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For my mother, the greatest woman alive.
For my father, for giving me a dad when I didn’t have one.
For Salwa and Tasneem, for lighting up my life.
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MALAK



‘Do you think Eid sex is a thing? Like birthday sex, but just the Muslim equivalent?’


Malak lifts her head from her books to stare open-mouthed at her friend.


Jenna is lying on her stomach, elbows up, chin resting on her hands, with a look on her face that suggests the question is a serious one.


‘Surely Muslims can have birthday sex too?’ Malak replies.


‘That’s not what I mean,’ says Jenna, with an air of exaggerated patience.


Malak is saved from having to say anything as Kees, who has given up studying and is lying next to Jenna, attempting to have a nap, snaps, ‘Well, she obviously doesn’t know what you mean, Jenna, because that’s a fucking ridiculous question.’


Jenna’s only response is to roll her eyes before turning back to Malak. ‘You do know what I mean. For example, what do you and Jacob do on Eid day? It’s a day of celebration and he’s always really involved.’


Before Malak can answer, Kees interrupts again, snorting with laughter. ‘Yeah, and by celebration they mean go to the mosque, pray and eat food with your family, not gag on the end of your boyfriend’s dick.’


‘Oh Jesus, give it a rest,’ says Malak, finally intervening by throwing her empty water bottle at Kees. ‘She’s not asking you. Go back to sleep.’


Kees mutters something not designed to be heard and lays her head back down, the sun resting perfectly on her face.


Malak turns to Jenna who’s waiting patiently for her answer. ‘Babe, you haven’t even had sex yet. Eid isn’t for ages and, not that I like to point out the obvious, you’re not even with anyone. Unless there’s something you want to tell us?’


Kees opens one eye, lifts her arm off her face and tilts her head up off the grass in interest.


‘Obviously not,’ replies Jenna. ‘I’m just wondering.’


‘About what?’ asks Jacob, who has just arrived, throwing his bag down onto the grass before peeling off his jacket and immediately lying down to rest his head on Malak’s lap.


Kees groans and lies back down.


‘Whether Eid sex is a thing,’ replies Jenna.


‘Of course it is; Malak and I have had sex on Eid loads of times.’


Jenna sits up in indignation. ‘Ha! You see, it is a thing.’


Malak sighs. ‘He’s not even Muslim, Jenna.’


‘And you’re a virgin,’ says Jacob, frowning in confusion.


‘Yes, thank you both for pointing out the obvious,’ replies Jenna, elaborately gesturing with her hands for what, Malak imagines, is dramatic effect.


‘Well, if you will ask stupid questions …’ murmurs Kees.


The sparring swirls around Malak and she pauses to watch Jenna and Kees. Wonders if this is how mothers feel when they stare at their children: frustrated but flooded with love.


The last to join their group is Harry, Kees’s boyfriend, who bends to kiss Kees on the lips the way you do when no one is watching – softly and with a slight pause – before turning to Jacob. ‘What happened? I was waiting outside the library for you.’


Jacob sits up with a guilty look on his face. ‘I’m sorry, mate, I meant to message you to say I’d just meet you here. I came out of the library and saw you chatting to some of your rugby friends and didn’t want to disturb you.’


Harry narrows his eyes. ‘You just didn’t want to talk to the lads, did you?’


Jacob grins and lies back down. ‘Absolutely not. Sorry, mate.’


‘What were you all talking about anyway?’ Harry asks, moving the conversation along, satisfied with the answer he’d known he’d get.


‘Well,’ replies Jacob, ‘Jenna wants to know if Eid sex is a thing.’


‘Have we ever had it, Keesy?’ Harry asks, looking at her.


‘It’s not a thing, Harry,’ sighs Kees. ‘Plus, when have I ever even seen you on Eid? I’m always captive to the human samosa-making chain my mum insists on every year.’


‘Shall we make it a thing this year?’ he asks.


‘I’d like to direct your attention back to the samosas, Harry.’


‘Well, I could come and help make them. Your mum would love me,’ he replies with a grin.


They all laugh and he looks slightly hurt before muttering that he’d like to try. He lies down next to Kees, who works her fingers through his hair with one hand while she reaches for his hand with the other.


Jenna’s phone pings loudly, breaking the sudden silence. Her face lights up and Malak smiles.


‘Jenna,’ she says, ‘who are you messaging?’


‘Ahhh, I thought you’d never ask.’


They turn their attention to Jenna, which is how she prefers things. She doesn’t need the afternoon sun on her to shine. Malak knows women who hate hanging out with their friends’ partners, but, for Jenna, it’s two extra pairs of eyes and a willing audience for performances she has been putting on her entire life. Ever since she marched up to Malak and Kees, huddled in the corner of the playground of weekend Islamic school, and suggested faking sickness to get them all out of class, they had been watching her. Even at seven years old, Jenna was exceptional. As she had cried in pain, hysterically insisting she needed Malak and Kees by her side while she waited for her parents, effectively getting them all out of class, she had cemented the three of them as inseparable. Even life decisions, like what university they would attend, had been made as a group, ensuring that their small circle never broke. The boyfriends that had arrived were merely fourth and fifth wheels to Jenna, as well as extra people to practise on.


‘So, he’s called Mo and I met him online, obviously,’ begins Jenna, seamlessly slipping into her performance.


‘Let me guess,’ interrupts Kees, ‘he’s a doctor?’


‘Not yet,’ replies Jenna, ‘but he will be when he graduates. Anyway, shut up. I’m studying to be a doctor.’


‘That’s your first problem,’ snorts Kees.


‘Kees. I’m trying to tell you about the man who could, potentially, maybe, perhaps, be the love of my life, not to mention the sixth and final addition to this group.’


Before Kees can respond, Malak interrupts. ‘Ignore her, Jenna. Continue.’


Jenna tilts her head in gracious acknowledgement, every movement a calculated flair, and continues. ‘He’s six three. Dark features. Very beautiful. He’s got a jawline that makes you want to lick his face for days. Big hands. You know how I feel about big hands!’


They all nod.


‘He’s toned and muscled, but not hench, which is good. Clearly looks after himself and eats well. Oh and impeccable fashion sense! Not a scruffy white trainer in sight.’ With a raised eyebrow she looks across at Harry’s and Jacob’s trainers, which are white and covered in marks.


Jacob rolls his eyes in unison with Harry.


‘Bar his clean shoes and lickable face, does he have any other qualities perhaps?’ asks Malak. She has more patience for Jenna’s love life than Kees does. Maybe it is the way Jenna so firmly believes that she’ll get what she wants in the end. It gives her hope about her own situation with Jacob.


‘Well, I only met him yesterday, so I haven’t really had time to find out.’


‘Wait a second,’ says Kees, interrupting again. ‘Weren’t you supposed to be going on a date with Saleh yesterday? I thought he was still the front runner?’


‘Ah!’ says Jenna. ‘Well, I was running late for our date and he got annoyed and left. I thought he was joking but I turned up and he’d actually really left. How rude is that? Mo was around and so I messaged him to come down instead because I’d matched with him earlier that day and I didn’t want to waste a full face of make-up or my outfit.’


Malak groans. She knows where this conversation is going. Kees has sat up and is staring at her friend.


‘How late were you, Jenna?’


With a raised eyebrow and a shrug that shows no remorse, she says, ‘Two hours.’


The boys howl with laughter and she grins at them. If ever there are two people Jenna can count on to be a diligent audience, it is Harry and Jacob.


Kees, with her regimental appreciation for efficiency, and having been on the receiving end of Jenna’s bad timekeeping, isn’t laughing. ‘Why are you incapable of comprehending the basic principles of time, Jenna?’ she asks.


‘I wasn’t even that late,’ argues Jenna.


‘No, you weren’t. At that point, you’d just failed to show.’


‘It goes against nature for me to be on time,’ wails Jenna as she picks up the bag of grapes that sits with the pile of snacks in the middle of their circle and begins stress-eating.


‘How does that make sense?’ asks Kees.


‘Well, I’m Arab, aren’t I? We have a genetic inability to arrive at any one place at the given hour. Even though we do try, it’s actually physically impossible because we’re going against biology.’


‘Excuse me?’ scoffs Kees.


‘Yes, babe,’ sighs Jenna with exaggerated patience as she passes the grapes to Jacob to free her hands up to make her point. ‘Look, each Arab country has varying degrees of lateness, and the Palestinians are some of the very worst. If you’re from Syria, you might only be an hour late to any given event. Seeing as Turkey is half in Europe, they have quite a good grasp of time and are never more than half an hour late. If you’re from Sudan, you’re bound to be at least three hours late, and as you get to Egypt it gets practically impossible because to them time isn’t a real thing, just an illusion. They’ll turn up four hours late and consider that punctual. Because Palestine shares a border with Egypt, all that lateness just rubs off on us, so we too are always late. So actually, me being two hours late is technically early, so I honestly don’t know what his problem was.’


Kees stares at her in disbelief, questioning both Jenna’s thinking and her own choices which have led her to be friends with someone who would employ that kind of logic.


‘That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Malak, can you talk to her?’


Malak has been desperately trying to control her laughter but also to stay on the sidelines of this argument. Jenna, in full actor mode, is mostly entertaining because it annoys Kees so much. Diplomatically she says, ‘but you’re half British, Jenna.’


‘So?’


‘So, according to your geographical allocations of lateness awarded to each country, your British efficiency should count for something. Seeing as the English are always early, the British and Palestinian should just cancel each other out and technically you should be bang on time to everything.’


Kees shoots her a sceptical look.


‘Ahhh, I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that,’ sighs Jenna mournfully, flopping onto the grass next to Harry. ‘The Arab gene is dominant and so it overrules the British desire in me to be on time. Truly it does. I’ve tried over the years but alas, it’s out of my hands. You can’t fight the genetics God gave you.’


‘But your mum is English,’ laughs Malak. ‘They are the genetics God gave you.’


‘I know,’ Jenna adds, ‘but after seven years in Palestine, all the Arab ways seeped into her, like osmosis, and now she’s barely on time to anything.’


‘You’re an idiot,’ says Kees.


Jenna is unfazed.


‘But Saleh is Jordanian,’ says Malak, adamantly trying to work to Jenna’s logic. ‘They share a border with Palestine, so how come he didn’t understand the genetics theory and wait for you?’


‘I know,’ exclaims Jenna, leaning up on her elbows in indignation. ‘That’s what I thought, but that’s what assimilation will do to you. He’s a traitor to his kind and if he wants to play the colonisers game, that’s on his shoulders.’


Even Kees grins at this as Malak continues to egg her on.


‘Again, one side of your family is British. Doesn’t that make you the coloniser?’


‘And yet here I am. I’m basically the entire resistance at this point.’


‘Not up for dating a British boy, then? Look at Harry and Jacob. They’re way better than some of the weirdos you’ve made us meet.’


Jacob reaches for Malak’s hand and kisses it lovingly. ‘I’m sure that was intended as a compliment, baby, but you really should work on that.’


Harry nods in agreement. ‘We’re not royalty, but I think it’s fair to say we’re a little higher up the chain than some of Jenna’s dating misfits.’


Malak waves them both quiet. ‘Oh, shut up. Jenna knows what I mean.’


‘I do.’ Jenna nods. ‘But if there’s any way you think I’m ending up like you guys, you’re mad.’


‘Hey!’ laughs Jacob. ‘Harry and I aren’t that bad.’


Jenna reaches for Jacob’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze, her face suddenly serious. ‘You’re two of the best men I know – my favourite, in fact – but you’re still not Muslim and you’re still white, and no matter how great you are, it won’t make you less white and more Muslim, and I see the way it splits the four of you in half. I see the way you all love each other and it still doesn’t make a difference. You love in secrets and whispers and in made-up university trips just so Kees and Malak can spend a weekend with your family. Then they go home to parents who don’t even know your name. So yes, you’re the best of men, but I won’t condemn myself to fall in love with someone I can never be with. My mum would kill me if I brought home a non-Muslim.’


And just like that the laughter disappears, the boys sink back against the women they love, their hands reaching to fill the spaces words can’t.


The silence lasts a minute before Malak quizzes, ‘But your mum wasn’t Muslim when your dad brought her home, surely she’d understand better than most?’


Jenna rolls her eyes and shrugs. ‘Osmosis, babe.’


Kees, who no longer wants to think about being in love with someone you can’t bring home, leans up and says, ‘I’d like to remind you, Jenna, that you once went out with a man named Mohanned and all your friends called him Mohammed because they couldn’t grasp the difference, and who wouldn’t look you in the eye because he thought it was disrespectful, and then proceeded to wear gloves every time you went on a date just in case your hands touched and he went to hell. So you don’t have that great a deal either, babe. You spent that whole relationship feeling like a leper and staring at the top of his head while he stared at your shoes. Hardly a recipe for romance.’


Their laughter split the air and, in a heartbeat, lightness was back. It’s always easier to laugh about things than to cry about them.


The afternoon stretched out ahead of them and the heat made Malak drowsy. It was a cruel paradox to be bent in study during the summer months. She had got used to long summers and no responsibility during their undergrad years, but graduation had come and the prospect of leaving while Jenna completed a longer course and Kees stayed on for a postgrad was more than she could stomach. And so she clung on to the halls of academia in the form of a Masters, ensuring that their circle remained unbroken for one more year. Sometimes she recognised that they were all existing in a perfect moment and, eventually, it would have to end. Other times, it felt like it would always be this way.


This was one of those times. Bodies sprawl across the grass. Laughing away fears too big to talk about. Jenna’s theatrics making them feel okay about the things they weren’t actually okay about. With summer unfolding before Malak, the heat hazing her vision into dreams, everything seemed so possible. The smell of happiness clung to everything. The precipice and threat of change, of responsibility and full-time jobs, was too many tomorrows away to think about today. She yawns and feels her eyelids meet, her body sliding down to join Jacob’s on the grass. Kees continues to argue with Jenna, practising to be the lawyer she is training to become. A handful of blossom drifts over their heads while weathermen report on record-high temperatures. The city has never looked better and the university buildings that sprawl across every corner shine white in the sun, their spires resting across a perfect sky. In the suburbs, a woman stares at the view while rocking a newborn baby who has finally stopped crying and believes, for the first time, that she can do this. Two streets away in a bakery a couple of strangers meet for the first time; later they will tell their friends that maybe you can fall in love at first sight. Students work from corner tables in coffee shops, each one believing that the rest of their life is just about to start. Mo takes his latte from the barista and smiles at his phone. He feels more like himself than he has in a long time. Four blocks away Saleh stares at the woman he’ll marry one day and is ecstatically happy that his date didn’t show up last night. A cleaner gazes out the window at the group of friends on the grass and is excited he’s saved enough money to fly his children to him. The breeze slowly makes its way through everyone and they all believe in utopia, at least for a moment. Malak smiles to hear the bickering around her and hope is full and round in her mouth. She can almost taste its sweetness, which is why, later that night, when Jacob leaves her and utopia becomes a mere philosophy to be scoffed at, it sends a jolt through her so sharp that, for an instant, she could swear her teeth shattered.







BILQUIS



Kees goes home for the weekend and tries to pull the sins out from between her teeth before she gets there. Tries to be the fever dream her parents had imagined when they sat in their village on their wedding night and England was just a story Grandma used to tell between mango stones and pumpkin seeds.


She has her grandmother’s hands. Big and weathered, and no matter how much cream she smooths into her lifelines, her life doesn’t get any softer. The women in this family are made of hard things.


She walks the forty-five-minute journey home instead of taking the bus because she needs time to find the version of herself that will please her mother the most. The one that will keep the family whole and bright-eyed, free of any shame that could cloud them over. The version of an eldest daughter that will keep the family chin high above their chest.


Her long hair swings with the wind and is freer than she feels. Her brown skin still smells like the almond oil Umee used to rub into it, even though at least two blood moons have passed since she last sat at her mother’s feet and Kees feels harder than she used to. It’s also getting increasingly difficult to find the right version of herself to bring home.


She manages to find the correct one somewhere between the park and the launderette around the corner from her childhood home. The Kees that got stuck in time, somewhere between the ages of eleven and sixteen. They were probably the years she was exactly, wholly and totally everything her parents wanted her to be. Diligent. Studious. Ambitious. Serious.


She is still those things, but other sides of herself have crept in over time. Rebellious. Loving. In love. Sexual. Things that you don’t talk about around the dinner table or even within the four walls of a home that has wrapped itself in silence.


Some people are careless with words. Use them often and recklessly. Throw them around as if they’ll never run out. In this family, words were the last grains of rice at the bottom of the bag. The scraping out of the butter dish. They were just like the pennies her parents carefully and covertly collected every month in the hope that they would eventually turn into a bigger pile of money that could save them all. Kees didn’t know if the words they were saving would ever come out, and how maybe, if they had used them more often, they wouldn’t need saving in the first place.


In this house, things were said differently. There was a mug of tea that was always waiting for her father. It said, here, I love you. The family meals that were always on the table said, here, we care about you. To ask how you were was to complain that you’d been in the bathroom too long. To say I love you was to shout that you didn’t look both ways when crossing the road. Love came under the guise of anger and rough voices, which didn’t make it less loving, it just held a different shape.


Kees turns her key in the lock and steps through the front door just as her father steps out of the sitting room to greet her. His armchair is perfectly positioned to watch both the latest drama coming out of Pakistan on the television, and the gate to their home. He’s watched all his children come up that garden path as they were growing up and knows exactly how long each one takes from street to door.


‘Beta, how was the journey?’ he asks, as she bows her head for his hand to rest briefly on top. With her books tucked under one arm, she leans in and puts her other arm around her father in an awkward hug. He never likes it. Always breaks away as soon as possible but she does it anyway.


‘It was fine, Abaji. The first train was cancelled, as usual.’


‘They need to put someone better in charge of running the country and maybe the trains would be on time.’


‘I agree,’ she replies, laughing. ‘I think you should run for Prime Minister in the next election. I’ll be your campaign manager.’


Her mother walks out of the kitchen and catches the last sentence while catching her daughter in a hug. ‘Bilquis, stop filling your father’s head with politics. It’s bad enough he goes to the council meetings every month. You’ll be getting him to run off to Westminster soon and then where will the family be, huh?’


Before Kees can answer she catches her sister’s eye who is walking down the stairs to greet her and they both roll their eyes behind their mother’s back.


‘In a better position with more money, Umee. That’s where we’ll be if Abaji works in government,’ interjects Saba, who pulls Kees to her in a hug.


‘Are you ready? She’s about to go off on one,’ whispers Saba, giggling in her ear as she squeezes her.


Before anyone can answer, Kees’s younger brother opens the front door, hitting their father on the back, which earns him a swat around the head from their mother. ‘Hakim, be careful with your father. Why are you always stomping around like a buffalo? You’ll kill him and then he’ll never be Prime Minister, heh.’ She marches off to the kitchen muttering about politics and how it always ruins the dinner.


Kees laughs at the confused look on her brother’s face.


‘Are we talking about Abaji going into politics again?’ asks Hakim.


‘Of course we are,’ replies Saba. ‘Kees is home, what else would we be talking about?’


‘Hey, I didn’t even start this,’ laughs Kees, ‘Abaji brought it up.’


‘Give it a rest,’ groans Hakim while mouthing a swear word over their father’s head.


Itasham knows his son too well and automatically turns to clip him over his head. ‘Don’t swear, Hakim.’


Kees laughs and pulls her brother into a hug. ‘When did my little brother get so tall? Stop growing up so fast.’


Hakim groans again and pulls himself quickly out of her embrace, but not before squeezing her hand and grinning in a way that says he’s glad she’s home. It’s been six months since she’s been back, which isn’t that long, but it’s too long, given she only lives an hour away, and the familiar guilt begins to take its place in her stomach.


Saba reaches over and gives him a third clip around the head, just because their father is standing in the middle of them all and it’s one of the few opportunities she has to do it without getting a harder punch back from her younger brother; Saba is one to always take an opportunity when she sees it. In typical fashion, Hakim shouts for their mother, which earns him another hit from all three of them, who tell him to stop being a mummy’s boy. A further yelp from Hakim sends their mother charging into the corridor to deploy orders, reminding them that at this rate no one will eat if they don’t make themselves useful.


The prospect of not getting fed within the next half an hour is a sobering one and they all rush to help. Hakim gets each person’s drink preference out of the garage without having to ask what anyone wants. Saba pulls plates from cupboards. Her father begins to clear a space on the floor and Kees smiles. In the moments between her father’s aspirations, her mother’s scolding and the teasing of siblings, Kees wonders how a person is expected to choose between family and love. As if the two things were mutually exclusive. As if they weren’t born of each other and part of the same breath. She begins to think about Harry but before she has time to feel heavy, her father is at her arm, guiding her into the kitchen and asking her opinion on the latest speech from the Labour Party conference and what’s the insider gossip.


‘Abaji, you know I just joined online. I don’t have direct access to the MPs and I definitely don’t have time to attend the actual conferences.’


As usual, her mother insists that Kees makes the roti when she’s home and although she never says it, she’s glad. She washes her hands, rolls up her sleeves and begins rolling out the dough between her palms. She’s been doing this since she was ten, when she begged to be allowed to make the roti for the family, standing up on a stool as her mother taught her how to roll the perfect circle, slap it between her hands and then put it on the flat pan to cook before throwing it on the open flame to puff up. This is a dance she’s been doing all her life.


In these light balls of dough is a heavy tradition of women who have come before her. Each young girl craning her neck around her mother’s quick movements and flashing gold bangles as they learnt how to make the family bread. Her mother once stood just like this with her mother and her mother before her, and in the passing down of something so simple, Kees has always found great comfort. She likes to think that somehow, even in the smallest of everyday tasks, she is connected to tribes of women who have all kneaded dough and silently folded love into their families.


It’s also the time reserved for Kees and her mother to chat about the day. Saba has never been interested in making roti and Hakim was never asked, and so the half-hour before dinner is their time.


She makes the roti now without thought. It has long since become muscle memory, each turn of the bread stamped into her ligaments so that even when she forgets, even when she’s tired, the bread is still made perfectly round.


Her mother takes her chin in her hand and turns it to face her. ‘Beta, you look tired and skinny. Why aren’t you eating?’


Kees laughs at her mother’s sternness and wonders why anyone in this family can’t just say, ‘I’m worried about you.’


‘I’m eating so much, Umee. All I do is study, which means lots of revision breaks, which means snacks.’


‘Snacks, eh? I’ll make some proper food this weekend for you to take back.’


Her mother makes this statement as if she had planned to let her daughter go back to university without a bag full of curries ready to be frozen.


‘Okay, Umee, that would be nice.’ There is no point in telling her mother not to go to the effort, because she’ll always go to the effort. Plus, she’d be stupid to try to refuse her mother’s cooking. It’s better than the beans on toast she’s been eating recently.


They all eat together, food laid out on a cloth on the floor, and talk about the things that mean something but also nothing. Who’s getting married and what happened at the mosque. As usual, as soon as the meal is over, Kees’s mother packs curry into old margarine tubs, wraps roti in tin foil and sends Hakim with the food parcel to the next-door neighbour, Mrs Carson.


The house is quiet as Kees sits on the bed in her childhood room, staring fondly at the Bollywood posters on the wall. They’re the dreams of a different life when she and Saba used to practise the dance routines from the films and re-enact scenes in the garden.


She makes sure the door is closed before calling Harry. He picks up on the second ring.


‘Hey, baby,’ he says, a weariness in his tone. She’s back home and that’s often the same thing as going back in time. The rules of your adult life, the days and nights spent away from your mother’s hip, suddenly fade and you’re somehow reattached to her, as if you never left. Sometimes that’s a comforting thought but mostly it’s suffocating and sad. Like time will never move on for you.


‘Do you think they’ll get back together?’ she asks.


She’s already asked him this question numerous times over the last few weeks and knows there is no good in asking it again but still can’t help it and here, back in the family home surrounded by her family, it feels even more urgent.


He knows that this question isn’t really about Malak and Jacob. It’s about him and Kees and whether they’ll make it. She’s asking if he’ll accept her enough and if she’ll compromise enough and if, against all the odds, they can love each other.


He gives her the only answer he can and says he doesn’t know. Because he doesn’t. And in moments like these, there isn’t much else to say.


She can hear Saba running up the stairs and so she quickly ends the call, throwing her phone across the bed like a thief caught stealing.


Her sister runs into the room and jumps on the bed next to Kees.


‘So, can I tell you something?’


‘I’ve got a feeling you’re going to anyway,’ Kees replies, grumpily. ‘And why are you sitting on top of me? You have no concept of personal space.’


‘I’m in love,’ blurts out Saba, ignoring her older sister’s reprimands.


Kees stares at her, mouth swinging slightly open, and replies stupidly, ‘How can you be in love?’


Saba rolls her eyes. ‘Well, you see, we’re not all heartless, cold and devoid of emotion like you.’


Kees bites her tongue and wonders, not for the first time, if she’s kept her boyfriend hidden too well. Created such a false persona of disinterest and disdain for love in the hope that no one in the family would ever ask her, and now she’s taken it too far. She never had the romantic outpourings or the urgent hunger for love that has followed her sister around her entire life, but she thinks cold and heartless is a stretch too far.


Now isn’t the time to prove her baby sister wrong, however, and so she settles for playfully hitting her. ‘But what do you mean “in love”? Do you even have a boyfriend? You’re nineteen. You’re too young.’


This last comment earns her a withering look from Saba who loftily explains, ‘Kees, I’ve been in and out of love my whole life. This is not new.’


Kees snorts sarcastically at the idea but, thinking about it, she thinks Saba is probably right. It started when Saba declared her undying love for Shahrukh Khan when she was ten and, ever since then, there has always been someone – the latest Bollywood star, the boy from Quran class, their cousin from Pakistan, one of the neighbour’s sons … Saba fell in and out of love quicker than the seasons changed and she enjoyed every minute of it. If there was ever anyone ready to be in love, it probably was her.


Attempting to be a rational and supportive sister, Kees picks up her mug of tea, sips on it quietly and becomes determined to say the right thing.


‘Okay, so how did you meet?’


‘The matchmaker introduced us. I told Mum and Dad I wanted to marry a few months ago and I’ve been meeting people ever since.’


Kees’s attempt at being supportive flees as quickly as it came and she chokes on the tea, screeching, ‘The matchmaker?’


Hakim sticks his head around the door. ‘Guess you’ve told her, then.’ He grins at Saba.


Kees curses the thin walls of their tiny house, offers a prayer up to God for having given her the good sense to move out to university, and tells Hakim to get lost.


‘Are you crazy? You can meet someone naturally without all that. You’re beautiful and young and have loads of time. It’s not like you don’t have options.’


‘Yes, but I want to meet someone from the right family.’


‘What the hell is the “right” family, Saba?’


‘Someone who’s Muslim and Pakistani and good and kind and who our parents approve of. I’m ready, Kees. I’m not like you. I don’t care about politics or being a lawyer.’


‘Who said you had to be a lawyer, Saba? You can have any career you want.’


‘I’m not really interested in a career. I want to have babies and kiss their fat little feet and feed up the people I love.’


‘You can’t even make roti and you’ve never learnt to cook. What are you going to feed them?’


Her sister looks hurt. Kees reaches for her hand to squeeze an apology but Saba snatches it away.


‘It doesn’t matter. Umee says there’s enough time to learn and she’ll teach me. By the time babies come I’ll know all the dishes.’


‘And what about before you have children?’ Kees replies angrily. ‘When it’s just you and him and you don’t have a career. You’re going to just sit at home and wait for him while learning to cook dhal?’


‘Of course not. I’ll finish university.’


‘And then what?’


Saba blushes. ‘I’ll probably be pregnant by then.’


Their mother’s shout for Kees to come downstairs interrupts her before she can say anything else.


Walking into the sitting room, Kees turns to her father and says, ‘This is why you wanted me to come home this weekend, isn’t it?’


‘Yes, Beta,’ he replies. ‘The rishta is coming tomorrow and we want the family to meet everyone. But we also wanted to check if you’re okay with Saba getting married before you.’


Her mother snorts in disdain and Kees thinks this is where she got it from.


‘Leh! Of course she’s okay with it. She has her head in charities and politics all the time. She even has a book in her hand now. She doesn’t even think of these things.’


Kees thinks bitterly that now is not the time to prove her mother wrong by telling her she thinks about whether she’ll be able to marry the man she loves most of the time.


‘Beta?’ asks her father. ‘It would be good to know what you think. We’ve always trusted your opinion.’


Some evenings demand you walk through them. You can’t get on a bus or in a car because then you’ll miss it. Miss the exact moment the changing summer sky turns from blue to pink to black.


Kees walks home from the station even though her bags are heavy and even though she’s weighed down by the margarine tubs of curries her mother has neatly packed up ready for her freezer. She shifts the bag again and keeps walking, chin slightly tilted up as if ready to receive a blessing.


Her sister is getting married and life is changing. She wants to make it stop. To stop the sky from turning, the summer from ending and her sister from leaving the small, cramped home they all grew up in, to live in a far bigger house with a new family and new ways of doing things. She’s young, she should like change, but she never has.


She twists the key in the lock and pushes open the door, already knowing that Harry will be inside. He has his own flat but he also has a key to her small studio and prefers to spend the nights here where there are no noisy flatmates to bump into in the kitchen in the morning. When she first moved into her own space, she told him that they couldn’t spend every night together. It would weigh on her too heavily but it’s funny how quickly you can reconcile your conscience when you’re in love. Now she never says anything. She’d prefer to have him here than not and tonight she’s glad he is.


He’s lying on the sofa watching a documentary and as she walks into the room, he swings himself up, grabs her bags and takes her in his arms.


He quickly scans her face and says, ‘You’re sad. What’s wrong?’


‘I’m not going to make a very good lawyer if my face is that easy to read,’ she replies.


‘Well, it’s just me and I don’t plan ever to be on your opposing council,’ he says.


‘Saba is getting married,’ she says, leaning her forehead on his chest.


He doesn’t say anything and she’s glad. He just picks her up, takes her to the sofa and begins to undress her gently. Each piece of clothing he peels off he replaces with kisses until she is naked and on top of him and the evening is blowing through the open windows and the city is alive beneath them and weddings and in-laws don’t matter anymore because dusk is always the best time to believe in magic.


Later, as their mingled sweat plasters them to each other and their breathing has slowed, Kees feels a hot tear slide down her face and although she doesn’t feel like crying, she knows there are too many emotions on the inside and whether she likes it or not they will come out of her any way they can. You can’t stuff so much sadness into a body and think it can be contained. Like water running to the sea, it will always find its level.


‘Everything always happens for a reason, doesn’t it?’ she asks Harry, her words muffled against his chest.


‘Yes, it does,’ he murmurs into her hair.


‘So, there has to be a reason God brought us together.’


‘Well, maybe we’re just made for each other,’ replies Harry.


‘Well, if we’re made for each other, making me Muslim and you Catholic is what, exactly? His idea of a joke?’ she asks bitterly.


‘Hey, hey, come here,’ says Harry, swinging himself up and taking Kees with him.


He places her legs on each side of him so she’s wrapped around his body. Lifting her chin and pushing the hair back from her face, he looks into her eyes and she knows they’re full of anger, because it’s easier than worry.


‘You and I were made for one another,’ he says. ‘We believe in the same God, Bilquis. We’re not praying to different people; he hears us both. We just choose to worship him in different ways. And it’s not easy, but if the hardest thing for us is that you’re going to the mosque while I’m going to church, then I reckon we’re pretty damn lucky. Because that’s nothing. Yes, your parents and family and the entire community won’t like it, and there’s plenty of people on my side who will hate it too. The Catholics don’t exactly have a reputation for tolerance. But you’ll come to church with me on Sunday and I’ll come to the mosque with you on Friday and, eventually, all the bullshit and the arguments against us will just fall away. And in fifty years, some young kids from two different worlds are going to be sitting just like this, madly in love and wondering how on earth they’ll ever tell their parents, and one of them will say, “Yeah, but look at Bilquis and Harry, they did it and no one even cares now and look how happy they are.” The drama always quietens down eventually and when it does, I’m still going to be here with you.’


As he finishes talking, she feels the salt sliding down her face and instead of saying anything back she kisses him hard on the mouth. At this point, what good are words? And she doesn’t know what to say anyway. She doesn’t even know if her tears are for him, for herself or her family. What Kees does know is that somewhere along the way, no matter what decision she makes, somebody’s heart is going to crack.







MALAK



The morning arrives, halting and jarring to her eyes, and, for the first time in her life, Malak curses the sun. The pale autumn light isn’t strong but it’s bright enough to make her wince. She can hear the house is already awake and she feels like she’s late for a day that doesn’t care if she’s there or not. She’s learnt how to hate the morning over these last few months. She despises how it brings another day that doesn’t have him in it.


As has become her routine, she stumbles to the bathroom, washes and returns to sit in her bedroom on her mat, back pressed against the cold radiator with the Quran in her hand. She’s been doing this for weeks and the lifeless green book hasn’t brought the peace she thought it would. Staring at black letters that she knows only from memory and endless hours in Islamic school, she reads the Quran every morning, looking for answers in a language she doesn’t speak.


Today feels harder than yesterday. Like she’s spent the night being run over by a truck and now has to knit her bones back together to go about the day. She knows they’ll break again in her sleep tonight so doesn’t know why she bothers.


She completes her morning prayer. Bends down and touches forehead to mat. Submits to God and wonders where the fuck he is and why he isn’t making this easier. If you leave one man for another it’s supposed to feel better than this. There is a part of her that knows it doesn’t work like that but she’s angry anyway. Furious that life hasn’t unfolded for her, that the birds aren’t singing and worship isn’t flowing through her veins. She’s going through the motions and trying to give her whole heart to her faith but it’s hard to give something that you’re not entirely sure is yours to give.


The familiar stinging flutters behind her closed eyelids and she rises from prostration, trying to drag her mind back to the words she should be saying. It is in the middle of declaring there is only one God and the Prophet Muhammad is his servant and messenger that her tears begin to fall. She isn’t sure if they’re tears of anger because, for all the times she’s bowed down these last few weeks, the creeping sensation that it might not be worth it is still there. Maybe she’s just sad and misses Jacob. Maybe it isn’t about God after all.


The night it ended didn’t happen the way she thought it would. The sky wasn’t filled with thunder. No one cried. No one screamed. No one fought. It was a conversation that could have been had over dinner, the summer evening as amicable as they were.


He suggested it, she ended it, and although the break-up was mutual, it was an unexpected spectre, slipping quietly unnoticed through the door. The evening had pushed away the day and they had sat in his bedroom, limbs entwined, watching reruns of a show she couldn’t remember the name of now.


When she’d asked him why he’d brought it up in that moment, he had said, ‘It’s just hard.’


She agreed. ‘It’s always been hard.’


‘I know,’ he replied. He looked unsure of himself. As if he’d just lost sight of her in the crowd and was wondering how it had happened. ‘It hurts to love you this much and know it doesn’t end well for us,’ he said. But he was wrong about that. They had ended many things together and done it so well. Ended days in each other’s arms. Ended each other’s sentences. They’d celebrated the end of three whole years together. They’d ended arguments with laughter and ended tears with kisses. No. They definitely knew how to end things.


She got up then, kissed him goodbye and took a taxi over to Kees’s house. She couldn’t go home as she’d already told her mum that she was staying the night with Kees and heartbreak still had to abide by the rules and logistics of secrecy.


Kees had barely said anything. She’d told Harry to sleep on the sofa and had brought her into bed with her. Cuddled her as all the tears Malak had held in began to soak through the bedsheets. That was the night she thought she would never stop crying. Kees didn’t say a word. Just cried with her, knowing that some sadness is too big to squash into sentences, and Malak was thankful. They both knew that in the morning they would all have to go back to pretending so now was the time to howl.


With her forehead pressed to the mat, leaves blowing against the window and empty days stretching in front of her, Malak feels hollow. She shakes her head, finishes her prayer and stands up. Another prayer down. Still no closer to God.


She’s spent time in the mosque. Volunteered at a soup kitchen. Helped her mother around the house. Picked her father up from work. Given herself to causes bigger than a broken heart, but most days she still finds herself wrapped up in a duvet staring at old pictures of herself and Jacob, or staring at the wall. The life she is living feels stale. The only times she’s managed to feel better were when Kees came and got into bed with her, laptop balanced on cushions, relentlessly studying while Malak, on her phone, idly zoomed in and out over different countries on the map, wondering what it would be like to exist in another place. Or when Jenna dragged her to the spa because in Jenna’s mind there wasn’t anything that money couldn’t buy that wouldn’t eventually make you feel better. Malak mostly felt alive when they were both beside her, teasing each other, but the minute they left she felt herself floating and unanchored, once more scrolling across the tiny globe in her phone.


Walking into the kitchen, she finds the scene that is always there: her father brooding over the newspaper, Nile TV on in the background, while her mother talks on the phone to one of her friends. She can never understand how they are always on the phone. Didn’t any of them have work or jobs to do? Her older brother Samir is ironing a shirt while stopping every few seconds to reply to messages on his phone. She can tell from the stupid look on his face that he is messaging Elizabeth and, for a second, she hates him. Hates that he is with her and doesn’t have to ever break up with her if he doesn’t want to. Hates even more that their parents know about her and occasionally invite her over for dinner.


‘Elizabeth, like the Queen,’ her father had said when he first met her, and everyone had laughed, including Malak. Except now it didn’t seem so funny anymore.


Samir looks up and smiles sympathetically at her, which means her eyes are puffier and redder than normal or else he wouldn’t have noticed. She feels guilty for feeling angry towards him.


‘Sabah el kheir, Baba. What’s going on in Cairo?’


Her father shakes his head dramatically, sighing and shaking the paper out. ‘Habibti, it’s not good. Our country is going to shit. Whalahi, if it comes to a revolution, I’ll go back and fight. Masr oum el dounia. We’re the mother of the world. We need to set an example.’


She shares a glance with Samir and they both roll their eyes. Their overweight, far-too-comfortable, secretly-in-love-with-England father isn’t going back to fight in any revolution, but as an Egyptian, he was morally and politically obliged to be dramatically over the top about everything.


Samir looks over at her and says, ‘Yo, sis, come and help me with my tie outside.’


She shoots him a withering look and before she can tell him to get lost, her father says, ‘Go help your brother, ya bint.’


She snatches the tie from Samir’s hand and walks to the stairs where she stands one step up from him and begins to wrap it around his neck, wondering if she can get away with strangling him with it.


He grabs it back out of her hand. ‘Get off me, you idiot. I don’t really need help.’


‘Well, why the hell did you ask, then?’


‘You look like shit.’


She begins to brush past him, but he grabs her arm and drags her into the living room, closing the door so their parents won’t hear.


‘Malak, I’m serious. Your eyes are so puffy it looks like you’re in the middle of an allergic reaction, you’re wearing tracksuit bottoms for the fourth week in a row and it looks like you haven’t tasted food in about a year. You’re a mess and, honestly, it’s disgusting.’


She wishes she had strangled him when she had the chance.


‘Well, excuse me for not looking good enough for your standards but I don’t care,’ she snaps. ‘And what’s it to you anyway. You’re too busy out there with your girlfriend, who, can I remind you, you don’t have to break up with. So spare me the lecture about pulling myself together and getting over my broken heart when yours is beating just fine.’


‘You could have stayed with him,’ he says. He doesn’t mean it though. They both know it is an empty thing to say. ‘Look, I get that you’re hurting, but you’re going to have to do a better job of hiding it from Mama and Baba. They’ve started asking me if you’re depressed and whether they should force you to go to therapy.’


She grabs her brother by the shoulder and drags him further away from the door. ‘Don’t you dare tell them I need therapy. I swear to God I’ll tell them all about the time you flew to Paris with Elizabeth and told them it was a work trip.’


‘Fuck’s sake, Malak, get off me and calm down. I’m not going to say anything. I told them you were just stressed with the end of your Masters. But you need to start showing them some signs of improvement because they’re ready to stage an intervention and if you think we can’t all hear you crying at night, you’re stupider than I thought. We live in a council house, Malak. The walls aren’t that thick.’


She looks down at her feet and doesn’t know if the tears flooding her eyes are embarrassment or shame.


‘Look,’ says her brother, his voice softening as he pulls her into a hug, ‘I’ve got your back, don’t worry, but maybe just think about leaving the house a little and showering a bit more, okay?’


She laughs in between tears and nods.


‘And stop wearing tracksuit bottoms, it really is disgusting.’


She shoves him away from her, looking down at her tracksuit bottoms that are currently covered in pot noodle stains and something else she doesn’t feel entirely confident naming. Running her hands through matted hair, she concedes he might have a point.


‘Me and Liz are going out with some mates tonight. I know you’re on a whole no-drinking, read-the-Quran-all-the-time, trying-to-be-a-good-Muslim thing or whatever, but why don’t you come out with us? Just for a bit. It will be good to get out of the house and Liz is dying to see you. She says you’re not returning her calls or texts.’


Rubbing her nose across the sleeve of her jumper, Malak is about to say no when she catches her brother looking at her with disgust and wonders when she became someone who wipes their nose on their clothes. At that moment, seeing herself through her brother’s eyes trumps the heartbreak. ‘Okay, I’ll come. Just promise you won’t try to cheer me up.’


‘I swear.’


Her mother has finally got off the phone and has begun screeching that Samir is going to be late for work, so they both walk back to the kitchen.


She stands, leaning in the doorway, watching her mother fuss over her prodigal son, her father paying no attention to anyone as usual and the news reporter in the background discussing the political tensions in Mubarak’s government. The streets of downtown Cairo flash across the screen and although the news isn’t good, she slips her phone out of her pocket and opens the map once more. Her fingers hover over Egypt and she zooms in along the coastline. Remembers the one summer they spent with her cousins at the beach. How they ate fresh fish caught on her uncle’s boat and how every day felt like it lasted the entire season. She rereads the out-of-the-blue message her cousin in Cairo has sent her. Egypt might be politically tense but she is hardly relaxed in England and maybe God did have something to say to her after all.







MALAK



The thing with weddings is, they’re never really about the bride and groom. They’re an opportunity to show the rest of the world what you have, what you’re about to have and what they can no longer have. They’re not even about young people. Weddings are for the aunties and uncles who do their curtain-peeking out in the open. Who sit and comment on who looks well, who isn’t doing so well and whose children really would be an ideal match. They’re for the grandmas and grandads bent over walking sticks swapping notes on how things used to be. It’s for the long-time married couples, tired of their routine and each other, who need to attend a wedding to remember why they did it all in the first place. Above all, it’s for the parents of the bride and groom. A triumphant parade of their offspring to help validate their parenting skills. It’s an opportunity to say, look, I didn’t fuck them up completely!


Malak wonders if she’s now classified as a fuck-up as she watches Saba and her fiancé Amer sit surrounded by aunties and uncles who are intent on feeding them their body weight in jalebi. Is it her mum’s or her dad’s fault, or is it just her? She watches Saba laugh and squeeze Amer’s hand and the way he looks at her makes her hate everyone, but mostly herself.


She wants to believe in what she’s looking at. Tries to rearrange her face so she’s just a loving friend of the family smiling in happiness for the soon-to-be-bride, but her teeth are pressed together harder than they should be.


She doesn’t feel Kees come to stand beside her until she realises she’s squeezing her hand.


‘Thanks for coming,’ says Kees.


‘Don’t be silly. I wouldn’t miss your sister’s engagement, plus, I’m here for you. I know how difficult this is.’


‘If only—’


‘I know,’ says Malak quickly, reaching out to squeeze her friend’s hand in return. ‘I know.’


She can feel the familiar lump in her throat. The stinging in her eyes that comes along with any reference to the man she’s left behind. ‘Where’s Jenna anyway?’ she asks quickly, changing the subject. There are times to cry with your girlfriends and the middle of an engagement party isn’t one of them.


‘Late as usual,’ says Kees. ‘Honestly, I don’t know how she functions in life.’


‘Well, speak of the devil and she will appear. Here she comes and only an hour late,’ says Malak, who has just spied her weaving her way through the crowd towards them.


Kees watches Jenna approach. ‘She looks beautiful.’


‘When doesn’t she?’


A pale pink gown of soft silk is wrapped tightly around her body, a long train billowing out after her as she walks towards them. Her hair, wrapped up in a hijab, unconventionally in a bandana style, supports a huge pink-and-white lily that wraps around the bun at the nape of her neck, and somehow elegantly hangs across her ear.


If Malak had wrapped her hair up in a scarf and stuck a drooping flower in it the entire effect would have looked ridiculous, but on Jenna it’s breathtaking. Jenna is the woman that other women gape at before looking at online make-up tutorials. With huge almond-shaped brown eyes and perfectly symmetrical features, Jenna has a face that makes her look beautiful, no matter what she does to it. Malak always wants to tell the women who stare at Jenna in the streets and in cloakroom mirrors that they might as well give up. That there is no lengthening mascara, vitamin C serum or outfit they can buy to look like a woman who likes what she sees when she stares at herself in the mirror.


As Jenna reaches them, Malak kisses her twice on the cheek and says, ‘You’re only an hour late. Are you feeling okay?’


‘I’m drunk,’ Jenna giggles, while turning to kiss Kees, who is looking at her like all her nightmares have come true.


‘Oh my God, Malak, she’s drunk,’ hisses Kees.


Malak closes her eyes for a brief moment. This night was going to be harder than she had, at first, thought.


Turning to Jenna she says brightly, ‘Babe, what’s going on?’


Jenna is giggling over something that isn’t apparent to either Malak or Kees.


‘Nothing. What’s going on with you?’


Malak stifles a sigh. ‘Oh, nothing much. Just chilling. How come you’re drunk, babes?’ she asks casually.


‘Ohhh, well, I was studying with Lewis and we went for a drink afterwards and I really only had a couple, but I forgot that I hadn’t eaten today.’


‘Mmmm hmmm,’ murmurs Malak.


‘Here, don’t worry, I’ve got some. Lewis gave me his flask,’ says Jenna, pulling out a silver canister from her clutch bag before Kees snatches it off her and gives it to Malak for safekeeping. Jenna immediately grabs it back off Malak.


‘Jenna, why in Christ’s name have you brought alcohol to my sister’s engagement party?’ chokes Kees.


‘Excuse me,’ says a suddenly indignant Jenna. ‘Are not most of the Muslim community here?’


‘This is my point,’ hisses Kees.


‘Exactly,’ says Jenna. ‘You know they’re all going to be trying to get us married to their deadbeat sons. Anyway, calm down. It’s vodka, so you can’t even smell it. Practically drank a bottle of mouthwash on the way and I haven’t stopped chewing gum all evening. It will be totally fine. Look,’ she says, breathing into Kees’s face while Kees looks like she wants to strangle her.


The music suddenly stops and the athen rings out across the crowd, bringing with it a hush in conversation as everyone starts scrambling for headscarves and prayer mats.


‘Fuck, I need to go help Mum,’ mutters Kees.


‘Babe, you really shouldn’t swear when the athen is going off,’ says Jenna, shaking her head.


Incredulously Kees turns to stare at her friend. ‘You’re holding a hip flask of vodka, Jenna.’


‘Oh well, yes. Yes, I am,’ she concedes, nodding drowsily towards Kees who looks like she is teetering on the edge of a mental breakdown.


Malak stifles a grin for the first time that evening and says, ‘Go, it’s fine; I’ll stay with Jenna.’


Jenna begins to float towards the prayer lines and Kees, looking instantly panicked, grabs the back of her dress, hissing, ‘Jenna, you’re drunk; you can’t pray to God now.’


‘Trust me,’ says Jenna, patting Kees’s arm with a faraway look in her eyes. ‘This is when I need him the most.’ She walks away from them to stand shoulder to shoulder with the other women who were getting ready to pray at the back of the room.


‘God help us all, she’s going to be the death of me,’ says Kees.


Malak laughs. ‘Don’t worry about it, Kees. I’ll keep her out of trouble. She goes home drunk all the time and if she can get past her parents, then she’ll be fine tonight. I’ll keep an eye on her. Now go help your mum; she’s calling you.’


Aunty Abida had been gesturing wildly in Kees’s direction since the call to prayer had gone off.


‘Just keep her away from Saba’s in-laws, please,’ murmurs Kees.


‘I will, don’t worry. Give me your dupata so I can join the prayer.’


She takes the emerald-green scarf around Kees’s neck and pushes her towards her mother before quickly wrapping it around her hair, kicking off her shoes and jumping in line next to Jenna, who is happily swaying on the spot with her eyes closed. Malak hopes people will take it as extreme devotion as opposed to unbalanced drunkenness.


Malak’s prayers are more regular than they’ve been in years, yet she feels further away from God than she’s ever been. As the imam recites the first words to start the prayer, she lifts her hands up and gives in to it, hoping to feel the familiar sensation that used to settle on her when she prayed. A gentle wave would go through her and while she wouldn’t exactly call it peace, it felt like a kind of softness. Especially when praying in congregation. When everyone raised their voices to say ‘ameen’ in unison was the exact moment she felt less alone in the world. As if her body knew that there was a better way to live. She hasn’t found that softness lately, and is annoyed that her prayers feel hollow and empty. That her love for her faith has fled when she needs it the most.


As she turns first to her right and then to her left to end her prayers, she hears Jenna strike up a conversation with the aunty on the other side of her and immediately makes up an excuse to haul her away.


‘Sweetheart, I think we really should limit how many conversations you have tonight.’


As Jenna hiccups, she replies, ‘You know, you might be right.’


‘We need to get some food and water into you to sober you up.’


‘Oh, do I have to?’ Jenna wails. ‘That will make this far less bearable.’


‘Yeah, I hear you. I’m not going to lie, I’d really love to be drunk right now.’


‘Oh yeah, how is your no-drinking policy going? You’re really getting your bismillah on these days, huh?’


‘Yeah, it’s not going that well, to be honest,’ replies Malak, steering Jenna through aunties and uncles. ‘These days I just want to get drunk all the time but I’m afraid if I do, I might never stop.’


‘Well, break-ups will do that to you,’ says Jenna, hiccupping again.


They are about to turn into the room where food is being served when they bump into Aunty Najma, who envelopes them both in a hug before they can change direction.


‘Ohh no,’ says Jenna.


An offended Aunty Najma looks at Jenna who, after a sharp nudge from Malak, says, ‘Sorry, I just stepped on my dress. How are you, Aunty? You look beautiful tonight.’


Malak lets out a small sigh as a mollified Aunty Najma laughs shrilly and begins batting off Jenna’s compliments with a kind of gusto that should only be reserved for the stage, before asking the inevitable question: ‘When are you two girls getting married?’


Malak avoids looking at Jenna, whose body is already tensing next to her. In perfect unison, they deliver the appropriate answer they learnt as soon as puberty hit.


‘Inshallah, Aunty, inshallah.’


‘Inshallah, inshallah’ is whispered by every woman standing within earshot, a fervent prayer that God will bless their girls with suitable, successful and, above all, Muslim husbands.


‘You haven’t found one yet, then?’ presses Aunty Najma, who was never satisfied with a generic response.


Malak loves these women who have been a part of her life since birth. But they are also the women who told her off, sent her on errands and who had spoken to her mother when she’d done something wrong, so they stirred up an equal measure of dread. If it takes a village to raise a child, that village comes without boundaries, and dealing with un-boundaried aunties was hard enough, but doing it with a drunk Jenna on her arm was testing Malak’s patience in new ways.


‘No, Aunty,’ she replies, through a half-smile.


‘Even at university? You’ve got to be always looking or you’ll miss your chance. In the car park, at the bus stop, in queues; you need to be constantly looking. In the supermarket, even try the post office.’


Malak feels, rather than sees, Jenna’s jaw hang loose. She feels the tension rise in her own shoulders as a passing aunty who, as if able to smell the questions like a lion hunting its prey, stops to join in, saying, ‘Sometimes even in the lift. I know someone who found one in the lift; are you keeping your eyes open in the lift?’


Aunty Najma nods serenely as if the prospect of finding a suitable husband while you are on your way to the twelfth floor is completely reasonable.


‘I don’t normally close my eyes in the lift,’ Malak says, smiling. Years of respect for her elders kept her tongue between her teeth but she doesn’t know how long it will last.


‘How about in the park? There’re lots of men there, I’ve seen them. Or the airport. Nothing to do in the airport but look for one; it’s the perfect place.’
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