to watch. Looking up gives him a crick in the neck, and he is soon forced to ease back into a more comfortable position, leaning against the plastic padding of the headboard, his feet up on the bed, still in his newly polished shoes. The bedspread is bobbled, and orange and green as well. That fat man won’t live too long, thinks Maqil, watching the skinny wife reward his various witty insights with meatloaf and doughnuts; the man shovels the food in with a gusto that seems as much to do with appetite as acting. How many takes of the scene before this one that made the final cut? How many plates of meatloaf and doughnuts did the actor digest? He’ll be dead in his fifties, Maqil reflects drily. He’ll certainly die before his skinny screen wife, even if she has cigarettes for supper and a coke habit. He might even die before me; he considers this last possibility with a certain satisfaction.


This cheerful train of thought reminds him of something he told his son a little while ago – an unremarkable young man who swapped his school uniform for a banker’s suit in his teens, and has never changed since. Harmless and charmless. His son is married to a pious American girl whose parents are from the Punjab, and has recently become a father himself. He has a safe job, a solid house of brick, a wife and a child; his life is conventional, respectable, deplorable. Perhaps Zamir is aware of his father’s poor opinion – he seems to be in permanent mourning for something, with that dry-cleaned charcoal suit and that dry-cleaned sober expression; he travels in black limos from the Charles de Gaulle and Orly airports for business in Paris, and makes a point of seeking out his father when he’s in town, and arranging to meet him to serve up his concern over aperitifs. Sometimes Maqil is vain enough to think that his son doesn’t have meetings in Paris at all; that Zamir simply turns up to check up on him, because he still cares, and isn’t brave enough to admit it. He had told his son, he had boasted even, Everyone Thinks I’m Dying, But I’m not Dead Yet! Zamir had sipped his coffee rather nervously (he no longer drank; he had rediscovered his Muslim roots since his marriage), but hadn’t commented, which had annoyed Maqil into listing all those he had outlived – those younger and healthier than he, those who had never been chased down by debt or angry pike-bearing villagers, those who weren’t being systematically choked by the creeping vines of heart disease, high blood pressure and everything else. ‘What about Akbar? Do you see him much?’ Zamir finally asked, mentioning Maqil’s old friend from the sixties who had moved back to Paris some years ago, a flamboyant Egyptian queer who had once insisted on entertaining Zamir and his wife in one of the greasiest Chinese restaurants in his arrondissement, fondly telling Maqil’s daughter-in-law that the duck was to die for. ‘I’m sure someone has,’ she had muttered under her breath to her husband, looking around with obvious disapproval at the grubby walls, discoloration blooming with mould on the rising damp, and for some reason Maqil was insulted by her lack of manners, even though he had been thinking exactly the same thing himself. When she just bobbed her head as the waiter dumped the steaming baskets on their table, acknowledging the service with the barest of condescending smiles, Maqil snapped at her, ‘What, you can’t say thank you?’


‘I nodded, I smiled,’ she had said defensively, glancing quickly at Akbar, who was obliviously flirting with the restaurant owner, and then between her husband and her father-in-law, suddenly embarrassed that she had fallen into that subtly offensive group, the moneyed middle class who dress well and perform public charitable acts but who are rude to receptionists and people who work in restaurants. She was pregnant at the time, with Maqil’s first and only grandchild, and placed a hand protectively over her bump, as though this provided her with an excuse.


‘Nodded and smiled,’ he repeated loudly, and then, spurred on by her apparent discomfort, added, ‘Who do you think you are, the bloody Queen?’ He had said it in French, with calculated malice, knowing that everyone in the restaurant would understand perfectly, apart from her, who would barely understand at all. No wonder his son now made these visits on his own; he probably used work as an excuse to hide them from his wife altogether.


‘Akbar died earlier this year,’ Maqil finally answered, with a little pride glittering inappropriately in his voice. ‘He was almost twenty years younger than me. Twenty years! I could have been his father, but one little heart attack, and pop.’


‘I’m very sorry to hear that,’ his son said. His tone was much more appropriate, but he sounded polite rather than sorry; in fact, it seemed to Maqil that he was motivated as much by his eagerness to sound polite as by politeness itself. He wondered whether his own death would merit these same words from his family members, with the same banal formality. Sincerity, he supposed, would be too much to ask for.


‘Pop!’ he repeated, as though the word itself was somehow delightful. He found himself putting on his Chacha Zafri’s Punjabi accent in subtle mockery, just to goad a reaction. ‘I’ve had heart attacks all over the world. London, Rome, Hong Kong. And a bypass. Ugly great cut down my chest. I might have joined the zipper club, but I never went pop . . .’


‘I remember the heart attack in Rome,’ said his son thoughtfully, as though determined to reminisce, as though their roles had been suddenly reversed, and he was the old man at the table, recalling a golden childhood from a simpler age. ‘We threw coins in the Trevi Fountain. And I remember the bypass operation, you had that back in London. We went walking with you in Hyde Park afterwards. The daffodils were out.’


‘The daffodils . . .’ Maqil repeated despite himself; he remembered them too, impertinently yellow and stiffly upright against the mushy green of the park. He had only ventured to Hyde Park a few times that year; his hay fever had been particularly bad, and had bothered him after the surgery. He began complaining truculently: ‘And who was that bullshit bastard who sent all those flowers to the hospital – trying to kill me in my sleep with the bloody pollen? Why didn’t he just come in with a pillow and smother me then and there?’


‘Those flowers were beautiful,’ said his son, ‘Amma managed to fill every vase in the flat with them.’ Maqil’s eyelids flickered briefly as Zamir mentioned his mother; this happened rarely, as they did not discuss her with tacit agreement. Maqil never asked his son how she was doing, as they both knew that no answer would satisfy him; he did not want to think of her alone and unhappy, he certainly didn’t want to think of her happy with someone else. In fact, Maqil tried not to think of Samira at all, but there was a guilty pleasure whenever he did, a little like a recovering alcoholic inhaling the dregs of wine left in a stranger’s glass at a bar, a sensation as grubby as nostalgia, as delightful as eavesdropping. Samira, a slap in the face, and the love of his life, eloping with him to the mountains, singing with him off-key in the wilderness, casually signing an assumed name with him at the Ritz, and stalking society by his side; Samira, the mother of his children, walking away from him with the click of her smart heels, and never glancing back. She had always known him so well; she had beaten him at his own game. He liked to think that wherever she was, she was trying not to think about him either. ‘I don’t know who sent them, but it was a lovely gesture, whoever it was,’ added Zamir, a touch reproachfully, obviously unaware of his faux pas. There was something rather womanish in the way he said ‘beautiful’ and ‘lovely’; but then there had always been something womanish about his son generally; possibly, it was that telltale propensity of his to care. It was the way he cared as much for how something was said as for what was said; as a child, it had been frustratingly easy to reduce him to tears with a careless turn of phrase. Zamir wasn’t tearful now, at least, but seemed tired and a little disappointed; finishing his coffee with a long sigh of a sip, he glanced over at his father’s empty glass of pastis. ‘So, are you ready?’ he asked. Maqil ignored him, and carried on as though he hadn’t spoken.


‘Maybe it’ll take a pillow, in the end. Everyone’s expecting me to die, everyone thinks I’m going to die any minute now, but I just go on. Living. Outliving. Everyone. Even Akbar. They all say, “Come home, Bhai, Come home, Bhai”,’ he whined, now imitating his almost-as-elderly sister. ‘“Come home to Pakistan, we’ll treat you like a king.” What they really mean is, come home to die, so you don’t inconvenience us by dying abroad and alone. Come home to die, so we don’t have to pay the shipping fees for your withered carcass in a wooden box. Come home and die! Everyone thinks I’m dying, but I’m not dead yet!’


‘So, are you ready?’ his son repeated, looking at his phone. ‘My limo’s here. You’re still sharing my ride to the airport, right?’ He looked around the railway-station café, and scribbled across the palm of his hand when he finally caught the eye of the waitress. She brought the bill over, and he pulled his credit card out of his wallet.


‘Tch, put that away,’ Maqil muttered, suddenly offended. He emptied a shrapnel of coins out of his pocket, and paid the bill himself, with a generous tip. The waitress nodded with approval at this fulfilment of parental duty, but he noticed as he glanced at his son’s card that Zamir shut his wallet swiftly, and then put it firmly back in his pocket with a bit too much emphasis. Someone must have warned him, his sister most likely. Maqil saw his daughter much less often than his son, and she always treated him with politely edged caution – as though he were a guest at a house party suspected of stealing the silverware. It amused Maqil that his children thought he’d go to the trouble of card fraud; it flattered him that they thought he could still learn sixteen digits by glancing at them; the truth was that his memory wasn’t what it used to be.


‘I’m not ready,’ he said eventually. ‘There’s a problem with my prescriptions, I need them to show the doctors in Pakistan. They’re not done as yet.’


‘When will they be done?’ asked his son. ‘I could get a different flight and wait. I could even stay in a hotel tonight and go in the morning – I’d just need to call home, and clear it with work.’


‘Day after tomorrow,’ Maqil said.


Zamir looked straight at him. ‘Day after tomorrow?’ he repeated. His clean-shaved face rippled briefly with a wave of disbelief; his mouth twitched unexpectedly with something that could have promised the onset of tears after all, or even rueful amusement. But then his face set back into place, smooth and sinless, with a heavy, familiar sigh. Disappointment, yet again. Maqil wondered how many times he could keep on disappointing his children and get away with it. He’d spent his life getting away with it, and getting away from them. His son was shaking his head, but then he got up and straightened his jacket, before asking quietly, ‘I guess you’re going back to Biarritz, then? Tonight, on the fast train.’ Maqil nodded. He didn’t know why his son sounded so reproachful – Zamir must have known that he wasn’t really going to the airport with him, that he wasn’t going back to Pakistan to die; he must have known the moment he had seen his father turn up at the café without his case. Unless Zamir had simply assumed he had left his luggage at the hotel, so he could skip out without paying the bill. It wouldn’t, admittedly, have been the first time.


Maqil held out his hand, with the instinctive politeness he would show to anyone, but his son put his arms around him instead, carefully, as though aware of his fragility, his hollow bird-bones. They had never been much for hugging in the past, but every time they said goodbye these days, his son chose to hug him with ceremonial deliberation, as though it might be the last time. It both touched and exasperated him. ‘Not dead yet,’ he said. ‘Remember.’


‘I guess I’ll email the folks in Pakistan, and tell them to expect you . . . day after tomorrow.’ Zamir said this lightly, shaking his head again, like a careless actor about to break role with a laugh, winking to the audience. But he didn’t laugh, he didn’t wink; he remained resolutely calm, as though keeping a private vow. Maqil wasn’t sure why this illusion was so important to his son, after all that had happened between them; the unconvincing little play they put on at each meeting, that he was a dutiful son hugging his father, that he was an ordinary father behaving as might be expected, paying for drinks, taking prescription medication and planning to go back to his family home in Pakistan. He didn’t really understand his son’s dogged refusal to acknowledge out loud that he was a corrupt old hobo, dying in debt, in cheap digs in a glamorous seaside resort that was less than glamorous out of season. Who had given him those flowers, all those years ago, the extravagant hand-tied bouquet from Harrods? The flowers that his son remembered, and had thought were beautiful. It was possible that the bouquet hadn’t been delivered to his hospital room by his enemies, after all, but the truth was that he disliked acknowledging the existence of friends. Real friends. Stormy-weather, thick-and-thin friends who sent flowers on appropriate occasions and who didn’t just hang around when he had money to spare. He had always preferred to buy his friends; it seemed cleaner and more honest than tricking people into messy affection, reeling them into emotional dependence with his charming conversation and apparent interest in their personal concerns; these days, however, conversation was all he had to offer, it was the only bait on his hook, because talk, at least, was cheap. Talk was what he brought with him to the marble-topped café table, sitting with his son in these stilted little interviews, each one slightly shorter than the last. Each one leading inevitably closer to the shortest meeting of all, a hello followed by a final goodbye. Perhaps this is what he wants from him; this is why he maintains the illusion of propriety: Zamir is waiting for a final goodbye, a valediction to expiate all the times his father left him without saying a word. A magic closing line to their story that might illuminate and justify all that has happened before; a door closing on a clean, bright room.


His son walked him to his train, which was already waiting on the platform. It was no coincidence; Maqil had timed their meeting to his convenience. Zamir stood at the barrier, watching him as he made his way down the length of the train to the second-class carriages; aware of his son’s gaze, Maqil was suddenly too conscious of his cane, and found himself trying to use it as little as possible. He thought Zamir would have gone by the time he finally climbed the steps to the carriage, an overly helpful middle-aged lady dashing forward to assist him, despite his waved protests; he clearly appeared much more feeble than he felt. But when he turned, he saw that his son was still there, a blurred figure in the distance, his sensible grey overcoat buttoned over his suit jacket, falling to his knees. There was something about the set of his shoulders in the coat, something a little sad, and defeated – perhaps Zamir was thinking the same of him, his ailing father in his once-presentable raincoat. He knew that he had failed his son, in unique and various ways, but now he was suddenly wondering whether his son thought he had failed him in his turn, on this unremarkable afternoon. He had lied, and his son had accepted his lie without criticism or comment; Zamir had failed to argue, failed to strong-arm him into a limo and on to the plane. He had failed to prolong his father’s life. Maqil unreasonably resented his son’s infuriating acceptance. His dumb acquiescence. It took almost all the fun out of lying in the first place.


Maqil has dozed off briefly; he only realises that the comedy has finished when he hears that voice again: ‘You can give it out, but you can’t take it yourself.’ Sometimes the voice echoes unbidden into a chorus around him. It speaks all the languages that he speaks – although on occasion he thinks it speaks better Spanish than he ever did. He tries not to let it bother him unduly; he knows it is just a symptom, an addition to that tiresome list of diseases and maladies, something to be managed and medicated along with his weak heart and high blood pressure. It is occasionally entertaining, but he still wishes it could just be switched off, like the television, and he could be the man he was before it took him over.


He moves off the bed, awkwardly, as his limbs and back are stiff. He is beginning to feel weighed down by his thin, saggy body; sometimes he supposes that he deserves the sunken face and the flimsy flesh he has ended up with. But sometimes it feels unfair; sometimes, deep inside, he feels every bit as vital as when he was a young man, with a song in his heart, careless and utterly carefree. Leading a life as light as a bird in flight. Cycling through the dry, dusty streets of Lahore, pungent with fruit sellers and the sticky sweetness of ice-cream vendors, walking animatedly through his college halls in New York, through the bone-white light of Cairo, the damp elegance of Paris, the indifferent smartness of London, the humid smog of Hong Kong, and finally here, the siren song as strong as ever in his triply attacked and once bypassed heart, the song itself unchanged. ‘Everything changes, but I have not,’ he says out loud, unembarrassed to be addressing himself in the mirror, pleased with the way the words sound. He has declared what he has always suspected, that he is more consistent than Everything, he who has been so often criticised for changing so frequently: his home, his country, his profession, his spouse. His name.


It is finally dark outside, and the night looks soft and welcoming, a velvet glove to slip into. ‘Showtime,’ he says, to himself, to that persistent but succinct voice that frequently addresses him, and he goes to the small suitcase precariously balanced on the edge of the bureau, and flips open the lid. The case is packed, beautifully. He always keeps it packed, in case he decides to leave on a whim or in a hurry, travelling with a capsule wardrobe that fits as precisely and with as much thought to organisation as a jigsaw; if he ever needs to add something new, he throws something else out. He can pack and find any item he needs in his sleep, in the dark, with angry voices banging on a door, in the precious seconds when an aggressor is occupied with an insult or glancing at their watch or phone; he does this with the indifferent, instinctive skill of a typist letting her fingers click-clack over a keyboard – he doesn’t need to think, he doesn’t need to look. But tonight, the room is brilliantly lit, and the only urgency is the one he feels inside, telling him to get out on to the damp streets and put on a show, to rejoin life in the way one would wander back into a party that has been carrying on in another room. He pulls out the expensive cashmere blazer that his third wife bought him, and a fresh shirt, leaving blazer-shaped and folded-shirt-shaped holes in the interior of the case, waiting for their safe return. He shakes both out – the blazer doesn’t crease, so it doesn’t matter that the shirt has. The trousers that he is already wearing are smart enough, and appear to have escaped any sauce stains from his lunch, so he doesn’t bother to change them. He selects sapphire cufflinks from a small metal box, and combs his thinning hair. He is proud of his hair, still so soft and straight, and still with black among the grey – he lets it grow too long sometimes, because of this small vanity, lets it divide on his collar carelessly and elicits sympathy from young waitresses, who assume he isn’t taking care of himself, and take greater care of him themselves, with an extra cup of coffee, or an extra sugar biscuit, gritty and golden as sand, on the side of his saucer. His comfortable jumper is removed, folded, replaced, and he pushes his arms through the sleeves of the shirt, linking the cuffs, putting on the blazer and brushing away an invisible speck of lint and another of dandruff; he feels just as light hearted as a woman preparing for a date with lipstick and heels. He feels just as much glittering-eyed anticipation. In his trouser pocket, the pile of notes is fastened with a fat gold clip. Tonight he might double, triple his money, or lose it all. The truth is, he doesn’t mind which – it’s playing the game he loves. The game won’t really be lost until he stops, and he never intends to. He is a man, after all, of few vices: he drinks in moderation, he doesn’t smoke except the occasional cigar out of sociable politeness, he has been faithful to each wife, and uniquely faithless in a way that has nothing to do with personal intimacy and everything to do with personal integrity. He is a man with just one vice, in fact, one true calling; he is a man with one true love.


He leaves the room, leaves the hotel, and walks to the casino, his limbs less stiff with every step, his cane less necessary and more of an accessory with every increasingly flamboyant tap. He is eighty-one, and he is eighteen, and he has refused a comfortable ride to the airport because he is not going home to Pakistan to die. Not tonight, not tomorrow, and not the day after. He is living, rudely living, and at this moment, in this drizzle-softened starless night, he loves life, and he loves himself so much that no else needs to. He will enter the casino and be greeted with respect, by his current name, and be welcomed with the warm sincerity reserved for the big spenders. He will order dinner, and be charming, and unfailingly cordial to the people who work in the restaurant. He will go to the tables in the windowless rooms where night never turns to day, and he will play, play, play until a small crowd gathers around him, stunned by his insouciance, his audacity, his disease. That daring young man on the flying trapeze. It’s showtime. It’s playtime. He will not think about Samira, and he will not think about the letter he has started. The letter of his life will wait on the bureau. It is dated the Day After Tomorrow, after all. There is no need, as yet, to scratch it into the moonlit sand. There is no need to finish it tonight.




[image: images]


Lahore, The Punjab – 1931 – Birth


The truth is that I’m not much of a letter-writer – I’ve always been lousy at keeping in touch with people, as any of my wives will delight in telling you, and there’s something serious about letters. They can be kept as evidence, filed for posterity, and read again and again. I’m better at destroying the evidence than leaving it behind. But I do like telling stories. Stories are easy, they’re just about entertainment. I change the names sometimes, not to protect the innocent, but to let the guilty have a head start. It seems that these days I only have two stories left to tell. His, and mine. The road up, and the road down. So, are you sitting comfortably? More importantly, am I? I suppose it doesn’t matter really, where I sit. It’s just another café with rattling metal stools, just another hotel with under-stuffed, sweaty-looking upholstery, another pine-scented cab ride from here to there. It’s how we Pakistanis of a certain class and age tend to live – in a series of air-conditioned rooms, moving between them in air-conditioned cars; we instinctively hold our breath when leaving the porch for the Merc. We never see the sky if we can help it. So we’re all comfortable. You and Me and He. We’re ready for a little light entertainment. Well then, let’s make a start. Where we start is easy enough – we’ll start at the beginning. Once upon a time. A long time ago.


My story begins with my mother, whose name was Maryam. She was a renowned local beauty, privately educated at home, accomplished, and always, I assume, a little resentful of the limits that had been placed upon her. By her sex, by her class, by her religion, by her nationality. She came from a well-off Muslim family in the Punjab. She could not hope to become a doctor or an engineer, like her brothers, she could not hope to be a musician, a writer or a poet, except in frustrated privacy. She could not hope to sing, to perform plays or star in movies, as singers and actresses were classless whores. Her various talents were nurtured by her loving, realistic family, who opened her mind with enthusiastic tutors and free access to novels of genius, and then shut the door with parental firmness. She had only one path in life, one occupation to which to aspire – to be a beloved wife and a loving mother. She knew she was allowed no ambition higher than having children, who might eventually do what she could not.


By the age of fourteen, she had already received several offers. Her parents gave her the illusion of choice, sharing the similarly posed portraits and particular achievements of her suitors with her, indulging her with mischievous gossip about those they had rejected on her behalf, the pocked complexion of one and the alarming stutter of another. When she was sixteen, they let her meet the most eligible who had been presented to them. They chose the boy – barely a boy; he was twenty-one – not because of his own charms, but because of his parents’. Husbands were relatively easy to manage, but in-laws were not; their prized daughter, the jewel of their family, would be living in the household of her husband’s parents, and until they died, she would have to abide by their rules. Her parents were careful to select in-laws who were not so superior that they would look down on their daughter and treat her like a slave, but not so inferior that they would be eaten up with jealousy at having to support an overeducated princess in their home. They found a family just the right side of grateful, with a son they had educated abroad but who would remain in Pakistan. The man and the young girl met, several times, at staged family gatherings; they shared tea, sweets and samosas, but barely managed to look each other in the face. They married without romance; but they did what was expected of them, and more.


When I was born, my father wasn’t allowed to attend the birth. My family was sufficiently enlightened to arrange for a hospital birth, the hospital was sufficiently traditional to keep husbands outside; only Maryam’s mother and mother-in-law were allowed into the room, painted white, poorly lit, and smelling of damp and disinfectant. Maryam, cosseted at home her entire life, was a physical coward. She screamed and swore and vomited, as contractions churned and shuddered her insides, she pissed and shat on the bed, she wept with the indignity as much as with the pain, and finally, twenty hours later, I emerged, bloody and too tired from our combined labour to manage more than a couple of plaintive shrieks and a lacklustre suckling. The fortune-tellers had predicted a girl, and everyone had been steeling themselves for this – to accept and love a girl. But when they saw I was a boy, they no longer pretended any diplomacy; they were all too delighted to hide their relief. ‘My Sonny,’ murmured my mother, watching me nuzzle ineffectively at her breast. ‘My little son.’ At seventeen years old, she had achieved what women of that era dreamt of – a firstborn son. She should have been given a medal on a podium and a marching band. And there I was – a scrap of naked humanity, a surprisingly small morsel of flesh for the enormous bump she had shown off so proudly, with a squashed old-man face, but still loved and adored, simply because I was their son. I had nothing more to do than breathe to be loved. And so I breathed for them. While my grandmothers urged me, and the midwife slapped my buttocks and pinched my cheeks, and my mother held me in her arms, I yelled, albeit weakly. I breathed their love; I inspired it.


Like most perfect moments, this one was short lived, as Maryam’s contractions began again. The reason for the surprising smallness of the baby became obvious: there was another baby that had yet to emerge. Hidden behind the first throughout the pregnancy, squashed in a transverse lie, the second baby offered a useless hand, and then a foot, both of which were pushed back while the midwives tried to correct the position. Then the baby offered nothing at all, and was eventually expelled, blue and lifeless, buttocks first, apparently asphyxiated by the long wait in the womb. He was my identical twin, but was so small and shrivelled he might as well have been my shadow. These enlightened days there is a name for the uneven deal struck between my brother and me – twin-to-twin transfusion. I’d been stealing his share of nutrition in the womb, and left him so weak that he couldn’t even survive the trauma of being born. A stillborn child wasn’t so much a tragedy back then as an occupational hazard of marriage and motherhood; babies were replaceable, and there were far too many in most families anyway. The midwives privately thought it was a good thing that the weak runt had been born dead, as he probably wouldn’t have survived the week. They publicly said that Baby Sonny, the firstborn son, was doubly blessed – having taken on his brother’s generous spirit, he would live for both of them. The second child – unexpected and dead before birth – was never officially named. He needed to breathe to be loved, and he failed at that first and most basic test. I suppose our mother loved him, in those desperate minutes between learning of his existence and having him die inside her, and perhaps she had a private name for him. But no one else loved the shadow baby, or missed him, apart from me, who had spent nine months wrapped around him, unwittingly menacing my poor twin into a corner of the womb, like a bully in a school yard stealing lunch money; only I, newborn and alone for the first time, noticed the absence of my brother in this strange new world. The absence of a soft little head, flapping limbs like wings, a second beating heart next to mine, as our red and black waterworld was replaced with airy space, and a hard wooden crib lined with colourless silk jersey and cotton, trimmed with Chantilly lace. The stillborn baby was buried, and I suspect it was swift and without ceremony. No one ever got around to telling me about my missing twin – a combination of kindness of intent and disinterest – I didn’t find out about him until I was at school, preparing the complicated paperwork for my American university application, when I came across our birth certificates in a box. But I wasn’t surprised or even upset; it felt like it was something I had always known anyway, but briefly forgotten, like the lullaby the ayah hummed to me each night when I was restless in my crib, like the taste of mashed coconut with cream and cardamom that I was fed when I was teething.


My father’s family had a tradition where each eldest son was named Maqil; and so I was named Maqil, as was my father, as was the first child of each and every uncle. The result of so many Maqils was that no one used this name at all, and the many Maqils went by our family names instead, our pet names, our childhood-nonsense non-Maqil nicknames. In fact, every family member had a formal and an informal name, but unlike in the West, where Elizabeth might be Lizzie, Betsy or Beth, unlike the novels of Dostoevsky, where Alexei might lend itself to Alyosha, there was rarely a connection between the two names. The pet name could not be guessed from the formal name; it had to be known. The names were like secret codes, a set of household keys hung on the matriarch’s waist. There was to be no blurring between who was in the family and who was not; the steel cage of pet naming marked the boundary, making sure of the exclusivity of affection. My father’s pet name was Ali, a princely name with high meaning but little tangible presence; a pleasingly slight, ubiquitous name, something that could be said quickly enough to be mistaken for a slip of the tongue, a liaison between one word and the next, an alley of little significance. It suited him perfectly. Ali let his wife choose their child’s pet name, which remained simply Sonny, the first name she had called me in the moments after the birth; when family members objected to him that this was hardly a name at all, that it was a placeholder, a default, an excuse for not bothering to think of a proper family name, the sort of nickname an uneducated villager might come up with (after all, how many village boys were just called Boy or Son, by those too tired with persistent reproduction and lacking in imagination to think of something more ambitious?), my father just shrugged his shoulders ineffectually, and let them complain.


Ali was a quiet man, and he let his quietness protect him; cross words came at him like a persistent snow, a flurry of white notes, and their discordant music melted against him to nothing. His apparent helplessness regarding his wife’s choice, his refusal to stand up like a man and name his surviving son, was a source of concern to his family; bending to his wife for the little things, he would soon bend to her for the bigger things (and was it so little, after all, the nicknaming of a child, when everyone who mattered would never call him Maqil, a name that simply existed for the purpose of birth certificate and government administration and the insignificant colleagues in the civil-service job the boy might one day take up?). What these bigger things were, nobody was quite sure, or else they were too timid to say. The family wondered whether it had been a mistake to marry Ali to someone slightly better than he was, whether their modest ambition had resulted in a devil’s pact and they had done him some terrible wrong; that they had attempted to advance their family’s status only by means of his own humiliation.


In fact, Ali loved his wife, loved his son, and loved his son’s name. There was something archaic in him, some ancient stirring that made him believe that by failing to name his son, he was somehow protecting him. As though the angel of death, that had taken one child from him already, might spare the firstborn son if he remained humbly anonymous, if he couldn’t be called out in a crowd. That when the angry mobs came to round them up, they wouldn’t stop at the unnamed door. His son was called Son, a name both extended and diminished still further with affection, Sonny. Eventually he agreed with his wife, with the well-meaning intention of smoothing relations for her with the muttering in-laws, to change the English spelling of my name from Sonny to Sunny. This small concession made all the difference; everyone accepted that Sunny was a perfectly appropriate name for such a golden child; beloved, cosseted, cuddled and dandled by the entire household. The name was not without precedent; I already had cousins called Pinky, Rosie and Goldie, Chubby and Chunky, named for obvious reasons. But despite my parents’ diplomatic deference, I think that I remained Sonny in their hearts. Sonny the Survivor. The Baby that Breathed.


Ali was aware of his tremendous good fortune; it seemed impossible to him that in a difficult world, recently shaken by war, he should suddenly have so much: the comfort of his minor civil-service position in the Punjab, the respect of British colleagues in pre-Independence India (who correctly interpreted his softly spoken manner as signs of both discretion and deference), an attractive and capable wife, a beautiful child who slept in that extravagantly lace-trimmed crib in their room. He was grateful to his family for having the wealth and wherewithal to arrange his marriage, because he knew that left to his own devices, his natural quietness, his harmlessness, would have blossomed to fill him with a sweet-scented, floral blankness, and he would have remained alone, a quiet, harmless single man. The sort who people would dismiss as a confirmed bachelor, but gossip about privately, debating whether he was too impotent to marry, or really just queer as a kipper. He knew this from his time studying in England; he did not suffer unduly from bigotry, as between the wars the English he met seemed to have other concerns. Besides, Rabindranath Tagore had won the Nobel Prize for Literature, young Chandrasekhara Raman had just won the Nobel Prize for Physics, and it seemed that Indians of a certain class were beginning to be considered interesting rather than offensive, with their exotic names and worthy accomplishments. No one joked about whether he smelled of curry. It was England, after all, and curry was not readily available; he lived on a typical student diet of limp sandwiches, eggs and beans, occasionally supplemented on Sundays with meat and potatoes and two vegetables boiled to death. He was appalled at the way the young Englishmen had to put themselves out to meet women, asking them to cafés, dancing with them on Friday nights. The work they had to put in, the conversations, the choice of clothes, the need to be charming, the ever-present spectre of rejection, and having to start again. He was an insignificant young man, not plain and not pretty, although his solemnity was not unattractive, and he had a smile as luminous as an infant’s, because like an infant’s it was unexpected and completely sincere. People sometimes felt sorry for him, and the need to take care of him; his race notwithstanding, the sharp-nosed faded-paisley women and red-faced beef-scented men who served him in shops were more polite to him than they needed to be, and called him ‘Ducky’ or ‘Sir’. Even the Northern Irish lady who ran the grocers, who greeted any Southern Irish with a marble-eyed glare and obvious sniffing to indicate the depth of her contempt, simply withdrew to the counter when he shyly entered her premises; she would promptly take down the shoe polish and tooth powder from the shelf on his barely spoken request, and count out his change loudly and deliberately, as one would to a small or slow child. They all seemed to think that a single unkind word would break him. He suspected that they were right to pity him; he knew that he would never achieve anything on his own. He passed his exams, he learned to speak English with a passable accent (although people sometimes strained to hear what he said, and would simply smile vaguely rather than attempt to understand), and he returned gratefully to the Punjab, where his uncle’s connections had secured him a job, and his parents’ hard negotiations had secured him a wife.


You might think that my father, who fell in love with his wife, would have loved any wife. But in fact the young couple were taken by surprise, by their love, by the discovery of physical intimacy. They were both so shy, so embarrassed by the fact of their bodies, by the fact that bodies existed under the layers of local tailoring and stiff Barhasi silk. On their wedding night, they lay fully dressed on the enormous rose-strewn bed in his father’s house, and said almost nothing, as transparent wings of hesitant breath fluttered between them, she so certain that something had to happen soon, he equally certain that he was incapable of doing anything at all. ‘Well,’ Maryam said eventually, as the silence became too fraught to bear. She said it softly, without accusation, as a question. She said ‘Well,’ but she really asked, what do we do now?


‘Yes?’ replied Ali, still looking up at the ceiling, still too uncertain even to turn his head towards her, to look at her profile, her lips polished to cupid points, her eyes lined in kohl, the jewel sparkling on the side of her nose. She didn’t reply, and he repeated himself, wondering if she hadn’t heard, ‘Yes?’ It was an apology, she realised, and it was a plea for her to speak, to fill the silence for him. And so she started to speak, hesitantly, about Little Things. The smallest of small talk.


‘Well, it’s warm tonight,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ he said again, encouraged, encouraging. ‘It’s warm.’


‘The musicians were good, I thought. They played at another wedding, last month. My cousin Deena’s wedding.’


‘They were, weren’t they?’ said Ali.


‘And the caterers, they were good too . . .’ my mother carried on. And like Scheherazade she spoke into the night, her words another blizzard of flakes flurrying towards Ali, carried on her sugar-sweetened breath, but which offered a dampness that moistened his lips, softened his dry throat, and let him speak his own words in response. Maryam, becoming aware of the manner of man to whom she was now married, accepted his few words like something precious, like a gift. In the morning, exhausted by the heat and the words they had shared deep into the night, they woke curled up against each other, still fully dressed, and hurried to put on proper clothes before they were found that way, moving with tacit understanding, like conspirators in a crime.


Ali did not know if the start of their married life was unique, or was the way it happened with every couple who had not married for love (the lewd comments thrown his way by his uncles, and the bustling nosiness of his mother and aunts in their bedroom, made him suspect not). But he knew that their way was the only way it should ever be, the unfurling of a nightly intimacy so gradual, in conversation, and in flesh, it was almost vegetable in its movement, like that of a flower turning towards the sun from a dark place. He felt he knew everything about her before he had so much as touched her hand, tracing a shy finger across the fading henna patterns on her palm. He knew the deep scent of her hair, neatly coiled and oiled for the night, long before he let his lips brush against her braid. By the time he eventually held his wife in his arms, they shared an understanding so deep that no words were necessary, as the silence was soaked with the words that had been spoken already. It was a true marriage. Neither of them had expected to find love in that least romantic and most dutiful of institutions, but they did. They taught each other to love. And if the uncles and the aunts were to gossip about the suspicious cleanliness of the sheets in the early days of marriage, the beatific smiles of the bride and the luminous silence of the groom that gave away nothing, the gossiping was put to rest within the year by the proud announcement of pregnancy.


I was named Sonny by my mother. I was named Sunny by my father. I was named Maqil Karam by my family, and since then I have had many other names, of my own choosing. I was the firstborn son, hatched into a house built on duty and filled with romance, a house that celebrated the living and rejected the dead; perhaps I blamed my parents for this, for providing these hard-soft, sour-sweet virtues in such unpalatable abundance, like ripe mangos falling from the tree and rotting on the ground. Perhaps this is why I valued these virtues so little when I was older. But I do not blame or credit my parents for what I became; I never have, and I never will. I am Sonny the Survivor, and I wasted little time in shrugging off my family’s golden legacy, of duty and affection, but I have still carried a small part of my heritage with me, throughout my wayward life. My parents taught me this: that to live is to be celebrated, and to die is to be forgotten, and that it is breath alone that inspires love. And I have never forgotten, that He loved Her. A hard, shining fact, glittering like a crystal shard in the dust, like pearls of teeth set in gums, vulnerable and vicious all at once. This fact remains, it endures; even now my parents’ bodies have fallen slack and crumbled into the earth. Even now that my own body has fallen slack and threatens to do the same. Like my parents, I never sought love, but it found me anyway; it got me, and I have never gotten away. So I know that it matters, this memory, when everything else is broken or breaking, when I struggle to breathe in the night, when each weak thud of my heart feels like it might be the last; it has always mattered to me that once upon a time, a long time ago, He loved Her, and that She loved Him back.
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Lahore, Pakistan – 1948 – Education


Sunny was born to be the hero of his family, and at sixteen he blazes like a star, perfectly formed, with romantic lips and silky straight hair that ruffles in the wind. He sits at the end of the dark carved table, and makes it seem that he is the one sitting at the head; he lounges on a chair like an idol on an altar for worship, the golden little god of house and home. He walks out of the house to take his final school examinations, shoulders back, and chest out. He is stuffed to bursting with the sense of his own achievement; you could even say that he struts. One of the servants, old Khadim, has already wheeled Sunny’s bicycle to the front drive, and is holding it upright for him, swatting away street urchins who have come to admire it, who are taking it in turns to race up to the shiny machine and flick the bell. The colourful swearing that Khadim comes out with every time one of the shabby children succeeds is more memorable and delightful than the metallic tring-terring of the bell itself; it as though he is the one they are ringing. Khadim is becoming sweaty and agitated, and stamps his sandals in the dust, his exposed heels as cracked and brown as the leather strapped to his feet, but he beams when the young master approaches, displaying an almost full set of betel-stained teeth. ‘Thanks, Uncle,’ says Sunny, with the careless familiarity that appals his real uncles and aunts.


‘That boy treats servants like equals,’ complains Chacha Zafri to Ali as they take tea on the veranda. Chacha Zafri looks down to where Sunny is chatting easily to Khadim, and his hooked nose twitches with ill-concealed irritation. Ali glances politely at his younger brother, but doesn’t respond, not even when Chacha Zafri adds aggressively, ‘You’ll have to watch him, he’ll end up one of those bullshit bastard commies.’


‘He’s going to America to study,’ replies Sunny’s mother, long used to speaking on behalf of her husband, who smiles at the sound of Maryam’s voice and settles back behind The Pakistan Times. ‘The last thing he’ll become is a communist.’


The three of them watch Sunny take his bike and wheel it a few steps towards the gaggle of urchins that Khadim has been holding at bay. Sunny reaches into his pocket, emptying out a shrapnel of shining sweets and dull metal coins; he distributes these to the street children with the swagger of a visiting film star. Khadim disapproves, his lips pursed like an easily scandalised governess, but he still places a palm gently on Sunny’s head, like a blessing, before returning to his house duties. Sunny hops nimbly on his bike and starts cycling in wide circles around the drive at the front of the house; the children, ragged, grubby and utterly seduced, run around after him, shouting, ‘Bhai Sunny! Sir Sunny! Sunny Sahib!’ The tallest calls after him, ‘Break a leg, Sunny Bhai!’


‘Insolence,’ huffs Chacha Zafri. ‘Bhai! Sir! Sahib! Who does Sunny think he is? And who was that ragamuffin good-for-nothing telling him to break his leg! We should go beat that child off the street and into the gutter!’ He looks around, as though anxious to find someone to get this done, as though to promise that he means business rather than bluster. ‘Where’s Khadim?’


‘“Break a leg” just means “Good luck”,’ explains Maryam gently. ‘Sunny told the children never to say “Good luck” when he goes for an exam. It’s from a Western superstition. You tell someone to break a leg when they’re going on the stage.’


‘That boy’s been on the stage his whole life . . .’ mutters Chacha Zafri. And at that moment, Sunny turns and winks over his shoulder, grinning broadly, not at the urchins, but at the three adults watching him from the veranda, before riding off up the street, leaving his adoring public behind.


‘Insolence,’ rages Chacha Zafri again. ‘Did you see that! Did you see?’ He notices that Ali glances over his paper and exchanges a complicit look with his wife, as though apologising for his younger brother’s behaviour. Chacha Zafri puffs up with annoyance like a paratha on a hot plate, preparing to protest in riper language, but on seeing his sister-in-law looking at him with something like sympathy, decides that he doesn’t have the energy to be sufficiently bad tempered so soon after breakfast on such a balmy morning; he deflates with a less satisfying, but more acceptable, sigh.


‘Yes, Zafri Bhai, I saw,’ says Maryam softly, but she is smiling with affection after her son, as is her husband, surreptitiously behind the paper; they are completely charmed by him, they cannot believe that this magnificent creature, this bird of fire winging its way down the street, was made by them.


Sunny is riding though the streets of Lahore, the dry dust settling in the creases of his neatly pressed shorts, on his lovingly starched and scented white shirt. The servants compete to take care of his laundry; like the children in the street, like his parents, they are seduced and charmed by Sunny, utterly and completely, and have been since he was a cooing baby who preferred chatting and gurgling to his audience above nourishment, pulling himself off his anxious mother’s breast to beam around the room with innocent appeal. He treats servants with confidence and familiarity, as individuals rather than a group, and they do everything he asks, and everything he doesn’t think to ask as well. They cover for him when he slips out at night on his bike, they pretend not to notice when he slips back in; they even wipe away the telltale traces of street mud from his shoes. The maid who cleans his room does not mention the secret hiding place in the wall behind his bed, where a brick has been worked loose, and a small tin box of personal treasures is stored. They feel honoured, dignified by his trust. Sunny loosens his school tie, and rides past the school without even a guilty glance – he has over an hour before his exams. He carries on to a local bookshop, and sees, as he expected, a couple of older boys there.
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