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CHASTE



In the Ghorami household sex was never mentioned. If the television was on and a kissing-with-tongues scene threatened the chaste and cardamom-scented home, it was swiftly terminated by a flick of the black box. When Yasmin began her first period, her mother had slipped her a pack of Kotex Maxi pads and murmured instructions not to touch the Qu’ran. This was confusing because Yasmin never touched the Qu’ran anyway, except at the behest of her mother. But it also made sense because menstruation, as she had learned in a biology class, was linked to reproduction. And the dotted-line diagrams in the textbook were, surprisingly yet undeniably, linked to the actors who pushed their tongues into each other’s mouths, thus ruining everyone’s viewing pleasure.


Now, at the age of twenty-six, Yasmin knew all about sex. The human body had long since yielded its mysteries. She had slept with three men, and was engaged to be married to the third, Joe, a fellow doctor at St Barnabas hospital. Her parents, Shaokat and Anisah, liked Joe because as a doctor he was automatically suitable, and because everyone liked Joe, he was gifted that way. If Anisah longed for her daughter to marry a good Muslim boy it was an opinion she kept to herself.


Yasmin sat cross-legged on her bed, surrounded by medical texts, waiting to be called down for dinner. She should have been studying for yet another exam, but couldn’t concentrate. Four books lay open to demonstrate a commitment that she was unable to put into effect. Instead, she leafed through a magazine she’d found discarded on the train. On the cover: Fake Split! Secret Reunion! She’s a Wreck! The headlines referred to celebrities, all pictured, only one of whom Yasmin could identify. This dampened her enjoyment only marginally. She preferred, in any case, the stories about ‘real people’. The one she had just finished was about a mother-of-three from Doncaster, who had recently discovered that her seven-year-old daughter was not her biological offspring, a mix-up having occurred at the hospital when she was born. The things people go through! And she, Yasmin, had nothing to worry about, and so much to be grateful for.


When tomorrow night was over she’d laugh at herself. It wouldn’t be as bad as she imagined. Her parents would meet Joe’s mother for the first time. They’d all eat dinner together at her house in Primrose Hill and discuss wedding plans and make polite conversation. Big deal.


The thought of her parents inside that discreetly sumptuous Georgian terrace induced a faint feeling of nausea. She swallowed it down.


Nothing embarrassing would happen. Fretting like this was stupid.


The bedroom door opened and Arif slid in. ‘That is some bush,’ he said, shaking his head.


She slipped the magazine under a book. ‘Out,’ she said. ‘I’m working.’


His words slowly infiltrated. ‘Out,’ she said again.


Arif closed the door and leaned his boneless, insolent body against it. ‘You know about it, yeah, the picture – like I was telling you, every article about her goes on about it – but I had to dig bare deep to find it. Wanna see, Apa?’ He pulled his phone out of his jeans.


Yasmin had decided she wouldn’t react, no matter what provocations her maladjusted little brother attempted. In spite of herself she recoiled, shrinking back on the bed as Arif brandished the phone. The last thing in the world she wanted to see was Harriet Sangster’s private parts. She wondered, not for the first time, if Joe had seen the infamous photo of his mother, naked on her back with her legs split wide, head raised to stare, challenging and defiant, straight into the lens.


‘It’s a feminist photo,’ she said, and her voice remained even. ‘It was decades ago. You wouldn’t understand. Stick with your porn. Stick with your hairless porn.’ The photo was a rejoinder to the ‘ladette culture’ of the time. Yasmin hadn’t seen it but she had read about it. In an age that deemed itself post-feminist, post-ideological, post-ironic, post-everything, Harriet had written about the dangers of the ‘zero fucks’ mentality, the intellectual poverty of the end-of-history attitude, the oxymoronic idiocy of the belief that it was uncool to believe in anything. Most of all she had written about what she saw as ‘faux female empowerment’: the girls-gone-wild trope of hard drinking and waxed-and-plucked sexuality that, as Harriet saw it, served male fantasies by way of soft-porn imagery in what were known as ‘lads’ mags’. Harriet had her own version of female liberation, including sexual freedom. Her version went against the zeitgeist. It had brought her attention, some of it far from positive. Despite that, or perhaps because of it, she had risen to a position of some prominence, and the photo was ancient history.


Arif smiled. ‘What about Ma and Baba? Think they wanna see? Maybe they already saw. You know, Joe said I should come for the dinner tomorrow.’


‘Get out now!’ She picked the heaviest book off her bed.


Arif shrugged. ‘You can’t throw straight.’


‘You little shit.’ He’d probably seen the photo months ago. Since when did Arif have difficulty finding anything on the internet? He’d just been waiting, saving it up for maximum impact the day before the families met.


‘Have you explained to Ma how it’s, like, a feminist photo? She bought Harriet’s book, right, the first one about all her lovers, all the men – and women – all very feminist. But I don’t think Ma really got it. Because she was reading it, yeah, stood in the kitchen. Her face – you should’ve seen, Apa! She was stood over the bin, and her foot was on the pedal so the lid was open. And when she saw me, yeah, she let it drop. Into the rubbish. Like, well shamed and everything.’


He was laughing as she hurled the textbook, predictably badly, across the room, but he went out then and Yasmin jumped up and paced back and forth, trying to restore order to her thoughts.










BABA



By eight o’clock she was hungry. Standing outside the closed kitchen door, listening to the sizzle and clang, she debated whether to go in and help Ma or slip quietly back upstairs.


‘Come, Mini,’ her father called from the sitting room. He said Mini was her nickname but in fact no one else ever called her that. ‘Sit with me.’


Baba didn’t look up from his journal when Yasmin sat down on the sofa. ‘Your mother is late with the food today because she has spent at least ten hours preparing shukto, alu dom, dal pakori, kachori and what have you. Every snack you can name, she has prepared. I told her fifty times we are attending a dinner not setting up a street-food stall, but does she take heed? This is what I have put up with all these years. The woman is stubborn as a mule.’ He sighed and turned the page.


‘Maybe we could just take a bit of each,’ said Yasmin. But she knew there was no hope. They’d be dragging carrier bags stuffed with Tupperware boxes and metal tins, not presenting an elegant sampling plate of exotic delicacies. Harriet, of course, would be gracious enough to hide her amusement.


‘I haven’t heard this term before – “ghost surgeries”.’ Baba turned to Yasmin to see what she made of it. ‘There’s a whole article here about the number of American doctors getting sued for this. Would you like to know my opinion?’


She said that she would. A new pile of stuff had sprouted beneath the bay window. Stuff grew in this house like mushrooms in a damp dark wood. Boxes and bags of useless items that would end up in the garage or in the spare bedroom or foisted on neighbours who were too weak to resist a secondhand salad spinner pressed on them by Mrs Ghorami. Few of the whitewashed pebble-dashed semis in the street had escaped the overflow from 23 Beechwood Drive.


Baba removed his spectacles and considered. He had a habit, when thinking, of taking off his bifocals and folding them up, as if the truth could only be seen by looking in rather than out. He sat straight-backed on the wooden chair at the splintery pine dining table that served as his desk, with files and drawers stacked above and below. He had an office, the front room as it was always called, which had been kitted out with great ceremony some years ago when he became a partner in the GP practice at which he’d worked for the previous decade. The front room was lined with shelves that held science books and ring binders of journals. In the centre sat a large mahogany desk with leather and brass trimmings, and a forbidding black padded swivel chair. When Baba had an announcement to make, or when he delivered one of his lectures to Arif, about his lack of direction, his failure to grow up and take responsibility for his future, these interventions were staged in the front room. Otherwise, he preferred to sit in the living room and read at the table, and if he wished to watch the television he merely turned his chair around rather than submit to the comfort of the sofa or reclining armchair.


‘It is a matter of consent, Mini,’ he said, having concluded his deliberations. ‘The patient must not only sign the form but his consent must be informed consent. If he does not know who will carry out the procedure then he is not truly informed.’


‘Yes, Baba.’ Yasmin knew he was looking for more from her. How could he fulfil the role of teacher if she did not adopt the position of student?


But she was mightily distracted. Her stomach broiled with a mixture of hunger and anxiety. For weeks she had been holding at bay – only just! – her fears about her parents meeting Harriet. The engulfing pressures of work had helped as had – to an extent – Joe’s easy assurances. Harriet would not only be on best behaviour, she would be delighted and charmed. She loves you, of course, he said, but she’s a bit disappointed you’re not more Indian. Your parents are authentic enough to give her an orgasm.


She tried to put it out of her mind, but it hung around like next door’s cat, whining and mewling on the windowsill. Now the day was almost upon her and she realised she’d been suppressing the wrong worries. Whatever Harriet really thought about Shaokat and Anisah would be cloaked by English manners and didn’t even matter anyway. The English middle classes did not meddle in their children’s matrimonial affairs. But Harriet Sangster threatened to bring – had already brought – sex into the Ghorami household, and she could not be neutered by a flick of the switch. What would ensue if, as had happened on Yasmin’s first visit to Primrose Hill, she insisted on showing off her collection of Indian erotica? Or started on one of her pet topics, such as the cultural significance of pubic hair?


The image of Ma dropping Harriet’s book into the kitchen bin made Yasmin clench her fists. She imagined a long silent drive home tomorrow night, Ma weeping softly in the passenger seat, Baba’s eyes fixed on the road. She imagined him calling her into the front room, and standing before him as he sat in the black padded chair, wetting his lips as he always did when he had something important to say.


‘This is a good one,’ said Baba. ‘Listen, and let’s see if we can work it out together. A fifty-nine-year-old man presenting with fever, confusion, thrombocytopenia, rash and renal failure.’


Yasmin sat forward in a display of attentiveness. But her mind continued to rove. She was, she knew it, being ridiculous. Harriet would never behave like that. She would pride herself on her cultural sensitivity. That much was certain. And Baba would never forbid her to marry anyone, no matter what he thought about the prospective mother-in-law. As for Ma, well, as long as she was busy with wedding plans she would be happy. Ma was proud that her daughter was marrying the son of a famous writer, someone who had written not only books but also an opera, and plays that had been performed on the radio. She had said as much to Yasmin, and to the neighbours, and to relatives on three continents. It was only Arif and his needling that had made Yasmin so unreasonably anxious.


‘The patient had been well until three days before admission,’ Baba read aloud. He loved the New England Journal of Medicine case challenges, and they were his favourite father–daughter activity. ‘Vomiting, diaphoresis and fatigue then set in . . . By the time he was seen by emergency personnel he was nonverbal, unable to stand but able to respond to painful stimuli . . . Come—’ He broke off and motioned for her to come and read over his shoulder. ‘There is a lot more information here.’


Yasmin stood by her father and tried to take it all in. The blood pressure was 132/82 mm Hg, the pulse 110 beats per minute, the respiratory rate 26 breaths per minute, and the oxygen saturation 94% while he was breathing supplemental oxygen at 2 liters per minute by nasal cannula. The pupils were 3 mm and nonreactive. The skin was warm . . . She was unable to focus on more detail. Instead she kept glancing at Baba, seeing him as Harriet would see him tomorrow, the Indian doctor in his brown too-loose suit and too-wide tie. The way he sat, so erect and proper. Dignified, Yasmin thought. Had always thought. By the age of only fourteen he was the tallest man in his West Bengal village. And although, as Baba was fond of pointing out, starting at the age of forty on average a person loses half an inch a decade, at sixty he was every bit as tall as back then.


‘Arif shouldn’t come with us tomorrow night,’ she said suddenly. ‘Joe invited him to be polite but Harriet’s only expecting three of us.’


Baba looked up at her and raised one thick white eyebrow. ‘Are you concerned there won’t be enough food? Your mother is intent on taking a two- to three-month supply.’


‘No,’ said Yasmin. ‘It’s . . . and also can’t you stop her? And if Arif goes, he’ll be . . . I don’t know, you never know with him!’


‘Don’t get so excited, Mini. Arif will stay at home. But your mother will take what she has cooked because it is her way and it would be cruel to stop her.’ He transferred his attention to the case study, and Yasmin experienced a twinge of shame.


Baba did not, on the whole, approve of excitement. Although it was to be tolerated in young children or the mentally infirm, it was otherwise a cause of reproof. His life was orderly. He worked, he studied his journals, ate his meals with his family, and occasionally drank a small measure of whisky from a ruby-red crystal tumbler that was kept with the whisky bottle in the top drawer of the mahogany desk. He watched the television news, documentaries about war-torn countries and the omnibus of EastEnders on Sundays with Anisah, who was a devout follower of many soaps. From time to time he gave his pronouncements, and whether they were about the domestic dramas or the state of the world they generally amounted to the same thing: to have a quiet and ordered life is to be fortunate indeed.


‘Meningococcaemia?’ ventured Yasmin, having read on. ‘What do you think, Baba?’


Baba removed his glasses. ‘I am looking forward to meeting Mrs Sangster,’ he said. ‘It is a very happy occasion. My only daughter is getting married. The families are coming together for the first time. Nothing can spoil the evening, Mini. I hope you feel this too.’


Yasmin felt the hot itch of tears. She blinked and bit her bottom lip. It took a few moments before she could say, ‘Thank you, Baba.’


He began to analyse the medical history out loud, and he thought that Yasmin’s diagnosis bore some validity, due to the livedo pattern rash on the abdomen, but ultimately – for reasons he expounded upon – he considered thrombotic thrombocytopenic purpura to be the most likely cause.


While he talked, Yasmin nodded but scarcely listened. She felt a childlike comfort, as though her father had looked beneath the bed and assured her there were no monsters lurking below. Her father was looking forward to meeting Mrs Sangster. Of course he was! Harriet was respected and respectable. She was not some kind of porn star, as Arif tried his hardest to suggest. She wrote books on feminist theory and literature, lectured at two universities, and sat on the boards of at least three charities. The tightness in Yasmin’s chest vanished, and she had a sensation of lightness (was also, perhaps, a touch light-headed from hunger) when she entered the kitchen, Ma having finally called them in to eat.










MA



Yasmin had never seen the kitchen tidy. And she had never seen it in such a state. Ma had wreaked a level of devastation that made Baba take an uncertain step backwards at the threshold. To his great credit, however, he pushed on and took his seat at the table without a word. The kitchen was Ma’s domain and she ran it as she pleased.


‘Too hot,’ said Ma, the sweat gleaming on her high round cheeks. ‘Rice and mix vegetable only tonight.’ She turned down the radio. She always had it on for company.


‘Excellent,’ said Baba, who approved of plain food.


‘Wow, Ma,’ said Yasmin, gesturing at the steaming pans of curry and trays of deep-fried savouries, the condensation running down the window. ‘You didn’t have to do all that.’


‘Yes,’ said Ma, ‘tomorrow there will be no time. I have to take Mr Hartley to Woolwich.’


‘I meant—’ Yasmin broke off. ‘I meant it’s fantastic. Thank you, Ma.’


Ma waggled her head in a way that meant don’t be silly and also look how much clearing up there is to do. She could speak entire sentences by moving her head and using her eyes. She served Baba and Yasmin and filled a third plate for Arif, although he had yet to appear. She wasn’t hungry, she explained, because she’d been nibbling and tasting all day.


‘Why can’t the boy come downstairs without being told three times?’ said Baba. ‘Ah, here he is.’


Arif picked up his plate. ‘I’ll eat in my room, yeah. Cuz I got a load of work.’


‘Sit down at the table,’ said Baba. ‘Tell me about this work while we eat.’


‘Already told you,’ said Arif. ‘Developing an app.’


‘A degree in sociology qualifies you to do this?’ A sociology degree, in Shaokat’s opinion, qualified his son for precisely nothing. The two years since Arif graduated had hardened rather than softened this view.


‘Whatever,’ said Arif, moving towards the door.


‘Leave the plate on the table. You are too busy to eat.’


Arif hesitated. Yasmin knew he was weighing it up. He could ignore his father’s quiet instructions and no more would be said about it. But on the first day of the following month he would find that his allowance had been halved, or even cut altogether. His pride or his pocket? Which would he save tonight?


‘Nikuchi korechhe,’ said Arif, under his breath. To hell with it all. He set the plate down and walked out.


‘Don’t take it up to him later,’ Shaokat told his wife. ‘Spoiling him does him no favours.’


Anisah tilted her head in assent and sat down, sighing heavily.


‘Why are you taking Mr Hartley to Woolwich?’ said Yasmin. Mr Hartley was the old man who lived next door. He had been ancient, as Yasmin remembered it, even when the Ghoramis had moved into the street, twenty years ago. Before that they had lived in a succession of rented flats and houses that all had some things in common. The traffic grumbled all night long and when you stepped out of the front door you were surrounded by people and smothered in petrol fumes. Baba always said you got more for your money living on a main road so Yasmin was surprised by the stillness here. You know what this place is called? Shaokat had asked his daughter as the removal men lugged crates and furniture. Yes, Baba, Tatton Hill. Baba shook his head and swept his arm in a gesture that encompassed the sleepy houses, the blinds half closed against the Saturday-morning sun; the shiny hedges and blank-faced garages; the grass verges and broad-shouldered trees lining the road. He spoke solemnly. It is called our little piece of heaven on earth.


‘Taking him?’ said Shaokat. ‘If your mother learned to drive she could take him. She will go with him on the bus, although he knows the way better than she does.’


‘Probably I am spoiling him,’ said Ma. ‘I am taking him to the man who sticks pins in him to cure the arthritis.’


‘Acupuncture!’ Baba snorted.


‘He should put you in his will, Ma. You do more for him than his own children.’ Mr Hartley’s daughter and grandchildren lived somewhere in West London, and his son lived in Morden. Yet they visited only once or twice a year. Yasmin considered this shocking. It had been impressed upon her from birth that family came first, and the fact that the Ghoramis had little contact with their extended clan was merely a product of enforced circumstance.


‘Will?’ said Ma, looking shocked. ‘Am I a vulture to eat his flesh and bone? And Mr Ackerman? I should feed on his carcass also?’ Mr Ackerman lived at number 72 and was another beneficiary of Ma’s social services. Mr Coombs, who lived in the bungalow on the corner, was especially partial to Ma’s lamb biryani.


‘No, you are an angel,’ said Baba. ‘If he leaves you his house you can set up a care home for all the lonely old white men.’


‘Piffle-paffle,’ said Ma.


*


‘I can’t choose,’ said Ma, standing over two outfits laid out on her bed. ‘The first impression is so important.’ She had beckoned Yasmin into her bedroom.


Yasmin gazed down at a silk dress of stunningly florid design and hue, birds and flowers in turquoise, purple and lime green. Conceivably, with the aid of a team of stylists, a supermodel could pull it off. On Ma, who was short and cosy, it would be epically disastrous.


‘Feel,’ said Ma. She stroked the silk and fanned the skirt. ‘Such beautiful material, and ten pounds only I paid at the British Heart Foundation shop.’


‘The parakeets are very . . . striking,’ said Yasmin, her heart sinking at the prospect of introducing an eccentrically clad Anisah to the perpetually elegant Harriet.


‘But this suit might be better for a first impression.’ Ma moved on to her second choice, a brown skirt and jacket made of what appeared to be upholstery fabric, teamed with a white blouse that looked highly flammable.


If her parents walked in wearing his-and-hers brown suits with white shirts would Harriet be able to keep a straight face? Why couldn’t Ma, after all these years, learn how to dress like a normal person? It wasn’t hard. All she had to do was look around and copy everyone else.


‘I don’t know,’ said Yasmin. ‘I was wondering . . . why don’t you wear one of your saris? You always look amazing in a sari.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Ma. ‘Mrs Sangster will think, This Yasmin-Ma is backwards. Why doesn’t she adapt and integrate? This is why I say, first impression counts.’


Authentic enough to give her an orgasm. A sari would be the best choice, without a doubt. But what could she possibly say to Ma? Dress authentically tomorrow? Don’t wear those embarrassing outfits? Even if she did it would make no difference. Ma had asked for her opinion, but Ma had a way of sweetly ignoring opinions if they were, in her view, the wrong ones. As Baba was fond of pointing out, she was the most gently stubborn person on the face of the earth.


‘The dress, then,’ said Yasmin.


‘Clever girl!’ cried Ma, as if Yasmin had passed a test. ‘That’s the one. Now, your father is worried I will say the wrong things tomorrow, so I have prepared. We will discuss wedding, and also weather. These two are definite. And I have read an article about the gender pay gap, also another about girls in science. These are suitable topics, if you are happy to agree?’ She looked anxiously at her daughter.


Ma had been preparing and researching. She’d read Harriet’s first book, or at least some of it before Arif had caught her in the act. She’d thought about what to say, what to wear. Yasmin wanted to say sorry, but for what exactly and how?


‘Very suitable,’ said Yasmin, which in the Ghorami household was high praise indeed.










ARIF



When she’d brushed her teeth and washed her face Yasmin decided to check on her brother. She wished he wouldn’t insist on making life so hard for himself. Arif’s door was ajar and the light was still on, but when Yasmin knocked and entered he wasn’t there. The dirty plate on his desk suggested Ma had brought him his dinner despite Shaokat’s injunction. Arif’s dumbbells lay on the bed. That was the one thing to which he seemed seriously committed, bicep curls, which he’d stuck to every day since the age of sixteen. It had done him no good. His arms remained infuriatingly thin. His electric guitar was propped under the window. It had a broken string, but Arif never bothered to get it fixed, and sometimes he took it out with him saying he was going to ‘band practice’, which made Baba lift his bushy eyebrows and ask if the drummer had only one stick.


When Arif went out this late it meant he wouldn’t be back until morning. Most likely he was with a girlfriend. He didn’t mention these girlfriends to his parents but sometimes he said things to Yasmin about ‘getting laid’.


She had seen him once in The Three Bells (their ‘local’) with a young woman whose blue-veined breasts wobbled with laughter as he leaned over and whispered in her ear. He hadn’t introduced her when Yasmin left her friends to go over and say hello. Twice she’d seen him with another girl, who had bleach-brittle hair and an open smile. She’d introduced herself in the Costcutter as Lucy, ‘as you’d guess’, although Yasmin couldn’t possibly, having never heard of her before. Arif had scowled and barely said a word, but the girl seemed not to notice, and the second time Yasmin ran into them Lucy-as-you’d-guess congratulated her warmly on her engagement, while Arif walked off mumbling about being late. Lateness was not usually something he minded about.


When Yasmin stayed over at Joe’s house, which she did frequently, it was never mentioned at home. She was not expected to acknowledge it, nor was she required to deny it. Her absence was only mentioned in terms of nightshifts. Arif sometimes spoke of his own ‘nightshifts’, with a confected leer, but only to Yasmin, and out of earshot of Shaokat and Anisah. There was a don’t ask, don’t tell policy, which Yasmin interpreted as a courtesy extended by her parents, and which Arif saw as pathetic while simultaneously maintaining as much secrecy as possible.


Yasmin picked up the dirty plate, meaning to take it to the kitchen. She thought a moment and placed it back down. Arif didn’t take kindly to anyone, even Ma, going in his room when he wasn’t there.


Poor Arif.


In sixth months Yasmin would be married and gone, and Arif would be no further forward, would still be here trapped by adolescent defiance and dependence, strumming his broken-stringed guitar.










BRAIN EVENT



She prayed for bad traffic, roadworks, lane closures. They had left the house at five thirty, Baba insisted on it – rush hour, you never know, better not to take chances. He consulted the A–Z, cross-referenced his planned route with directions on Google Maps, and when they got in the car he plugged Harriet’s address into the satnav.


There wasn’t the slightest possibility of getting lost. And the dinner invitation was for half past seven. At this rate, flying north across the Thames as the traffic heading out of the city crawled south over Vauxhall Bridge, they’d be there an hour too early.


Yasmin sat on the back seat, wedged between bags and boxes of food.


‘What to call Mrs Sangster?’ said Ma, twisting around. She had teamed the birds-and-flowers dress with an orange wool scarf. Although she had oiled and coaxed her hair into a careful bun, the scarf kept catching on it. Black and grey tendrils floated free.


‘Harriet,’ said Yasmin. ‘Joe calls her Harry. All her friends do.’


‘Harry?’ said Ma. ‘No.’ She moved her head in a manner that said she knew when she was having her leg pulled.


Any time you like, Harriet had said, just an informal family supper. Half past seven, but really don’t stress, we’ll see you when we see you. Joe lived with his mother because he’d grown tired of renting and because Harriet liked having him around. When she met him Yasmin thought of it as something they had in common: she lived with her parents too. Then he took her home and she didn’t think of it that way any more. But when she, finally, after several months and many entreaties from Joe, took him to Tatton Hill to meet Baba and Ma, the fact that he lived at home with his mother seemed to work like a charm. It spoke volumes to them about their daughter’s suitor – her first, as far as they knew – and their potential son-in-law.


Yasmin grabbed at the Tupperware tower as her father braked sharply behind a bus.


‘You see how dangerous,’ he said, ‘and people aren’t aware. On average one person is killed every three weeks by a bus in London. Not including those that die on board the bus itself.’


‘Alhamdulillah, I have never seen anyone die on a bus,’ said Ma, a frequenter of bus routes to Bromley, Norwood and Tooting, her favourite shopping areas. ‘Mr Hartley choked on the 367, but he coughed and the sweet flew out of his throat into a baby pram. The lady was so angry . . . ’ She talked on, explaining the whole sorry tale.


Please, prayed Yasmin silently, please don’t let her talk too much this evening. She couldn’t remember the last time she actually took out her prayer mat but when she prayed in her head she knew, she was almost sure, He was listening.


‘Slips, trips and falls,’ said Baba. ‘The figures do not include choking or heart attacks – they could happen anywhere, the bus would be irrelevant.’


An English family would arrive at a quarter to eight. An Indian family would arrive any time after nine. Only the Ghoramis would turn up an entire anxious hour before they were expected.


Remember, Arif had said to her on the stairs, that dinner with Dr Shaw and his wife. He smiled his sloppy smile, and she wanted to slap it right off his face. I bet, he said, they remember it too.


Dr Shaw was the senior partner at the surgery, and when Shaokat had finally become a partner eleven years ago, a celebratory dinner was announced. The Ghoramis and the Shaws would dine together at La Grenouille, the finest restaurant in all of Tatton Hill.


Yasmin was surprised when she saw Dr Shaw. He was younger than Baba, and she had assumed he would be older. And the top four buttons of his baby-pink shirt were undone. He didn’t look much like a doctor. His wife wore a short-sleeved black blouse and a pearl necklace and she did look like a doctor’s wife, except one of her arms was missing. When she raised her right arm to wave at them, the stump of her left briefly popped out from the other sleeve. Arif started whispering in Yasmin’s ear and she stamped on his foot to shut him up.


Dr Shaw, in return, was surprised to see Yasmin and Arif. He and his wife were seated at a table for four. It hadn’t occurred to the Shaws that the children would come to a dinner for the father. It hadn’t occurred to the Ghoramis that they would not.


The menu at La Grenouille was written in a looping cursive script that made the letters almost impossible to decipher. When they were finally seated, after what seemed to Yasmin an enormous commotion of apologies and explanations and re-arrangements of chairs and setting of places, she was relieved to be handed the heavy leather-clad menu so she could hide behind it. She stared at the tangled lettering but couldn’t take anything in. She was distracted by Arif, seated next to her, again trying to whisper something. Ma said, ‘Frog is on the menu? Restaurant’s name is frog, isn’t it? I know French people are eating, but I couldn’t. I will be happy with anything else.’ Yasmin cringed. Ma’s words were so obviously rehearsed. They were also, Yasmin realised, untrue: Ma only ate her own curries and regarded shop-bought meals, even sandwiches, with suspicion.


For what felt like hours but was possibly only a minute, Yasmin thought she had lost the ability to read. The individual letters became clearer but they swam and swirled, signifying nothing. It occurred to her that she may have suffered what her father would refer to as ‘a brain event’, brought on perhaps by the intensity of her shame.


‘Well,’ said Dr Shaw, ‘how’s everyone’s French? Shall I translate?’


‘I’ll spend a penny for your thoughts,’ said Anisah. She turned and patted her daughter’s knee.


Yasmin pulled the lid off a Tupperware box and bit into a cauliflower pakora. Even cold it was good, deeply spiced, richly oiled, and yet with the magical lightness that only Ma could conjure out of the deep fat fryer.


‘Penny for them,’ she said. ‘Spend a penny means go to the toilet.’


‘No,’ said Ma, ‘I’ll spend ten pennies. What is in your mind?’


Yasmin rummaged in the bag and pulled out another box. Ma never cared to have her English corrected. If she acquiesced it was without acknowledgement. More often she affirmed her rights by clinging to a word or phrase. Baba spoke English correctly. Too correctly. It made him sound foreign. He was thirty-one years old when he came so of course he was never going to sound exactly like an Englishman. Ma, Yasmin reminded herself, had moved to the UK at the age of twenty-six, the age Yasmin was now. If Yasmin, with her schoolgirl French, went to live in France, even decades later there would be phrases that caught her out. And Ma never had the advantage of working, never developed friendships that went beyond neighbourly chats. At home her English sounded perfectly normal to Yasmin, but sometimes – like now – Yasmin heard her mother as she sounded to others, and though it was an unfair reaction she couldn’t help it: it made her cringe.


‘What is in your mind?’ Ma repeated.


‘Nothing,’ said Yasmin, though her mind was on the rampage. Arif was pathetic, he needed to grow up. Why did this family have to have such a hideous car? Nobody in their right mind wanted to be seen in a Fiat Multipla, the ugliest car ever made, the bug-eyed, bulge-headed Elephant Man of motoring. What did Baba do with his money? Surely he could afford a better car than this. Would they stand on Harriet’s doorstep carrying these plastic bags or leave them in the car and ask Joe to bring them in? Don’t think about that dinner with the Shaws. That’s exactly what Arif wanted. It had been years since she thought about it.


‘Look,’ said Ma, ‘everyone is Arab here. It must be nice, living all together.’


They were driving up Edgware Road, and at last the traffic was moving at a respectable London crawl. A car horn blared, then another and another, a cacophonous contagion sweeping the lanes. Baba sighed and glanced at Yasmin in the rear-view mirror, seeking – she understood at once – to confirm three things: that the eruption of horns was unnecessary but was to be tolerated like all other inconveniences, that ‘living all together’ was a mistake that foreigners made, and that he had not fallen into that trap. His wife might not understand it, but Shaokat had made the best decision for his family. Yasmin looked away.


She would tell Joe all about dinner with the Shaws. Her parents had never spoken about it. Yasmin had never told her friends. That was what was wrong with her family: they never talked about anything. They weren’t open like Harriet and Joe. The car slowed and Yasmin realised they were on Harriet’s street, her father looking for the house. Five minutes to seven. Not as bad as she’d feared.


‘Mrs Sangster and Joe, only these two are living here? Very difficult without servants to manage a house like this,’ said Ma. She, like Harriet, had grown up in a wealthy household. Only Harriet, however, had inherited family money. ‘But it is only Joe and Mrs Sangster, no?’


‘No,’ said Yasmin. ‘I mean, yes.’ After the wedding it would only be Harriet. Joe and Yasmin had started looking for a flat already, and they’d move into it straight after the wedding even if there was building work to be done.


Baba parked the Multipla alongside Harriet’s classic Jag and gleaming Range Rover. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘We are here,’ he added, as if Yasmin doubted it. ‘Well, shall we start to unload?’


Yasmin began gathering the bags.


‘Now, wait, one thing – should I ask about the dowry before the dinner or afterwards?’ He lifted his eyebrows to assure her he was joking.


‘How much are you willing to give, to get me off your hands?’ said Yasmin.


‘Oh, no, Mini, it is they who have to pay dowry for my daughter. How much?’ He pushed his spectacles up, so the thick black frames rested on his forehead while he performed the calculations. ‘No, they cannot afford it. My daughter is priceless to me.’










PRIMROSE HILL



‘I despise it,’ said Harriet, with cool relish. ‘Guilt is the most useless of all the emotions, the most pathetic, the most self-involved. Guilty about work, guilty about exercise, the environment, family, food, alcohol . . . And the worst of all is liberal guilt, that shiny badge of righteousness worn with pride by the morally stunted. They didn’t like that one bit! I thought, Yes, there’s an article to be written and I should be the one to write it!’


‘I’m amazed anyone comes to your salons,’ said Joe. ‘Do you think they’d feel guilty if they stayed at home?’ He smiled at his mother and she wrinkled her nose at him.


‘They come to be stimulated, darling. I poke them and they love it. And the hors d’oeuvres. Anyway, Shaokat, that’s what I’m working on – an article about the horrors of liberal guilt, and I gave it a run round the block with my friends last week.’


Shaokat had enquired about Harriet’s ‘current projects and engagements’. It was a risky business. But Harriet, as promised, was on best behaviour. (No mention, thus far at least, of the book she was working on with a photographer friend: Harriet interviewing men about their relationship with their penis; the friend taking de-eroticised shots of the appendages.) They sat at the kitchen table, eating Ma’s offerings. Harriet had immediately determined they would replace the boring lasagne she had in the oven (don’t worry, Joe told Anisah, she didn’t make it, she has someone come in for all that). Anisah, blissed out by the honour, sat quietly. She gazed around the vast and splendid kitchen at the plate-glass doors that opened to the garden, the sofas and rugs, the vaulting skylights and cushioned window seats; the magnificent range cooker, breakfast bar and marble countertops. Reheating and decanting the curries into chinaware, she’d made herself at home amid the gleaming appliances inside the workspace, and freely inspected the offshoot areas – the larder, utility room, cloakroom, and the enclosed side porch where shoes and boots lined up neatly next to the pretty stack of firewood.


‘This is very interesting,’ said Shaokat. Yasmin fingered her napkin. Why did he talk so slowly? It was painful to hear him. ‘Tell me,’ he went on, ‘what is the horror, why is it so horrible?’


‘I don’t want to bore you,’ cried Harriet, ‘we’re celebrating!’ She poured more wine into Shaokat’s glass, although he had hardly taken two sips. ‘And there are wedding plans to discuss.’ She turned to Anisah and gave her plump hand a squeeze. Without pause she continued, ‘The liberal who feels guilty about the social, political or economic order – global or local – who knows that their comfort and ease depend on the blood, sweat and tears of others, is the enemy of change in the world. You know why?’


‘We will in a minute,’ said Joe. Yasmin adored the way he teased Harriet. She rather envied it as well: Shaokat – she knew this without needing to test it – would not tolerate such a thing; and Ma was immune to all forms of irony.


‘Hush, you revolting child,’ said Harriet, rising. She was sheathed, as usual, in something black and irreproachable. When she paused to wrap her arms around Joe’s neck and plant a kiss on his head her triceps were advantageously displayed. ‘Liberal guilt is the acknowledgement that the cushy number is just too damn good to give up. It says, Well I haven’t actually done anything wrong, but I’m a good person so I feel bad. It’s the by-product of an acceptance of the world as it is. I’ll open another bottle of that Malbec so it can breathe.’


‘I see,’ said Shaokat, ‘thank you for explaining this phenomenon.’


Every time he spoke Yasmin’s hands began to tingle. Her palms had sweated all through the meal.


‘No, thank you,’ said Joe. He was seated next to Shaokat, and raised a glass to him. ‘Thank you for coming. Thank you for bringing dinner and saving me from yet another lasagne. And most of all . . . ’ He looked almost shy as he glanced at Yasmin across the expanse of the blonde-oak table. He pushed his fringe out of his eyes. ‘Thank you for accepting me into your family.’


Shaokat permitted himself a deep sip of wine and ran his tongue around his lips. Yasmin feared a lengthy oration was about to begin.


‘No, it’s worse than that,’ said Harriet, swooping back fortuitously with the wine. ‘It’s not a harmless by-product. Liberal guilt facilitates the acceptance of the status quo because the guilt substitutes for action. It becomes the action taken, and therefore blocks any need to change anything at all. Useless. Worthless. Dangerous, in its own supine way.’


Anisah showed signs of stirring from her blissed-out trance. She gave a little cough and began to speak. ‘If you do not do wrong things, you will not feel guilty. If you feel guilt and you do not know what wrongs you have done, then you must think quietly. This is something I practise. Sometimes my conscience is telling me, oh, you did not speak nicely to so-and-so, or you promised to visit so-and-so and you did not go.’


‘Absolutely right,’ said Yasmin, hoping she would stop there.


‘Also,’ said Anisah, ‘I pray. God sees inside the heart, and if you have done wrong, and you sincerely pray, He takes the guilt and . . . ’ She made a discarding motion with her hand. ‘Gone!’


‘Preferable,’ said Harriet. ‘Enviable. Now that was delicious and thank you again, your cooking puts me to shame. I am replete.’ She pushed her plate away but looked hungrily at Anisah. ‘Would you please come to the next salon? We’d love to hear about your faith.’


‘No!’ said Joe, in mock horror. ‘Don’t let her get her claws into you. Harry, leave her alone!’


Yasmin felt all the alarm that Joe was merely pantomiming. She said nothing for fear of revealing it.


Harriet squeezed Anisah’s hand again. ‘That is a beautiful dress. You and I will do as we please without reference to our menfolk.’


‘I am always consulting my husband.’


‘Consulting, yes,’ said Shaokat. ‘Listening and abiding, a different matter.’


‘Well, we haven’t even talked about the wedding,’ said Harriet. ‘I have a few suggestions to make.’


‘I’ll clear the table,’ said Yasmin. Of course Harriet had suggestions to make! It hadn’t occurred to Yasmin to worry about Harriet taking over the wedding plans because she’d fixated on other worries – like Ma’s outfit or the number of tiffin tins.


‘I’ll help,’ said Joe, jumping up. ‘Harry, hold the suggestions. Can’t plan a wedding without the bride.’


‘Your daughter tells me that yours was a love marriage,’ said Harriet, who had not let go of Anisah’s hand.


Ma waggled her head and smiled.


‘The well-to-do Calcutta girl and the poor but clever village boy. A true romance, so I hear.’ Harriet turned to Shaokat. ‘A girl who merely listens and abides may not have made the same match.’


As they scraped the plates and filled the dishwasher, Joe leaned in close to Yasmin, his breath tickling her ear. ‘Let’s sneak out,’ he said. ‘Half-time debrief.’


It was a mild September night, thick with the scent of jasmine and rosemary. He wrapped an arm around her and they crossed the patio and lawn, passed beneath an arbour, and entered the rose garden.


‘Okay?’ he said. ‘You doing okay? Hope you appreciated my containment strategies when Harry threatened to get out of hand.’


‘Yes,’ she said, laughing. ‘I’m fine. And your mum’s been brilliant, she can handle anyone.’


‘She can. I’ll give her that. Not that your parents need handling. Let’s sit out here for a bit and look at the stars.’


They sat on the bench, holding hands. The cool air in her nostrils was sating, like a glass of water on a hot day.


‘Had a bit of a freak-out at work,’ said Joe. ‘It was scary. I don’t remember ever being that scared before. She just bled and bled and – I know this is stupid – I was shocked. You know, just kind of stunned.’ He shook his head. ‘As though something like that had never happened before.’


‘What happened?’


‘I froze. It was just me and the newly qualified midwife who’d called me in, and the husband was looking at me, this sort of panicky hopeful look, and I just went into this state of . . . I don’t know what else to call it – shock.’


Yasmin squeezed his hand. ‘But it was okay, wasn’t it?’ Joe was three years older than Yasmin, and a registrar in obstetrics and gynaecology.


‘The thing is,’ he said slowly, ‘I had two emergency caesareans and a ruptured ovarian torsion and didn’t bat an eyelid and then . . . ’ He trailed off.


Joe looks like his mother, Ma had whispered when the biriyani was heating in the oven. He didn’t. Harriet had sharp cheekbones, arched eyebrows, her eyes were a stinging shade of blue, like the sky on a scorching day. Joe’s eyes were blue as well but they weren’t sharp like Harriet’s.


‘But it was okay,’ said Yasmin, needing to hear him confirm it. ‘And the baby was okay.’


‘Thank God.’


She looked at him carefully. Maybe Ma was right after all. There was a resemblance. His cheeks were softer, fuller, but sat high on his face like Harriet’s. His chin was different. His eyes were a paler shade but almond-shaped, like hers. His hair a darker shade of blond. His nose was similar but less imperious.


‘I love you,’ she said.


‘Yeah?’ He feigned surprise. ‘You sure?’


‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘Well . . . let me think.’ She leaned her head on his shoulder and looked up at the stars, mere pinpricks in the velvet sky worn thin by the city lights.


‘I’ll take that as a yes. Listen, Harry wants to have it here. The reception. What do you think?’


‘Oh,’ said Yasmin. ‘But we’d still keep it small, right?’ They’d agreed they didn’t want a big production, just the register office followed by a meal. The honeymoon would be at Harriet’s villa in Tuscany.


‘She’d invite some of her friends I guess but yeah, it’s up to us to say what we want.’ He paused. ‘The benefit would be that when she organises something it’s always, you know, totally organised. And work’s so busy. For both of us.’


‘Guess it makes sense.’


‘Okay, then we’ll give her the green light.’ He sounded relieved, as though he’d expected her to raise more objections.


She thought they would get up now and go back in, but he showed no sign of stirring and she was content to stay where she was, inside the warmth of his arm and shoulder, with the scent of autumn mingling with his good, clean, linen-cupboard scent.


The first time they met was at someone’s leaving drinks in The Crosskeys, the pub across the road from work. He stood there, pint in one hand, in the other a stool, dangling by one wooden leg. Mind if I sit here? She looked up from her conversation. Brown leather bomber jacket, battered in a way that said vintage. Linen shirt. Dark blond, in need of a haircut. Dimple in his chin. Full cheeks, full upper lip. There were spaces at the other end of the table. Did he want to sit with her? Had his question been to her? She cast her eyes down. Orange laces in his trainers that looked box fresh.


When she sensed he was about to move away she looked up and he smiled. His eyes were blue and steady and kind. You can sit here, she said, and shuffled her chair to make room.


He’d delivered twins that day, he told her. Six weeks premature but perfect, and the proud father had insisted on buying him a drink. Dad had been wetting the babies’ heads all afternoon. That guy there, still at the bar. The birth of his children had resolved the mysteries of the universe into an elaborate and incoherent unified theory of everything.


He made her laugh. They talked until closing time.


Over the next few weeks they talked. On the phone, on Messenger, on email, which she found endearingly quaint, and in person. Or went for walks in the scrubby park that lay just south of the hospital. He asked her so many questions about her life, was so intensely interested in everything she said, she felt sorry she wasn’t more interesting. Nevertheless, she liked it. No one else had ever paid her such close attention, including Kashif, and he had been her boyfriend for two years.


You know what’s happened, don’t you? Rania told her. You’ve entered the friend zone. If he’s not even tried to kiss you by now then I’m afraid you’re too far into the friend zone for him to risk anything. Sometimes Rania was too much. She’d never even had a boyfriend but Rania always had to be the expert. I’ll do it then, said Yasmin, I’ll kiss him, it’s not like the man always has to make the first move.


But she didn’t, of course. How could she? She couldn’t make a fool of herself like that. If he wanted to kiss her he would.


And he did. They were in the park, idling by the pond watching a cormorant spread its ink-black wings. He turned and kissed her on the lips, and the kiss was long and sweet. Compared to how Kashif used to mash his lips on hers and chomp his jaw up and down, it was delicate, it was searching. She could almost say it was chaste.


‘When I was fifteen . . . ’ They were walking back towards the house. The lights went on behind the folding glass doors that opened to the patio. Harriet would emerge any moment in search of them.


‘When you were fifteen,’ Joe prompted.


‘When I was fifteen . . . ’ The story felt stuck inside her but she was going to get it out. It pushed at her diaphragm like a hiatus hernia. It was a blockage that had to be cleared. ‘When my dad finally became a partner at his practice, we went out for dinner with the senior partner and his wife. And . . . my mum was sick on the table. God, it was awful. I was mortified. The senior partner’s wife only had one arm, the other was just a stump poking out of her dress. Her blouse, actually.’


‘What? No, really?’ Joe was laughing and also groaning because he could tell it still made her squirm. ‘Wait. You’re telling me the stump made her puke?’


‘Oh, no! No! It was the bacon. She’d just found out that the little pink bits in the coq au vin were tiny pieces of pig. She’d thought she was being so adventurous eating chicken cooked in wine, even though my dad had told her the alcohol would be burned off. And she was getting up, sort of leaping up, and out it all came. It splashed off the plates, the sound was horrendous and it really sprayed. It wasn’t a neat little heap, it went all over the place, including this poor woman. She sat there with vomit dripping off her stump.’


‘Christ,’ said Joe. ‘If I’d known what I was getting mixed up with here.’


‘Then my mother tried to wipe the stump with a napkin, and the woman didn’t want her to, and there was a sort of tussle and her husband got involved and my father too. All the waiters came over, the manager, a few of the other diners. I literally thought I was going to die.’ By the time she finished the story she was laughing too, and they stood on the lawn laughing together as Harriet appeared behind the plate glass and waved at them, and Joe put a hand on Yasmin’s shoulder and said, ‘That’s brilliant, I can’t believe you haven’t told me that story before.’










THE SHAHADA



Harriet, at the head of the table, sat on her chair in half-lotus position, feet tucked one under, one over her slender thighs. ‘I have a proposal. The wedding reception should be here, the garden is practically begging for a marquee, there’s space for a band, more than one probably, and God knows this kitchen is big enough for caterers and . . . whatever.’ She gestured vaguely towards the glass-walled extension with its sectional sofas and freshly lit lamps and mid-century modern chairs. She inclined her sleek blonde head conspiratorially close to Ma.


Ma trembled with pleasure. ‘Very kind, but the children must . . . and my husband . . . ’ She looked meaningfully at Yasmin and then Shaokat.


‘Joe mentioned it,’ said Yasmin, ‘and we’re really grateful.’


‘I am the father of the bride,’ said Shaokat solemnly. ‘I must be allowed to bear the cost.’


‘I won’t spend a penny,’ said Harriet.


‘Spend a penny,’ said Ma quietly to herself.


‘Though, isn’t it the custom in India,’ Harriet continued, ‘for the groom’s family to pay for the reception?’


‘But the wedding itself will be at the register office,’ said Shaokat. ‘This is a matter of a few pounds only. No, it is for me to pay for the celebration.’


‘We’re going to keep it small, though,’ said Yasmin. ‘We don’t want a lot of expense.’ If Harriet took over, the cost would be more than Baba could possibly imagine. But if Baba took over there’d be disposable plates, plastic chairs and paper chains for decorations. It would be like the annual ‘community day’ he used to organise at the surgery.


‘We don’t want a lot of fuss,’ said Joe.


Yes, Ma was right, thought Yasmin. Somehow, she hadn’t noticed the resemblance before. Joe was a gentler version of his mother. His eyes less piercing, more candid and searching. He was attentive where she was sharply observant. Avid where she was acute. Harriet shone her light from above. It could be blinding. But Joe lit you up because he shone from below.


‘Cooking will be mine,’ said Ma, ‘I will cook everything.’


‘Of course,’ said Harriet. She turned to her son and gave him a long, appraising look. ‘Joseph, darling, you are aware, aren’t you, that a small Indian wedding means two to three hundred guests. At least.’


‘But we’re not having a—’ Yasmin began to protest.


Harriet talked over her. ‘Sister, how many hundreds did you have at your wedding?’


Ma, in a fit of excitement, had greeted Harriet not as Mrs Sangster, as she’d planned, but as ‘My sister, isn’t it’. Throughout the meal Harriet had proved keen to return the compliment.


Anisah dabbed her napkin over her mouth and nose, almost up to her eyes. Whatever she was saying behind it was inaudible.


‘What are we thinking,’ said Joe to Yasmin, ‘forty guests? Fifty tops?’


Harriet placed a jewelled hand on the top of Joe’s arm and massaged his biceps. ‘Stop trying to steamroller your bride! Fifty tops! You’re a vile, unfeeling brute and you don’t deserve her.’


‘He is a very good boy,’ said Ma, emerging from the napkin, ‘and deserving also. My daughter and your son are equal.’


Yasmin’s spine prickled with embarrassment. Ma, who took everything literally, had spoken in valiant tones. As though Joe needed her to stand up for him.


Harriet looked amused. ‘You’re too kind. But yes, he’s not really so bad.’


‘Our daughter is precious to us,’ said Shaokat, who had been ruminating hard. Yasmin dreaded what was coming next. He didn’t understand, any better than Ma, that affection could be expressed in insults. This was a level of Englishness to which he could never aspire. Shaokat wetted his lips. ‘She has chosen such an excellent young man, such an excellent family, that is the most important thing.’


Harriet still looked amused but when she thanked Baba she sounded not only pleased but also touched. She began to talk about her love of India. In Delhi she had spent a month working with a women’s group that campaigned on reproductive rights; on another visit the intention was to set up an experimental theatre project working with slum kids, but the funding never materialised . . . In Kerala she’d spent a week at an Ayurvedic retreat that cleansed every part of her body and mind. On every trip she’d eaten her meals with the five digits of her right hand and it was certainly an enhancement of the senses . . . ’


Ma listened and moved her head in a manner that indicated supreme satisfaction with Harriet’s every word. Baba had relaxed sufficiently to undo the top button of his shirt. Joe leaned back with his hands laced behind his head. He closed his eyes. His shirt rode up as he stretched and the top of his appendix scar was just visible above the waistband of his jeans.


Ma leaned closer to Yasmin while Harriet talked on. She pointed at a framed print of emerald-green and custard-yellow splodges on the wall opposite. She smelled of cumin seeds and the Yardley Lily of the Valley eau de toilette that she purchased in discount bulk at Superdrug.


‘Joe has painted?’ Ma whispered it, cupping a hand around her mouth, and Yasmin had difficulty not rolling her eyes. ‘I should have done this for you and Arif. All those paintings you did at primary school and I have not kept even one of them.’


‘It’s a Howard Hodgkin,’ whispered Yasmin. ‘The painting – it’s by a famous artist.’ She only knew this because Joe had told her. Nevertheless, she was mildly pained by her mother’s ignorance.


‘The first time I went was with Neil – that’s Joe’s father – he was on an assignment for National Geographic. We’d met only four days previously but he absolutely insisted I go with him. He was a very persuasive man when he wanted to be.’ She smiled brightly at Joe, who had opened his eyes at the mention of his father.


‘May I offer my condolences,’ said Shaokat. ‘I did not realise your husband had passed away. Yasmin did not mention this, only that Joe grew up with you alone.’


Harriet’s blue eyes danced. She clapped her hands. ‘Oh, I did rather eulogise him, didn’t I? No, he’s far from dead. Joe, do you want to invite him to the wedding? It’s up to you. It’s entirely up to you if you want your father to be there.’


‘Haven’t thought about it,’ said Joe. He yawned. ‘Probably wouldn’t turn up anyway.’


Yasmin had never met Joe’s father. She knew he was a photographer who lived close to the Scottish border. He’d moved out soon after Joe was born and lived in Hampstead until Joe was a teenager. Sometimes Joe stayed with him or was taken out for the day but Neil was an unreliable care-giver so Harriet rarely entrusted her son to him. On one occasion Harriet had called social services after she found Neil passed out drunk on the sofa and Joe at the bottom of the stairs with a mild concussion and a deep cut on his lip. Joe hardly talked about his dad. When he did, he seemed at worst indifferent and at best mildly amused. He said all Neil had ever given him was a cleft chin, although really it was just a dimple not a deformity like he made it sound.


‘He lives far away?’ said Anisah.


‘Now he does,’ said Harriet. ‘He didn’t turn out to be the paternal type.’


‘We must not impose on you longer,’ said Shaokat. ‘And you must visit us in our home.’


‘It’s only half past nine,’ said Harriet. ‘You can’t possibly abscond. We hardly got started on the wedding plans.’


‘Actually,’ said Yasmin, ‘I’m on an early shift tomorrow, so . . . ’ It was probably best to withdraw now while the Ghoramis could get out of Primrose Hill relatively unscathed.


Harriet ignored her. ‘I want to get your opinion on something,’ she said to Shaokat. Clearly she’d worked out which buttons to press. Shaokat, duly gratified, removed his bifocals in order to concentrate. ‘Muslim marriages aren’t legally recognised in this country. Why shouldn’t they be?’ She paused. ‘Or Hindu or Sikh or any other religion for that matter. What’s your opinion?’


‘An interesting question,’ said Shaokat. ‘There are many angles to consider.’ He furrowed his brow. Normal conversation was quite beyond him. He had to deliver his judgements from above.


Ma seemed to want to say something, but when she opened her mouth only a series of clucking sounds came out.


Harriet turned towards her. ‘Yes,’ she said, as though Ma had managed an intelligible sentence. ‘It’s a feminist issue because women in this country, Muslim women in particular, are discovering when their marriages break down that they were not, in fact, legally married in the first instance and that they have no rights at all. Why don’t we accord the same rights to all communities?’


Where was this going? Yasmin tapped a little rhythm on her placemat to attract Joe’s attention. After the exchange about his dad he appeared to have tuned out.


He noticed but misread the message and reached across the table to refill Yasmin’s wine glass. ‘I agree,’ he said. ‘Why should you have different rights if you get married in a church?’


Harriet held out her own glass for a top-up. ‘People get married in church, and even though they believe in God as much as they believe in Santa Claus, it’s legally valid and their rights are protected. But for people who actually believe, who take their vows before Allah, the marriage is worthless in the eyes of society, in the letter of the law. They should be given the same status, that’s only fair, there should be equality.’


Harriet, an atheist, was championing the rights of true believers. She could argue anything, any position. Yasmin – despite her sinking feeling – admired the way Harriet’s mind darted, her panoramic intellect, her insatiable curiosity. Ma and Baba had a new thought only once a decade. That was probably an overestimate. Their views never changed. Baba had no time for religion and now was the time for him to say so out loud. Come on, Baba! Speak!


‘Right, there should be,’ said Joe, as though the conversation was entirely theoretical. Perhaps it was. ‘But,’ he smiled at Yasmin, ‘since we’re going to a registry office it doesn’t affect us, fortunately.’


‘But what will your relatives feel,’ Harriet lowered her voice conspiratorially, addressing herself to Anisah, ‘about having only a registry office marriage? What do you feel about it?’


‘One sister is coming from Mumbai,’ said Ma. ‘Rashida is a lecturer, and she never married. Another sister, Amina, will come from Harrisonburg, Virginia. Amina is devout. Yes, very devout. She married a dentist and they have three children, all grown now but –’ with a touch of pride, ‘– my daughter is the first to make the marriage.’


‘How difficult would it be,’ said Harriet, ‘to secure the services of an imam? If one were required or desired?’


‘Baba,’ said Yasmin. But Shaokat was staring at the white leather stools lined up beneath the breakfast bar. He was mid-cogitation and would not speak until he was ready.


‘No difficulty,’ said Anisah.


‘Well, I think that’s settled then.’ Harriet practically sang the words.


‘Hang on,’ said Joe. ‘What did I miss?’ Harriet again put her hand on his biceps and he frowned but didn’t shrug her off.


‘If there are no objections the proposal is to arrange an Islamic ceremony . . . there will have to be a civil ceremony too, of course. Shaokat, what’s your opinion?’


‘My opinion . . . ’ began Shaokat, and Yasmin noticed just then how unnaturally tight against the table he sat, his chair tucked in so close that his torso seemed almost to sit on top of the oak slab. ‘My opinion is that my wife is the one you should ask, since she shoulders the burden of faith for the two of us.’


‘If Joe is not objecting . . . ’ said Anisah eagerly. Her round cheeks shone with hope.


‘Hang on,’ said Yasmin. ‘What about me?’


‘He will decide, isn’t it?’ said Ma, not looking at Yasmin.


Harriet directed her gaze at her son. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing how many impeccable liberals of our acquaintance turn out to be Islamophobes.’


Yasmin slid low in her chair so she could kick Joe’s leg under the table. It wasn’t easy because he wasn’t directly opposite, but she managed to make contact. He squinted at her earnestly, trying to read her mind.


‘There are more Islamophobes in India than in the whole of Europe,’ said Baba. ‘That is why Modi came to power. His greatest achievement in the eyes of many was the pogrom in Gujarat when he was Chief Minister.’


‘Don’t get me started on Modi,’ cried Harriet. ‘Yes, Islamophobia is everywhere, but not in this house! Joseph, isn’t that right?’


Joe tilted his head, still observing Yasmin. She widened her eyes in desperation.


‘It’s fine with me,’ he said.


‘Bravo!’ said Harriet. ‘Will you, sister, select the imam? Will he be from your local mosque?’


‘I pray at home,’ said Ma, ‘but also I attend sisters’ majlis in Croydon every week. It is a sort of bookclub, but for studying the Qu’ran and the Hadith. I will ask Imam Siddiq. Inshallah, he will be most happy.’


‘But it’s up to Yasmin,’ said Joe, finally catching on as Yasmin shook her head. ‘Can’t have a wedding without a bride.’


They all looked at Yasmin. And now she hesitated.


Joe looked confused. He shrugged an apology. Baba prepared responses to whatever her response might be. Harriet fizzed with determination, as though she might levitate off her chair. Ma pleaded with her eyes.


She would say no, she decided that was best even though it would cause some awkwardness. Better a little awkwardness now than a lot later on.


‘When you were a little girl,’ said Ma, ‘you always said your prayers. Arif was more difficult. But you always said your prayers with me. Every day.’ She sniffed and rubbed her nose.


‘Yes, Ma,’ said Yasmin. There was a risk Ma would begin to sob if she said no.


‘Every day,’ Ma repeated.


‘I said yes, Ma. Yes. It’s fine.’


‘Yes?’


There was, Yasmin realised, still a chance Ma would succumb to a weeping jag. ‘Yes!’ she repeated, rather aggressively. ‘If Joe doesn’t mind.’ But it was hopeless now. Joe wouldn’t sit there and overrule her. He’d handed her the opportunity to put an end to this and she’d blown it. Now they’d have Imam Siddiq at their wedding, with his big yellow teeth and oiled hair. They’d have to endure him croaking on and on in Arabic and when he’d maxed out on recitations he’d switch to English for the sermon, and that would be worse.


Joe blew her a kiss across the table. Yasmin forced a smile. Ma kissed her on the cheek. Even Shaokat looked pleased, although he had never said a good word about imams in his life. Perhaps he was pleased for Anisah. Or for Harriet, whose plan it had been, after all. Perhaps he was simply glad his daughter had shown herself to be a good daughter, and a compliant daughter-in-law.


‘Joe will convert,’ Anisah said directly to Harriet, as if the youngsters could now be safely left out of the arrangements. ‘But don’t worry, it is simple only. Even on the wedding day itself, he can do it. Only he has to say the Shahada, and it is done. La ilaha illa Allah, Muhammad rasoolu Allah.’


‘Is it really? It’s done with a sentence? Well, Joseph, consider yourself lucky. If you were marrying a Roman Catholic, think what a palaver that would be! A simple sentence, how beautiful, what does it say?’


‘There is no true god but God,’ said Anisah, ‘and Muhammad is his Prophet.’


‘You and I,’ said Harriet, ‘are going to be such good friends.’


Harriet had siphoned Ma off to a window seat, instructing the others to talk doctor stuff. Harriet sat again in half lotus on the green damask cushions, facing Anisah who had her legs tucked awkwardly up to one side. Harriet’s hair was smooth as a sheet, her limbs precisely angled. Anisah’s hair – ever wayward – frizzed out of her bun. She was loose everywhere, her body slack and untidy like a skein of unravelled wool that had been hastily balled up again. The pair spoke in low and urgent tones, and only an occasional word drifted as far as the table – family, flights, invitation, and also – unfathomably – asparagus.


Yasmin was hot with regret. She should, at the very least, have said she needed time to think. It had all happened too fast. But she’d tell Baba she’d changed her mind and he would agree with her; he’d want minimum fuss. There were no relatives on his side to please. He hadn’t set foot in a mosque since he left India. And he was a secular Muslim, he was fond of saying, as many Jewish people were secular Jews.


Shaokat needed no encouragement when it came to talking doctor stuff. ‘When I first became a GP, I used to run antenatal clinics. This is a thing of the past. A patient came to see me – she had tonsillitis and also a baby in a sling. I had not even known about her pregnancy.’


‘I’ve got the best job,’ said Joe apologetically. ‘Despite the Health Secretary’s determination to make every single junior doctor’s life a misery. Look at this.’ He whipped his phone from his pocket and showed Yasmin and Shaokat a text: We named him Joseph! Thank you!! Xxx There was a photo attachment of a translucent face tight-shut against the world.


‘Sweet,’ said Yasmin. ‘But . . . you give your number out to patients? We’re not supposed to. The Trust has a blanket rule.’


‘True,’ said Joe. ‘But sometimes the rules are a bit ridiculous. There’s a notice up in the department – any staff member who gets caught taking tea or a biscuit from the ward trolley will be subject to disciplinary action. For taking a custard cream. Seriously? They’re not even branded! Cut-price supermarket own label, basics range cardboard creams. We should never have abandoned the industrial action.’


Shaokat ran his tongue around his lips. Earlier in the month, when the first of five planned strike days by junior doctors had been called off, he had expressed his hope that the matter had effectively drawn to a close. Medicine was a calling, a vocation, not an assembly line. It was beneath the dignity of junior doctors to behave like factory workers. Yasmin, despite voting in favour of industrial action last November, carried on working as normal during the subsequent January and February strike days for fear of Baba’s disapproval. But when the all-out strike happened in April, she had been out on the picket line with Joe. It was part of their budding romance. One she preferred to conceal.


‘Do you miss doing the antenatal clinics?’ she asked, hoping to deflect him from preaching against the strikes.


‘I have been reading,’ he said, ‘about amniotic band syndrome.’ He asked Joe how often he’d encountered this rare condition, the success rate of detecting it with ultrasound, the complexities of corrective foetal surgery.


He said nothing objectionable. But his suit was too big across the shoulders. Had he shrunk after all, perhaps in width rather than height? And it was his best suit but it looked shabby here in Primrose Hill. It would have been better if he’d dressed casually, thought Yasmin, forgetting for a moment that other than a tracksuit her father possessed no casual clothes.


‘Well,’ said Shaokat, his enquiries satisfied, ‘an obstetrician, a GP, and an elderly care doctor – within one family we deliver the National Health Service, from the cradle to the grave.’


‘I’ve not totally decided yet,’ said Yasmin. She would rotate out of elderly care in a few months. The plan had always been to return to geriatrics as her specialty but how this plan had taken shape was somewhat mysterious. Shaokat bestowed a smile on her, as if amused by this sudden flight of fancy.


‘I will be proud,’ said Shaokat, ‘to call you my son.’ He made a kind of stiff, seated bow to Joe and turned to Yasmin. She braced for a lengthy speech about the nature of fatherhood, or advice for their joint future. But he only said, ‘If your mother can be prevailed upon, I believe we should begin the journey home.’










THE COMEDOWN



The leave-taking was riddled with enthusiasm and promises. Ma hugged Harriet long and tight, and Harriet, although she was more air-kisser than hugger, wrapped her arms nearly right the way around Anisah. Now, you won’t forget, and you will come, and of course I won’t and of course I will, and how wonderful, and very-very this and that – until they at last broke apart.


In the car they quickly fell silent. A mist had settled over the city, and the headlights cut a narrow lane of black road, orange halos of streetlights above, silver bands of lights rising and falling as the oncoming traffic streamed by.


They were coming down off their highs. Harriet was a drug and her parents were first-time users. They’d be irritable now; it was inevitable.


‘I hope,’ said Baba, ‘you will not ask that Siddiq fellow to perform the nikah. That man is not holy. He is nothing but a hypocrite.’


‘Hypocrite?’ said Ma. ‘What are you talking, hypocrite? Do you know him? You don’t know. How can you call him names like this?’


‘I know of him,’ said Baba, ‘and that is enough.’


Ma grumbled beneath her breath in Bengali. Yasmin could not make out the words, but knew it meant Ma was making up her mind that this imam would be the one to marry her daughter unless her husband prevented it by killing her, her daughter or the imam himself.


‘Also, is it not forbidden to recite the Shahada unless one is sincere? Joe is not a Muslim, he does not wish to become a Muslim; for myself I have no objection, I am secular. But I thought that you would dislike it very much. Is it not a mockery of the faith? Of the Siddiq fellow I make no such enquiry, as long as it lines his pocket he will not care.’


Ma gave no reply.


‘It was dreamed up in a moment,’ said Baba, ‘it can just as easily be undone. What do you say, Mini? How do you feel about it now?’


‘Easily?’ said Ma quickly, sensing danger. ‘Easily for you to say when you have no relatives, born under a bush and not one invitation will you send back home!’


‘Better be quiet now,’ said Baba. He issued it like a careful instruction, a doctor’s suggestion to take bed rest.
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