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For my father, strange and wonderful and always missed.










1.



There are stories where a shadowy spectre from the past arrives on a young couple’s doorstep, dredging up secrets that have been long buried. Things do not usually go well for the young couple in these stories.


They do not usually go well for the spectre either.


No one answers when I knock.


Arriving at Aliya’s door on a Thursday afternoon, sticky with heat, I did not want to think about how long it had been since we had spent any meaningful time together or what it would be like to see her.


In the stained-glass roses in Aliya’s window, I look very much like one of these spectres. The pull of skin around my mouth, circles pressed under my eyes. My face is a funhouse mirror. The sun is shining behind my head and it feels wrong. I forget that London can get like this in the summer. Overheated and squishy like spoiled fruit. The cotton of my T-shirt tight against my skin, the unbearable weight of my jeans. On the Tube, I’d stood between a pair of Australian backpackers, taller than me, their arms reaching up to the handrails, confronted with their inescapable ripeness, regretting everything. A rare heat; I never think of London this way. My memories of the city are a jumble: Hugh Grant with orange juice on his shirt, Iris Murdoch novels, images of drenched streets, pressing damply into the corners of pub windows with wet jumpers and umbrellas that both did and didn’t belong to me.


Why does it feel like a returning to come here? I have never stood on this street, this little crescent of small houses in north London. Inside is a life that has almost nothing to do with mine any more.


Aliya said she’d come meet me at the train station if I liked, she could take the afternoon off work. I’d declined. Somehow it was less daunting to come straight here. I had embarrassing visions of us not being able to recognise each other among the crush of people – ridiculous, as we have not aged so much, no plastic surgery disguising our faces. And of course, I have seen her: for every year that has gone since we last spoke, there have still been the pictures that filter through, available to scroll in the light of my phone, late at night when I’m on the bus back from a shift or sitting on the toilet in the pitch-black mornings.


Aliya at her master’s graduation, a cap and gown, her mother’s arm thrown proudly around her; Aliya with a bad dye job, smiling miserably into a new friend’s camera; Aliya at hen parties, gigs, dinner parties, other people’s weddings. And finally her own. Aliya as a bride with the shape of a groom slotted in beside her, muscles rounding out his suit jacket, teeth like a shark. Aliya’s mouth stretched wide and red, her skin glossed into something unlike itself. I felt if I reached into it and rubbed a finger along her face it would come away greasy and her face would smudge under my touch like an oil painting. She didn’t look especially older. She just didn’t look like any version of the person who belonged to me.


I consider the window, its stained-glass pattern, and a creature appears in them. A black-and-white face, peering out at me mockingly. I sleep in Aliya’s bed. I’m her best friend. She feeds me every morning while she drinks her coffee, it seems to be saying to me. I crouch and hiss at it. It hisses back.


I check the weather, the news, my texts, as I wait.


I am plonked on the front of her doorstep like an uncollected package. A man walks across the green with a small, long-haired child, chocolate on his T-shirt. They both regard me with curiosity as they come up the front path. I try to make my face look less approachable in case they try to speak to me. The child does not want to anyway; he has a ball under his arm and his insistent pull of his father’s hand implies he wants to be back running circles in the triangle of grass and getting hit in the head with it. The dad smiles at me as he unlocks the front door and I nod back. He hitches the child up into his arms and takes him upstairs.


We’ll say hello, probably hug. I remember Aliya’s hugs, the evolution of them. The reluctant almost retiring lean as if it was a social custom she couldn’t quite understand and then the squeeze as if she didn’t want to let go.


We won’t say we’ve missed each other. We’ll make small talk: the weather, the wedding, impersonal things. It will be awkward at first, as it is when people who were once close meet again, but perhaps we’ll pick up the thread. I have heard there are relationships like that, that go dormant for years but come alive, restored to their former vibrancy just as they were before, as if a slip of time has opened to let you through to the last moment of intimacy. Perhaps this will be us – as if only yesterday, we were lying in my bed, drinking coffee at midnight, watching The Thin Man, the halls beneath us reverberating with bass, knowing the party would never be as good as being with each other.


Except there will be a man in the room, scratching in the corner, his arm around Aliya’s shoulders, his hand in the bag of crisps, the smell of his aftershave hanging in the air, his machismo killing the singular joy of Myrna Loy’s diction.


I plan to stay in this flat with its stained-glass windows for the rest of the weekend. My train back is on Monday night. Three days to make chitchat with her husband, to learn if he takes milk in his coffee, if he’s the kind of man who leaves teabags on the kitchen sides and just walks away from them. I’ve never lived with a man before. The idea that the longest I will spend under the same roof as an adult man will be with her husband is a little upsetting. Mostly in that Aliya has a Husband. He is a Thing I cannot imagine, despite having zoomed in on his pictures to check the quality of his skin, the bags under his eyes, the stain on his shirt that turned out to be a smudge on my screen.


The dad comes back down.


‘You waiting for the Nasims?’


My head pulls up in shock. That Aliya might have changed her name hadn’t occurred to me. I am surprised to find how much I judge her for it. It’s not something we explicitly discussed, but then we never thought of ourselves as the types who would marry. It is insulting to think of her so permanently marked by some stranger, his stink on her.


‘I’m a friend of Aliya’s,’ I tell him. ‘She’s late.’


Aliya has a habit of not showing up to things at the right time – either too early or too late. She used to call it Pakistani time but I have since learned it is more erratic than that.


‘Well, if you wanted, you could wait upstairs. Get out of the sun.’


I squint up at him, haloed by the day. There is a fuzziness to him – something soft on the edges, dad-ish, gentle rather than sleazy, and yet. I pause, with my lip between my teeth. I pull the T-shirt from where it sticks to my belly and blow gently down the neck of it.


‘I have a spare key as well,’ he says.


‘That would be perfect.’


‘I mean, I should probably call them—’


As if on cue, the phone trembles in my pocket. I pluck it out and flick my eyelashes up at Dad-ish.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Aliya says.


‘Yes, you’re late.’


It’s been a long time since I heard her voice. Having an audience makes it easier. I don’t feel the need to smooth it over, to make it okay that I’ve arrived and Aliya is not here to greet me.


‘So, so sorry. I got stuck in the line at the bank. I’ll be there asap. The thing is – Ben upstairs has a spare key—’


‘Well, he’s here with me now. So as long as you can convince him I’m not an axe murderer, I can rest my weary little behind inside your house.’


‘Give him to me.’


I hand over my phone. The man makes a chuckle at whatever explanation Aliya offers and then he hangs up. He doesn’t pass it back to me to finish the call. We don’t say goodbye. We haven’t even said hello.


I wait while he retrieves the key. A finger of sweat crawls down my back. He opens the door into a small hallway, busy but neat. Things begin to feel a little close, like he is standing too near me. The walls squeeze in. With the bag in my hand, I push into the kitchen. It is yellow, a colour that looks left behind, chosen by a former occupant who thought it might be cheerful or perhaps watched Amélie one too many times. I press my back into the counter and find the dad still in the doorway.


‘Thank you,’ I say.


‘No problem.’ He twists the keys in his hands and looks around. I wonder how many times he’s been in here, if they are familiar enough to pop around and borrow sugar or coffee. There is a cup out on the counter with a lipsticked rim and I have the sudden urge to put my mouth to it. I remember at university, the house with the broken toilet door, a small paved garden with dead plants and an ashtray, how Norah would say that you’d know if Aliya had been there because the coffee cups and cigarette butts were tipped in red. ‘Like a noir heroine walked through a film set,’ she said once. We were smoking in the evening with the windows open, and I looked up at Aliya’s face and she laughed like she was embarrassed to be talked about.


It is difficult to breathe with him still there, with his smell and his hands and the weight of his body in the room.


‘I’ll be okay from here.’


I hear how rude it sounds.


‘Oh yeah, okay.’


‘I mean, I don’t want to keep you.’


He lingers in the doorway. I can tell I’ve been brusque but feel no impulse to soften it.


‘If you need anything . . . ’


‘I’m sure Aliya will look after me.’


After he leaves, I fiddle around. The kitchen is a safe place to snoop. There is always the excuse of fetching water or tea. The kettle is blue with a silver handle. The cups all match: no Sports Direct mug, no quirky jokes, no his and hers, just white ones covered in roses. There’s a bar cart with lace doilies and a tea set in the hall. The teas are rooibos and Yorkshire and loose leaf and opera blue and jasmine, green and camomile. They are stacked in a neat pile, unopened, decorative. The fridge is well-stocked, vegetables in the crisper, freshwater salmon, a whole shelf of condiments. When we lived together, we ate canned tuna in pasta mashed with cheese and mayonnaise, cold rotisserie chickens that we’d rip up with our hands into pre-packaged salads. Our beds were routinely covered in crisp and cereal and popcorn crumbs, anything we could shove into our mouths by the handful as we stayed up till early in the morning, the streetlight hanging in the window like our own personal moon.


The kettle hisses in the background. I sit at the kitchen table trying to imagine what it might be like if this mug were mine, if I’d cracked it along the rim against my teeth laughing too hard at something my wife said while unloading the dishwasher one Sunday morning, rain heavy on the open window, something corny on the radio, the day stretching in front of us without urgency, her hand on my wrist, saying come back to bed and the promise of this – cat wrapped up on our feet and warm under the duvet with our books.


When Aliya turns the key in the door, I freeze, stay seated. I let her find me. Her arms are heavy with bags, herbs spilling out the rim of a tote. There is a moment where I can see her in the hallway before she can see me, untangling the keys from the arm of her bag, her hair falling in her face. It is long again, a spitting of grey at the root. She is dressed in soft-coloured clothes that look expensive, a long blue shift that goes down to her ankles and the kind of shoes that could be slippers. When she looks up, I feel like a stalker.


‘Hi, hi. I’m sorry.’


‘I made myself at home. Kettle’s still hot if you want something.’


I lift the mug to her the way men in old movies lift a glass when a dame walks in the door.


She laughs nervously like she’s afraid of me.


‘Thanks for putting me up,’ I say.


We haven’t hugged yet. I wonder now if we will. I could shake her hand but it seems depressingly formal, and then the moment has passed and we haven’t hugged or touched and I remain on the bar stool in her kitchen and she in the doorway. Her dress swishes around her, its long tent-like shape, as she begins to unpack the groceries.


‘It’s good to see you,’ she says, addressing it to the can of chickpeas that is going into a cupboard overhead.


‘Well, when Norah summons . . . ’


‘Sure.’


‘Thanks for putting me up,’ I say again. ‘I’m sure I could have scrounged a sofa-surf situation from the dregs of my phone book.’


This isn’t true but I feel compelled to say it, to lay the words between us.


‘No, don’t be silly. We have the guest room for a reason. It’s for guests.’


She says it automatically, as if in reflex, as if it is the thing she says to all the people who come through her door and sleep in her sheets. She puts the jars down and turns to me.


‘Of course,’ she says, ‘it’s lovely to have you, it gives us a chance to hang out. I didn’t mean—’


‘No, I—’


‘More tea?’


‘Coffee, please.’


I watch her make it. The shuffle of her body around the kitchen, the light on the back of her head. She uses a moka pot now. It is tall and beautiful and shaped like a curvy woman. I can see the gold of her rings flicker in its reflection, little twinkling promises of love. We used cafetières when we lived together, a tall French press that we bought from a charity shop and filled to the brim.


‘I can’t believe she’s getting married,’ I say. It’s just something to say. My mouth feels sticky and dry from the urge to talk.


‘Yeah, I know. She seemed so unlikely for it, so independent. But it’s always like that, isn’t it? You settle down as you’re older. Anyway, she and Beck have been together for years now. She’s devoted as a dog to her.’


‘Mmm. Imagine Norah becoming a wife. It’s so normal!’


Aliya turns her head a little, one hand reaching up to push her hair behind her ear. There is a roundness to her, a softness enhanced. Where some of our friends have become sharper with age, the bones prominent in their faces, Aliya remains curved.


‘I think she likes normal. They seem settled, they seem happy. It’s not even that big a wedding; they’re not in it for the party. They’re just doing it to do it.’


I pull at my knuckles till they crack.


‘That’s great and all. I don’t know. I can’t see it lasting. Monogamy can’t hold her that long. She’s always getting crushes on her clients.’


‘People do stay together, you know.’


‘Sure, usually with the help of a little dose of adrenalin from someone new.’


Aliya pours the coffee. She has one of those posh steam foamers for the milk, another mockable thing that I bite my tongue about.


‘I don’t think we should start planning her affairs, she’s not even married yet.’


‘Oh, let her have a little affair. Maybe a smooch at the hen. You used to think it was very French to be unfaithful.’


‘No I didn’t.’


I smile as she passes me the coffee. Aliya doesn’t sit down so it feels instead like I am the one who lives here, leaning back on her bar stool in the rear of her kitchen while she hovers by the stove.


‘You did. We watched The Postman Always Rings Twice and you said you’d only know it was love when you’d managed to talk a man into killing your husband for you.’


‘I was eighteen and an idiot. I do not presently have ambitions to be an adulteress. Or even a murderer. You can’t possibly think all my values come from noir films any more.’


‘I guess you didn’t have a nice shiny husband to cheat on back then. Where is he anyway?’


‘At work. Do you want anything to eat with that? It’s an awkward time but I could make you some toast – or I got bagels, actually.’


Bagels sustained us through the last term of university. Smeared in peanut butter in the morning and Boursin in the evening. Aliya liked hers with butter and cherry tomatoes, sometimes with anchovies layered underneath, a thing I found repulsive but she adored. We’d make them for each other on rotation. I took the morning shift, coffee and bagels; she made lunch to spare me fishing her anchovies out of their silky beds of oil. In the evenings, we ate ramen noodles that Aliya usually fried an egg to slide on top of – good brain food, she’d say vaguely. For all her Western mannerisms, she had the superstitions and remedies of any Pakistani grandmother and shared them with me generously: turmeric in milk for a cold, ginger in hot water, garlic crushed into a paste to ward off infection, homeopathic tinctures and little bottles of arnica drops. Rules I didn’t understand, like why some foods were bad for a period: coffee and mangoes and anything spicy or ‘hot’. Prayers also: for lost things, for safety, for travel, even an anti-theft one that she wrote out on a piece of paper and slipped into my bag when I went home for Christmas.


It is an olive branch, that bagel. I can see it isn’t the multipack variety but wrapped in an individual sleeve from one of those hip bakeries with sprays of rosemary and confit garlic. There is even a little pot of something whipped to smear over it. I shake my head. It is too early for reminiscing.


‘Well, he’ll be home by six and we’ll have dinner then. Does that sound okay?’


‘Sure.’


‘Great.’ She pushes her hands into the pockets of the dress and then back out again. I watch as she circles her wrists like there’s an ache in them. ‘Want me to show you to your room?’


I nod and follow her down the hall.


We carry our coffees into the room. There’s a small bed and a big desk, which she apologises for.


‘I work from home a lot,’ she tells me, clearing away the books from the table. ‘But I’m happy enough in the kitchen so I won’t bother you tomorrow.’


‘I mean, you can work in here, I don’t mind, I—’


‘It’s fine, really. I’ll let you freshen up. Bathroom down the hall,’ she says, as if there’s anywhere else for it to be.


We smile at each other in the corridor, our teeth open. Aliya leans forwards to touch my arm and gives it a squeeze. The gesture is impersonal, maternal – I can imagine her squeezing a colleague in a similar way, a husband’s niece, a girl crying on the Tube.


I am unused to being touched. The last person to hug me was my mother’s nurse, the last time we thought we were sitting in the Gorgon’s final hours, the last time it seemed she wouldn’t make it through. I remember the feeling of the hug more sharply than I remember the fear she would die: the cold light of the hospital ward, the smell of piss under the disinfectant and a woman as tall as the door leaning down to wrap an arm around my shoulders. Her name was Lina and Mum was horrible to her. Perhaps the hug was an expression of relief. A few hours later the danger passed and I went back to sipping coffee by my mother’s bed while she slept. The sun set in ribbons of red and gold outside the hospital window and I felt it would stretch there for ever.


‘Shout if you need me,’ Aliya says before she turns. I hear her footsteps down the corridor, disappearing into the master bedroom. There is a small cup of fresh flowers on the nightstand, towels on the bed. An alarmingly adult gesture, like an Airbnb host. I wonder if she has dedicated guest towels instead of just pulling out whatever feels the cleanest. I hear a door shut down the hall, softly, as if she is trying not to disturb me.


I lie flat on the bed in my filthy clothes and text Norah that I’m here, that I’m looking forward to seeing her tomorrow. She has eschewed the destination hen, which is a relief because my bank account wouldn’t stretch to Lisbon or even Málaga, opting instead for a weekend here in London. Dinner tomorrow, a civilised sit-down thing at a small-plates restaurant in Soho that used to be a whorehouse. Saturday: Scorsese marathon at the Prince Charles followed by dim sum and karaoke. Sunday: brunch, which Norah has decided to host herself at her and Beck’s place in Camberwell, hoping against London weather that it will hold, that the sun will be out and we can gather with Beck’s friends, who are much cooler than us: Swedish models and DJs. The wedding isn’t till the weekend after – I’ll be in a hotel for that and Aliya will have ripped these sheets from the bed and stuffed them in the wash, swept up the hairs I leave on the floor, opened the windows and aired me out. I will be gone from this place and back out of her life again. There will be photos from this weekend, enough to record that we’d been in the same room together again, that we were friendly enough to co-exist.


My phone pings. It’s Norah.


How’s it going? No shots fired yet?


All very cordial.


Phew. Any mention of the B-word yet?


Not a peep.


Save it till after the wedding maybe. I gotta go. Beck and I have date night.


The idea of a date night preceding a hen party curdles my blood. This is the mistake with coming back to London – confronting the descent into coupledom. I do a roll call in my head of everyone who might possibly be coming tomorrow and I struggle to think of anyone who isn’t yet partnered.


Hina’s been married for six years and her disdain for me has only grown since we were at university. The last time I saw her was at Norah’s thirtieth, where she made polite references to what she thinks of as my bohemian lifestyle and described me to her husband as ‘very adventurous’, with an eyebrow wag making it clear how unimpressed she was by those adventures. I was the only person from the Mountbrooke house who hadn’t been invited to her wedding. There were pictures of them all – each with their partners, all smiling into the camera.


People in couples don’t know how to socialise with single people. They don’t want to invite you to their dinner parties in case you uneven the numbers and have no one to play party games with. You can’t go on holiday with them without being consigned to the sofa bed. Sometimes they’ll meet you for a drink or a movie, one on one – they’ll pick somewhere you used to go but it won’t be the same. Either they’ll bring their partner without telling you – you arrive in a darkened cinema or to a restaurant reservation and there’s the toothy smile of a partner you didn’t expect, like a jump scare – or, if they’re on their own, the partner will hang in the air between you. They’ll have their phone in one hand all night, looking down at it with a private smile so you know they’d rather be home with their beloved and they’ll leave before ten, lamenting your youthful late nights. You will walk together to the bus stop, pretending you can’t see the quickening in their pace, their relief in getting away from you, the relief they will wrap around their spouse when they get home and narrate back a story of your life: the dates you’ve been on, the come-ons you’ve rejected or the people you liked who didn’t like you back – all of these things are confirmation that they made the right choice, picked the right person.


In our friendship circle, things are so fractured that the mechanics that keep most groups together well into middle age aren’t possible – the dreaded ‘girls’ nights’. Perhaps, actually, they have these now without me, gatherings at happy hours ‘without the partners’, bottomless brunches, the kind of club nights where only nostalgic pop is played. I am not sorry to miss them. What makes me uncomfortable really is the prospect of this weekend and the way our world as it was will push up against the world now and how I will stick out through it, blooming and beating like a bruised thumb.


All the way here I could feel it was a mistake, the way people know in their gut about plane crashes, waking with a deep sinking feeling, but they have booked the ticket so they get on the plane anyway and then it goes down and it’s all over.


That was how I felt outside the door of Aliya’s flat. The sick feeling of walking into a trap. What was I hoping to find inside?


A weekend is long enough to find out.










2.



They were born six months apart. Two cities on either side of the planet. Aliya was the elder, though it would make more sense for it to be the other way around, for her to have followed Ava into the world as she did with everything else. Sometimes she thought it would make more sense if they’d been born on the same day, from the same womb, her hand on Ava’s foot as the doctor tugged her out.


Six months apart, Aliya in the summer, Ava in the cold.


Eighteen years later, Aliya was born again when they met.


That was the true beginning.


When Aliya got to university, she mostly stopped speaking. It happened quite gradually. First on the plane on the way over, she noticed the comfort of silence, of not needing to communicate with anyone except to hand over her ticket or passport and listen to their instructions. She didn’t need many words. Nods and gestures of agreement sufficed. When she arrived at the other end, her throat was soft from the rest. She was to spend a week in London before Mountbrooke, staying with her khala and her khalu. Khala picked her up from the airport. They hadn’t seen each other for a few years. Khala looked at her jeans, her mother’s jumper, and sighed.


‘When I came to London for the first time,’ she said, ‘I wore a sari and went to the salon before my flight. I had a bun and a beehive. People were different in those days. Leaving home was a serious business.’


Khala’s house was small and neat, a quiet place on a quiet tree-lined street. Mostly it was just the two of them. Her husband worked long hours in the civil service. As a child, Aliya had thought he was a spy. On visits to Pakistan, he was always disappearing from dinners to answer calls on his mobile phone long before most people had mobile phones. Khala seemed glad of her company and told her all the stories she could remember about the old country and her life in it. Sometimes she’d ask a question but when Aliya opened her mouth to respond, she’d have drifted on to something else. Years of being married to a man who was never home had turned her into a one-sided conversationalist.


At the end of the week, she drove Aliya to university. They packed the car with everything she thought a student might need: warm clothes, sheets and pillows, a single plate and cup, cutlery from her own drawers. These slotted safely beside the things her mother sent: a prayer mat, a framed picture of their family at Eid, a selection of her favourite snacks wrapped lovingly twice in bubble wrap so they would survive the journey.


Mountbrooke sat outside the belt of London suburbs in a small town. It was a nineteenth-century invention, built to look older. You half expected a moat as you came up to it. It began as a women-only institution. Aliya imagined Victorian suffragettes writing screeds here. It stood out of the town, a big redbrick building climbing out of the forest and towards the sky like a castle. It had been chosen by Aliya and by most others for its singular beautiful building that was on the front of all the brochures. There were no buildings that looked like that in her school in Karachi: the city was concrete clusters dotted with colonial ruins. The rest of the university was temporary seventies Portakabins that had never been replaced, but she hadn’t yet seen that. The fairy-tale brochure was all she could see.


Her home and prison for the next three years. It was like landing on Mars. The unfamiliarity crisp with every breath. Somehow she’d excepted to walk into a novel: in a world laid out for her the way it seemed to be for young heroines at boarding schools, expecting to slip right into a cast of characters who would be her friends, people to lead her into how to live here in this cold place. What she’d hoped for, the Enid Blyton dream, seemed very far away. She became an anchoress in her own body, lips sealed in an unspoken pact. This was how she began her new life.


On her first night in halls she lay awake for hours. She shared a turret room with a girl she knew she would never be friends with. They’d taken an instant dislike to each other, something feral like a cat doused in cold water. The Roommate did not struggle to sleep. Her blonde head emitted a gentle snore from the pillow. Aliya was told that it was normal to cry on your first night away from home but she was too paralysed with fear. There was a deep certainty that something bad would happen if she went to sleep, but nevertheless she did go to sleep. She hadn’t pulled the curtains. The room was puddled in light from the tall turret windows. She woke to the sound of the Roommate groaning across the room and insisting the curtains be drawn.


This, she ignored.


Their windows looked out into the tops of the trees. There were suicide blocks on them so they wouldn’t open more than a sliver. She stuck her nose in the crevice and smelled the green.


She’d been warned about the culture shock – the change in weather, the coldness of English people, the hazards of a life abroad, the many dark alleys of bad decisions that were possible. But she was not prepared for the change in herself. That everything coming out of her mouth would sound so wrong, a marionette being played by a bad ventriloquist. She moved through the rooms and lectures and dining halls and cafés without giving away more than a shrug or a nod. Seminars were trickier. One lecturer in particular, a bald man in his sixties with the attitude of a kindly uncle, made a habit of calling on her, particularly if things pertained to Pakistan or South Asia in general, which they often did. (It was a module on colonialism in literature.) He’d nod in her direction and wait for her to say something. Eventually he gave up – her answers so brief, her discomfort so evident, that he realised there was nothing to be drawn from her.


She and the Roommate communicated in grunts: shuffling around each other in the late nights or early mornings. Aliya would drape the Roommate’s dirty clothes passive-aggressively back onto her bed from where she left them on the floor; the Roommate, in turn, would mutter loudly about how weird she was to anyone who would listen – on the phone to her mother or even with the other girls on the floor. Her schedule was busy and social: parties and pubs and trips to various social societies. She had a boyfriend back home with whom she conducted long phone calls, late into the night. He was older, Aliya knew from her describing him to other girls, nearly thirty.


There had been no hope for them, no chance or possibility that even in another life they might have been friends. The Roommate was tall and thin and blonde and had played hockey at school. There was a picture of her team on the top of the defunct fireplace, her stretched out under a row of girls. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, when she showed it to the other girls on the floor, ‘none of us were lesbians.’ On another occasion, the Roommate was overheard complaining about the amount of Chinese people on her course. She took European studies and it was full of mostly Europeans.


Despite Aliya’s feral feelings towards her, she was the only one who didn’t like the Roommate. All the girls in the corridor were a chain and the Roommate was one of them. Nipping in and out of each other’s rooms, borrowing tampons, asking for advice on how to respond to a text, accompanying each other on late-night trips to the laundrette, early morning trips to get birth control, outfit consultations, mixing vodka with lemonade and Red Bull. She watched their easy chatter, the words spilling out of their mouths, as swiftly and unthinkingly as water. The currency of these connections were confessions: ‘When did you lose it?’ ‘Who do you fancy?’ ‘Have you kissed anyone yet?’ Aliya had no confessions to offer. She kept her empty coffers shut.


Their room was in the east wing and, between the light and the green in the windows, it was like stepping into a storybook. The bathrooms had yellowing curtains and pull-chain toilets. The beds were Ikea but the desks were Victorian, beautiful walnut bureaus with ink-wells and secret compartments. The ceilings were high and the windows tall. It was the true misery of her life to have to share this room, this fairy tale of a space, with this girl who was as different from her as it was possible to be.


On the weekends, her parents would call, or Khala would ring to ask if she wanted to come visit. Sometimes she’d get the bus back to London and spend the weekend in Khala’s house, where she’d read in the spare room while Khala watched Pakistani TV shows and cooked them dinner. Every day her heart sank as the sun went down. Her silence was beginning to worry her family. Over long calls in Khala’s kitchen with her parents on speakerphone, they urged her to make friends, to go to the Muslim Society, where they hoped she would find both God and a husband. Her mother complained about her father. Her father complained about the weather and the state of the country and how much he missed England, where he himself had been to university. It had always been this way for him – in England, he missed Pakistan, and vice versa. She did not understand how someone’s personality could shift so much according to their setting until she arrived at Mountbrooke.


Because she was dutiful and because the friendships that seemed to sprout all over the campus were not forthcoming for her, she did go to the Muslim Society a few times. Perhaps because she was hoping they were right, that she might find something there that wasn’t available in lectures or in the seminar rooms or the dining halls, where people all seemed to know each other, seemed to move in clusters that were already developed.


They met in the conservatory off the laundry room, a brightly lit space with white conference tables piled high with sweets and samosas. Everyone called each other Brother and Sister. She noticed they were mostly South Asian, though they had broad British accents that she couldn’t tell apart.


‘You all right?’


Atif was a third year with a wide spangled smile, tall in a university hoodie.


The effort to speak back almost choked her. She was surprised by how different they sounded to each other, more aware of the distinct Pakistani-ness of her vowels. She told him she was looking for a drink so he took her to the snack table and showed her where the tea was. She watched him watch her as she poured it.


‘So what are you studying?’


‘English.’


‘Is it! You want to be a teacher, then?’


An irritating presumption. She found herself craning around the room but unable to catch any other eyes. The girls were all in one corner. Some of them were wearing abayas and others just a scarf over their heads, long shirts and jeans. Their eyes lifted over to her as a flock and then blinked down. She wondered if she’d made a mistake in her first conversation here being with a boy, as if setting some kind of intention.


‘I don’t know yet.’


‘English is for teachers, no? Not really the kind of degree you can get a job with.’


‘I’ve not thought that far ahead.’


‘I’m doing business,’ he said, though she hadn’t asked. ‘Got to be thinking about the future, you know. Got to have plans. Listen, where are you from?’


‘Pakistan.’


‘Sick, me too,’ he said, and she resisted the urge to tell him he wasn’t, not really.


‘Whereabouts?’


‘My nano’s from Lahore. You been?’


‘No, I’m from Karachi.’


‘Karachi’s a shithole, isn’t it? You should go to Lahore.’


She thought about the kind of trips he must have made to Pakistan, maybe once every few years, more if his family were wealthy. The air-conditioned car that would have picked him up from the airport; his nano’s house, where he ate chaat and drank rose lemonade; and the restaurants he probably went to, the shopping centres with the truck art and the off-brand jeans. She wanted to tell him he didn’t know anything but she wasn’t ready for that kind of talk.


‘Excuse me,’ she said, ‘I think I’m going to get a samosa.’


She wandered over to the next table, near the girls. Close enough that one of them might speak to her but the ranks were shut, even here. There was a film of humiliation beginning to creep up her skin. Even here she didn’t belong.


‘I like your bag.’


The voice appeared beside her, a woman tall in heels and tight jeans and a kurta with wide bell sleeves. Her eyes were lined in kajal with perfect flecks in the corners.


‘Thank you, it’s from Khaadi.’


The bag was a present from her mother, a zippered tote with an elephant embroidered onto it.


The girl sighed. ‘I love Khaadi. Wish we could get it here. My auntie always brings me back things but her taste is never right. She thinks I’m twelve and my favourite colour is still pink.’


‘My mum, too. I went through a phase that I can never live down.’


‘How will we convince them that we’re women now?’


‘I don’t think my mum will think I’m an adult till I’m married.’


The girl rolled her eyes. ‘For sure. I’m Hina.’


Aliya felt the hesitation in her smile, how unused her mouth was to making it. She could begin to see the edges of a life raft reaching out in front of her.


It was in this period she began to write again. As a child, it was the thing she reached for most often – scribbles in notebooks, romantic aspirations to be a writer. Her mother liked the Beatles and sang ‘Paperback Writer’ to her as a baby. They always joked it was why she liked books so much. Writing was a natural progression. Like all young people with more books than friends, she wanted to write them. This was not an original story. She joined the creative writing group on campus but went only once. It was in a chilly hall in the centre of the grounds and full of skinny young people in turtlenecks and thin scarves. Her silence was an obstruction here: she did not want to read her work and was too shy to speak about anyone else’s. Besides that, they seemed very attached to their notebooks, stroking them like things of beautiful mystery. Halfway through a girl reading a poem about seeing her dead grandmother in the aurora borealis, she realised she could not come back. The girl stood tall and read with feeling. It wasn’t a good poem but she read with a sincerity and self-belief that Aliya could never imagine inhabiting. Her voice rose and fell with emotion like an actor. Aliya was done with all that.


The creative writing group also had an online portal – this was for the real misfits. You could put a story up and wait for comments. Aliya was writing so much that it had to go somewhere. It felt urgent for someone, anyone, to read it. It didn’t matter that the comments under the stories were mostly from people who knew each other – cloying praise, bland appraisal.


She was hungry for it all.


EXCERPT: PAPER DOLL


‘What will you do,’ he asks, ‘when this is over?’


He is leaning up against the back of her bed with a cigarette in his mouth, unlit. She turns away from him, pulling stockings over her legs.


‘It is over. You need to get going – I have to be at work in twenty minutes.’


‘I don’t mean that. I mean when we stop seeing each other.’


She laughs as she fixes her hair in the mirror. The shape of him over her shoulder.


‘I don’t need you,’ she says. ‘I don’t need anyone.’


A short story about a woman who has an affair with her childhood sweetheart in the weeks leading up to his wedding. They meet in her apartment in Paris. She lives alone with a parrot and a typewriter, which indicate her independence, her cosmopolitan lack of reliance on a man. The opposite of his beautiful, boring fiancée.


At the end, she watches him dress for the last time, imagining she is watching him dress for his wedding. He puts his shoes on and walks into his new life.


It ended with a line she rather liked – the parrot says his name after the door closes.


The comments were polite and confused.


Dear Aliya, I would love to read about your culture and learn about Pakistan from you. This forum is a cultural exchange as much as anything else.


Why doesn’t he invite her to the wedding till the day before?


And the last:


You must never carry an umbrella in Paris.


(This last, with a picture of the forties movie star Katherine Hepburn as the icon, was the only one she kept coming back to.)


Paris, a city she went to once. Too young to remember much, mostly only the train from London through the Channel Tunnel. She thought they’d be able to look out through the glass windows and see fish. Then, in the black dark, she was certain she could feel the squeeze of water cinching down over their heads. Certain they would drown. She did not remember the streets or the shape of the city. Everything that came to her was passed through a cinematic filter – inextricable from the movies she watched. It was grating that they thought her work should be Pakistani because she was from Pakistan. When she tried to write about home, her blood dried up. There was nothing in the life she’d led that seemed worth writing about. Karachi in her imagination was a place where nothing happened. A perpetual afternoon – long, hot, a pause between the start and end of the day. She thought about her bedroom, with the toy chest and the bookshelves, the bed with blue-and-white sheets where she lay and dreamed of other places. Now she was in the other place – in the England she’d read about from Dickens, from Dodie Smith, Tolkien – and they wanted her to look back. It seems like you could go so much deeper with your heritage, read one of the comments. There was nothing there and she could not mine it.


After that, she began writing anonymously. She kept coming back to the same characters but no one seemed to notice. She wrote under the name Alice Evans. There was no Alice Evans at the university.


The comments to these were positive but uninspiring. Initially she got a rush, a dopamine kick. When this wore off, she kept writing anyway. It was the most regular communication she had. In the library, she sat, writing the same vignettes over and over like a schoolchild doodling in the corner of their exam paper. The lovers would meet, exchange quips and talk about whether or not they should keep doing what they’re doing – they would skirt around the reality of their situation. They would bare their teeth at it and smile. People commented on the lightness of the writing, on the sharpness of the dialogue. She’d look up their stories on the forum, hoping to return the praise but everything there was dull, bland little observations about their childhoods, about nothing. She couldn’t get through more than a paragraph.


Then one day, the Katharine Hepburn icon returned to the comments:


This is delightful but you could use a little more detail – why don’t they ever leave her apartment?


She heard it in the actress’s characteristic drawl.


The impulse to write back straight away was strong. She tapped out a response and deleted it. She wanted to say Thank you for the feedback, but that felt weak. In the end, she said nothing. The comment sparked something in her. Later that night, as the halls of the dorm reverberated with another party, with people throwing up and dancing on tables, she went to the late-night computer room in the library to write. The cold blandness of the space transformed into something different from the energy in her veins. She watched videos online of Parisian streets, jotted down the names of things: where someone would buy cigarettes, their coffee, what magazines they might glance over; she built another little scene. The lovers running into each other, each with their dates.


EXCERPT: THE DINNER DATE


They’re on the way out to dinner. Her date is paying for mints when she sees them, him and the fiancée standing under the canopy with the fruit, the diamond glittering on her finger while she examines the apples. The fiancée is still beautiful in person, cool despite the heat, not a hair out of place.


‘Marianne?’ he says when he sees her.


She had been hoping to avoid them. Her smile when she lets it come is tight and unwelcoming.


‘Hello, Jean Paul. Jean Paul, this is Henri.’


He leans forwards to kiss her cheek and holds her elbow as he does it, pulling her closer to him. Outside, the fiancée is flipping through Femme Actuelle, learning no doubt how to perfect her soufflé. She does not notice them. Marianne is jealous of her absorption in the piece. She must be easy to entertain.


‘Henri, eh?’ Jean Paul drawls. ‘Nice mints.’


‘I’m sorry?’


Henri looks bewildered. Marianne feels a laugh bubble up inside her but she can’t tell if she’s really amused or just angry.


‘Mints are good for a date, you know?’ he explains. ‘For kissing.’


Marianne watches the fiancée come towards the door with the magazine tucked under her elbow.


‘We should go. Nice seeing you.’


Later, when Henri asks how they know each other, she says only that they went to school together. ‘Apparently,’ she tells him, ‘I bit his nose. I have no memory of that.’


When it was finished, she felt good about it, like the muscles in her writing were tightening. The reader with the Katharine Hepburn icon was the only one she cared about impressing, the only one who seemed to read her in the way she wanted to be read, on the work and not its cultural authenticity. She settled in with a coffee from the vending machine and a pack of salt-and-vinegar crisps to read everything that Katharine Hepburn had ever posted. There were only a few pieces. There was a story called ‘Kate the Curst’.


When she got to the end, she felt a short, sharp shock from how complete it was. The content of the story was not so different from what she was making. A sharp-tongued woman who wants more from life. A charming but useless man who hooks into her desires but cannot fulfil her. The same pattern, but Katharine Hepburn wrote it better. Aliya’s own scribbles seem deranged, egotistical: an explosion of paint against a wall unlike these detailed miniatures.


The name on the profile was AvaLovelace, which she assumed was a play on the mathematician. That night, high on black library-machine coffee, she wrote to her. It took a long time to compose, bathroom breaks where she paced the halls and tried to think how best to convey that she, too, could read like this mysterious Ava could read.


Under the story, she typed:


I felt the sting in this.


Clicking send, she stepped away from the computer and out into the dark. She walked back through the forest to her room, a racing in her heart. She was a girl in a fairy tale who had summoned up a monster and was now waiting to see if her spell worked. A wet soft evening, the ground slippery under her feet. By the science building, a girl was flirtatiously pouring a bottle of beer into her date’s mouth. They were on the steps, she a few above him, and she held the side of his jaw as she fed him. It looked tender somehow, and she reminded herself to note it down. There were moments like this when AvaLovelace wrote, small intimate flickers between people. Aliya wrote sketches and outlines. AvaLovelace wrote bodies and their sticky closeness. Aliya wanted to learn her, wanted to write in the grooves she left behind. She swerved past the couple and kept the moment, which would have made her lonely before. Now it glowed in her: there was something she could keep from all of this. The pleasure in not living could be in observing.


In the morning, she found a note in her inbox.


She’d woken up in the wash of sunlight and grumbles from the Roommate Monster. She liked to leave the curtains open. It got dark so early that she didn’t want to miss any of the daylight. This sudden descent had been one of the most disconcerting things about life in England. Pitch black at five p.m., and everyone kept warning her that this would get worse and stay that way till next summer. She wanted to rise with the sun so she could keep as much of it as possible. Learning to appreciate the sun – another English thing. In Karachi they lived like vampires with the curtains drawn, trying to block out as much of it as possible, emerging in the evenings for their revels, creatures of the night.


The curtains were a point of contention between them. They passive-aggressively alternated between shutting and throwing them open. Last night, the Roommate went to sleep first, so Aliya won, and the reward was the almighty rumble, sounds of a dying cat.


By the time she got down to the library, the email had been sitting there for two hours, wilting in the midday greyness, mizzle drying on her jumper. If she’d known it was there, she would have rushed through breakfast, ignored the Roommate’s noises of discontent and simply stepped into her clothes.


Alice (I assume not of Wonderland),


Thank you for your note. I’m glad it moved you.


I’ve been thinking about your characters. I like the way the families seem to loom over your stories – you never see them but your characters are trapped by these invisible social constraints. Some people might cite Austen but I think it’s very Wharton actually. Have you read any?


Love(lace), Ava


The flutter beneath her breastbone. She began to type and delete, type and delete. She understood why people smoked now. It was such a good pause, such an excuse to go outside. She’d only smoked one or two cigarettes in her life – at a café in Karachi with Khadija and her cousin, trying not to cough. Leaving her books behind to save the seat, she went down to the corner shop and exercised her vocal cords by buying some cigarettes. She was reading The Secret History at the time, so she bought Lucky Strikes, Henry’s brand. Then she walked back to the quad and made slow circles in the grass, spluttering inelegantly on her Luckies as she thought about what to say back. It had to be right. She’d hooked in a response but she had to stay interesting.


In the library, she hunted down the Whartons she could find. She put them on the table by the window, with her fresh pack of cigarettes, and felt the first real sense since she’d arrived that she was beginning to live a life that was even a little like what she might have imagined for herself in England – something was finally happening to her. She wrote back. She thanked Ava for the recommendation. She asked how her writing was going and was she working on anything new. I’d love to read it.


From then, the stories stayed between them. They didn’t need the writing group any more, abandoned posting on the forum and only used its messenger service to write to each other. Ava did not write as Aliya wrote. She wrote seriously. The stories she posted on the forums, the ones they exchanged, were just scribbles. She was working on a novel, though she would not say what it was about. Emails were often signed off mysteriously – I have to go work on my book. Aliya did not know anyone at all who was writing a book. It seemed as impossible to her as conjuring a rabbit out of a hat. When she wrote essays, she found herself saying everything important in the first few thousand words and then hanging on to stretch the rest. She looked up how many words there were in an average novel. Many tens of thousands! It must be exhausting.


A certain arch distance characterised their conversation. This was thrilling, even though privately, she was suffused with large bursting feelings. She read The Age of Innocence and found it crackling within her. She cried in the library. In the months before their connection, Aliya moved through the campus, a speechless ghost, numb to anything. She thought of Countess Olenska, about how brave she was, living the way she wanted to live even though people in her family disapproved. She wondered if she would be brave enough to live as she wanted. Even here across the world, a new life in a different country, and she could not do anything she thought they might disapprove of.


Her life stayed in the boundaries they’d set out for her. She went to classes and Muslim Society. The clothes she owned were bought by Khala. Every morning she put them on dutifully without thinking. Boot-cut jeans where everyone else was in skinny. It was the sort of difference Khala and her mother would have dismissed as petty but it seemed to mean everything: in lecture halls, she felt she looked wrong. Sweaters, beige and grey and pink. Trousers and skirts in heavy dark colours. Clothes that belonged to a small child or an Italian widow, nothing in between.


When she watched the Roommate dress, there was purpose to it. She did not care for her taste but it was clear she had some. Her clothes were not inherited aesthetics; they were hers. The way she layered slinky things together, the belts around her hip bones, the care with which her hair fell into her eyes.


Aliya never went out or spoke to inappropriate boys or even any appropriate ones. She ate when she was hungry: sandwiches from the corner shop so she didn’t have to go to the dining hall on her own and on rainy days, when she needed something warm, packets of instant porridge cooked in the microwave. She slunk from thing to thing without much traction, getting through the days with as little interaction as she could manage, touching nothing, changing nothing, just grazing the surface of the living.


Now she was crying over Newland Archer from The Age of Innocence. She felt the pain of it in her chest, like it was her own heart breaking, the way she felt when she sang along to Bollywood break-up songs in her mother’s car, the back seat, a rainy evening, the cracking open in her chest as if she were the one being left by a lover. She’d never had a lover. Never had anything close. There were heartbreaks before, crushes who liked someone else, prizes lost. Once she fell into an almighty sulk because Khadija took Rabia to see Devdas instead of her, even though they’d planned for months to go together – in fact, she’d put off another trip to see it with her cousins while on holiday but had asked them to send her the promotional postcards of Aishwarya leaning seductively in the haveli with a candle in the crook of her arm. ‘Stop it,’ her mother said, pushing back her hair. ‘You’re crying like your heart is broken.’ And it probably was.


She’d never had a grand affair with the cousin of the woman she was going to marry, like Newland in The Age of Innocence, but before her time at university, she’d certainly been familiar with feeling things. She used to feel often and deeply, too much, in fact – a live nerve. Lately, she’d been buried deep under all the silence. It was a painful relief to feel everything rushing back to the surface. There was nowhere for it to go. She tried to pour it into her writing but she was self-conscious about that now.


It was clear she wasn’t as good as Ava, probably never would be.
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