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For my grandparents Fatima Nahar Begum,
Habib Ullah, Ramjan Nessa, and Ahmad Ullah,
who gave and braved so much




My home belongs in every home; I am tired of searching for it.


My country belongs in every country; I will struggle to find it.


Immigrant I am, wherever I go –


I feel I have a place there, though,


I have to find a way to enter it.


I wander from house to house to search for those I love.


Probashi, Rabindranath Tagore




Part I


1960–1964




1


HASHIM PULLED HIS jacket tightly around his chest and fastened the shiny buttons with numbed fingers. He couldn’t tell whether it was the icy wind making him clumsy or the fact that the buttonholes were sewn up too tightly, but as he tried to force the last fastening into its hole, it fell away from the jacket into his hand. Hashim inwardly cursed the slick-tongued salesman who had persuaded him to spend the last of his savings on this ugly, overpriced three-piece suit.


‘It will make you stand out the minute you step off that plane,’ the tailor had purred. ‘It’s the latest cut, and the cloth is even better than the stuff that comes out of those English mills. Besides, it’s a necessity. Nobody goes abroad without a suit.’


The last bit at least was true, he conceded. Everyone knew that one required a crisp suit and a starched collar if one was intending to head bilath. Abroad. England. A tie was donned for the pre-departure farewell, but soon loosened and pocketed once the journey was under way and the handshakes and salams with neighbours and friends, well-wishers and nay-sayers alike, who all flocked to the village station to wave the train off, were over. And so here he was, standing outside Manchester Central railway station waiting for Rofikul in the freezing cold with a blazer that was tight on his shoulders, slightly too short in the sleeve, and already falling to pieces in his hands. The plane had landed at Heathrow in the early hours of that morning, and Hashim had somehow managed to navigate his way to Manchester, a city he knew nothing about other than the fact that it was where his cousin lived.


Rofikul had been living and working there for the last few years. He had been one of the first to go abroad. But then, he’d always been the pioneer. Unlike Hashim, he had attended three years of college in the city before dropping out in order to pursue his chances abroad. He was the one who had got Hashim’s paperwork in order, sent money for the flight, and made the whole process seem so straightforward and so manageable that Hashim wondered why all the other young men in the village weren’t setting off on the same adventure he was. It had been almost ten years since Hashim had seen his cousin and he worried whether it would still be the same as it had been when they were teenagers spending their summers together at their grandparents’ home. In any case, Rofikul had a place where Hashim could live, and, more importantly, the promise of a job.


‘There are three phrases you need to know to get by in England,’ Rofikul had written in his last letter. ‘These are “thank you” and “sorry”, closely followed by “please”, in order of importance. Make sure to use these liberally if you want to get on as smoothly as possible.’


Hashim’s first task of purchasing a train ticket for his journey northwards had involved ample declarations of all three phrases to the surly man at the ticket booth who had printed out the little cards on a creaking old machine before handing them to Hashim.


‘Platform 11, you’ve got twelve minutes. Don’t be late, train won’t wait.’ The official gestured to the platform with a nod of his head. Hashim desperately wanted to ask him so many questions: was it true that it rained all the time in the city he was going to? Where could he get something to eat? Was it always this busy here? But his command of English existed largely in theory rather than in practice. And so Hashim nodded a thank you and hurriedly boarded the train that chugged along the length of the country, leading him to the city he had tied his fortunes to. He had no intention of staying in England more than five years. Enough time to make money, send it back home, have a house built there and live comfortably. That was the plan. Well. As his wife would tell him years later – plans change.


‘Zoldi, zoldi, hurry up! We need to leave!’ Rofikul strode through the narrow hallway of the rickety terraced house, his heavy tread shaking the floorboards. He rapped loudly on the flimsy chipboard door of the downstairs bedroom that was shared by three of his umpteen housemates.


‘Atiq? Hey! Get up already, Hashim is going to be wondering where we are.’


Atiq emerged from the room, rubbing his eyes, his inky-black hair rumpled. He wore a blue checked lungi and his white vest was stained with ochre sweat marks beneath the armpits.


‘All right, all right – no need to make such a racket, I’m coming. Just let me put a shirt on.’


‘I swear to God, I’m about a heartbeat away from strangling you …’ Rofikul swore in exasperation.


‘Yeah, and then who would drive you around? Let’s not forget that I’m the only one with wheels around here.’ Atiq tossed his keys to Rofikul. ‘Here, go and start the car. I’ll be out in five minutes, and we’ll arrive to meet your little friend in plenty of time.’


Rofikul caught the keys and walked out of the small brick terraced house towards the rusty Ford Popular that was parked outside. The street was full of houses packed tightly together, with washing lines draped across backyards. On weekend mornings when he didn’t have to work, Rofikul was often woken by the chattering of the housewives as they pegged out their laundry, gossiping over their fences with a Woodbine dangling from the corners of their mouths, their limp English hair bound up tightly in rollers.


As Rofikul slid into the driver’s seat, he allowed himself a momentary feeling of satisfaction, turning the key in the ignition and enjoying the purr of the engine beneath him. Atiq sometimes let him drive around the derelict car parks behind supermarkets, and occasionally at an airfield several miles out of the city, where they drove illicitly round in circles and parked to smoke cigarettes and talk. Atiq never let him drive on the road, though; irritating, as a car would have made Rofikul’s social calendar a lot more manageable, not to mention more discreet. He thought about Helen and her soft auburn hair and her gentle brogue that he still sometimes struggled to fully understand and felt a warm flutter in his stomach. Yes, he definitely had to work on acquiring a licence and – somehow – enough money for a car.


‘He’s a darkie? But Helen!’


‘Shush, Marie! Sweet Jesus, do you want the whole pub to hear you? Keep it down. And don’t call him that, it’s not nice.’


‘All right, all right – but what do you want me to say? I mean, Helen! I know you’re after a young man – aren’t we all? But, Jesus, couldn’t you have found someone … you know?’


‘No, I don’t know – like what?’ Helen’s voice turned cool. She pushed her gin and tonic across the table.


‘Well, a bit more like … well, like us.’


‘Like what, Marie? Like that Tommy you ran around with last year? Who could hardly stand up come half past eight on a Friday night and cried like a baby in the mornings? Or did you have someone more like my father in mind?’


Marie sighed and reached for Helen’s arm. ‘Look, now – I’m sorry for upsetting you, I didn’t mean to be unkind. I’m sure he’s a sweetheart. I just … well, you know how people talk. And sometimes they can be right. You know Colleen?’ Marie glanced at Helen tentatively before continuing. ‘She was with a chap from the West Indies for months, absolutely mad about him she was. Had a terrible row with her mam and dad when he got her into trouble, so she moved in with him, and by the time the baby was six months he’d taken up with another poor girl right under her nose, and she had nowhere else to go. And that dark— sorry … the baby’s father, well, he has nothing to do with the child of course. So, you see …’


Helen shrugged off Marie’s hand. ‘No, I don’t see. And besides, not that it matters, but Ray isn’t even from the West Indies. He’s Indian. Well, from near there anyway. So you mind your opinions if you please, Marie.’ This was not how Helen had hoped the conversation would go. She had wanted Marie to be excited for her, full of questions and demands to meet her ‘young man’. She had never introduced anyone to Marie before, but these last couple of months had just been so deliriously happy that she needed to share the news with somebody.


Marie nodded. ‘All right, love, all right. Another round? On me. Come on, it’s New Year’s Eve, let’s not get riled about silly things.’ Marie slid out of the booth where the two girls were sitting. The faded red velvet upholstery rubbed against her stockings and caused her flimsy dress to stick to the backs of her thighs as she stood up. She rearranged her skirt and sashayed over towards the dark wooden bar to place her order of two G&Ts, ice with lots of lemon, and idly flirt with the portly, married barman.


Helen watched her from the booth. Silly things. So that’s what her friendship – relationship, whatever it was – with Ray was to Marie. Something silly and unreal. Well, it had felt real when they’d met in the café that first afternoon. She’d just ducked in for some shelter from the sudden rain shower. He’d been sitting at a corner table reading a large red book, his hand cupped around a mug of tea. She came to learn over the months that he took his with hot milk and three sugars, and sometimes he liked to break up little pieces of fragrant bark and put that in too. The first time he’d done that she’d been aghast.


‘What on earth are you doing?’ she’d asked as he added a curl of cinnamon to the small tin pan of steaming milk and tea.


‘It makes it sweeter.’ Ray had grinned at her. ‘Try it.’


And she did. The woody aroma soon became synonymous with Ray in her mind, and for months thereafter she struggled to explain to Nanna why she’d started putting bits of tree bark in her tea.


Since the afternoon in the café, when she had shyly asked to share his table, they’d met up whenever they found the time. Nights at the pictures, walks in the park; sometimes they even caught the bus outside the city and spent long afternoons in the Peak District. He would marvel at the craggy rocks and the beautiful rough landscape and tell her stories about where he was from. Sylhet. He told her that’s where tea grew; yes, the very tea that she had poured in his cup that morning.


She was too embarrassed to admit that she thought all tea came from China. Isn’t that what folk said? Not for all the tea in China, her mam would say, when a neighbour asked her if she’d ever yearned for a son after her eight pregnancies yielded six healthy daughters and a couple of babies whose sexes remained unknown, lost in a pool of blood and heartbreak before their time. Helen knew that was a lie though. That was the reason her mam and dad’s marriage was a miserable one. Six expensive, useless, idle daughters, her father would rant. And no lad to help shoulder the burden. Then he would leave the house for the pub where he’d knock back a pint or six – one for each daughter – and then when he came home to the mousey woman he had the misfortune of calling his wife, he’d smash his fist into her face, or, if he felt so inclined, he would set about the act of siring a male heir. Across the hall, in the room she shared with two of her sisters, Helen would pull the pillow over her ears trying to muffle the sound of her mother’s sobs and her father’s drunken slurs and the steady, oppressive banging of the bedframe into the cold, plastered wall.


And so, on the morning of her seventeenth birthday, before anyone else in the house had been roused from sleep, Helen had packed a few possessions into the only suitcase they had in the house, a beaten-up leather bag, and slipped quietly off to the station to catch a train that would take her away from the docklands of Liverpool. She decided on Manchester as her final destination. Her mother’s great-aunt, who they called Nanna when they were children, had been a former Brunswick mill girl, and lived in the inner city in an area Helen vaguely remembered was called Ancoats, where a few old mills were still creaking along. She was sure she could seek refuge there. Helen tried not to imagine the thundering rage of her father and its manifestation on the body of her mother, the scarlet welts screaming of Helen’s betrayal. It was not her soothing presence, but her vital earning power that would be missed. By denying her family its dues from her weekly pay packet, Helen’s crime was not simply absconding: it was theft.


Over the three years she had since been living in Manchester, Helen had sent money back home and letters inviting her sisters to join her, describing her life – careful not to brag about her newfound freedoms, but hinting that their fortunes would be richer here than by the docks. But she had yet to receive a single note back from her mother or sisters; an injunction no doubt laid down by her father, though she was disappointed that they had not cared enough about her to risk flouting it. Still, she continued to write – light, breezy letters, shielding the reader from the guilt that she felt as her ink crisscrossed the page. The envelopes stuffed with notes were never returned, which gave her some comfort: if the money was helping, then at least some good had come of her estrangement.


‘Helen!’ Marie stood over her, wielding two full tumblers topped with ice and lemon. ‘Come on, drink up! I can’t wait till midnight, I’m ready for a new year!’


Helen smiled and took the glass from Marie’s wobbling hand.


‘To a new year!’ They clinked rims, and each took a sip.


Helen thought about Ray, how his unexpected tumble into her life had made the preceding year the best one yet, and she made a silent prayer to Mary, mother of Jesus, that the next one would be just as special.


‘Hey! Hey, it’s him – there he is, I told you he’d be waiting outside! Idiot, why didn’t he just stay in the waiting room?’ Rofikul banged on the window of the car as Atiq swung it into the pick-up area outside the station.


‘Ar-eh, are you trying to smash the glass? Leave my car alone, would you, and go and get your cousin before someone else does. He’s asking to get jumped standing around like that.’


Rofikul did not hear Atiq’s admonishment; he’d bounded out of the passenger door before the car had drawn to a standstill and was running over to where a very cold-looking Hashim was standing on the cobbled crescent of road outside the station. His suit was creased, and the leather suitcase that lay at his feet had seen better days. Rofikul noted that Hashim’s side parting was perfectly neat, though, and he spied the comb in the breast-pocket of that awful cheap suit. He grinned – another dapper young man to take around town with him. The two of them would be hits.


‘Hey! Cold, isn’t it?’


‘Bhaiya!’


Rofikul pulled Hashim into a tight hug and thumped him heavily on the back.


‘It’s so good to see you! You survived the flight, I see. Isn’t the food awful? Well, let me tell you, that bit doesn’t get better now you’re here. But those air hostesses … eh? Eh? With their shiny legs? Almost makes the journey worthwhile!’


Hashim laughed and shook his head. ‘I see you haven’t changed a bit then, Bhai – all jokes, and no time-keeping?’


Rofikul feigned contrition by slapping himself on the head and sticking out his tongue. ‘Aha-re! You can lodge a complaint with Atiq about that, I told him we would be late, but you can never get that man out of bed unless you bribe him with a cup of tea and a porotha, and I haven’t got time to spoil him like that. Anyway, he’s waiting for us with the car over there – come on, let me take that bag. And here, you take this.’


Hashim found a heavy woollen coat thrust into his hands.


‘I knew there was no way you could have brought something thick enough. You’ll need that tonight. I borrowed it from one of the boys at home. Anyway, wear it for now, and we’ll take you shopping to get a proper winter coat soon.’


Hashim gratefully donned the dark grey overcoat, the padded shoulders swamping his narrow frame, and plunged his hands into the deep pockets.


‘They weren’t joking about this weather, were they?’


Rofikul grinned. ‘It’s dark when you leave the house, it’s dark when you come back; and sometimes in the mornings you wake up to little threads of ice dangling on the inside of the windows. You don’t ever get used to it, but you will learn to start dressing better for it.’ Winding a scarf tightly around his neck, Rofikul led Hashim over to where Atiq was waiting with the engine running and sprang open the tiny boot of the car. He tossed the suitcase in between a tow-rope and a canister of petrol, and cheerfully banged the lid shut.


‘Do you mind not destroying my vehicle, you brute?’ called Atiq from the driver’s seat. He nodded towards the newcomer in acknowledgement. ‘I’m Atiq. Welcome.’


Hashim tentatively stood by while Rofikul walked around to the front and flung open the passenger door.


‘The front seat for our new arrival! Come on, Hashim, this way you get the proper view … of the roads … and the cars … and the roads … and the cars …’ After shoving Hashim into the front, Rofikul slid into the back seat and slung his arms over the seat backs in front of him. ‘Atiq Bhai, take us home.’


With a lurch, Atiq slid the car into gear and pulled away from the kerb. Hashim peered over the grey dashboard, into the shadowy night flecked with yellow lights. As the car picked up speed along the smooth roads, Hashim settled back into his seat and closed his eyes to the sound of Rofikul’s voice, interrupted occasionally by Atiq’s monosyllabic retorts. Home, he thought. Yes, take me home.
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AFTER FOUR MONTHS Hashim had grown fond of the red brick of the city, the flashes of colour providing welcome respite from the relentless grey of the clouds overhead, the grey fumes of the factories, and the grey of the roads beneath him. And everything seemed greyer still because of the constant rain that never seemed to fall with any conviction, but instead feebly pattered down from the sky. He could get used to the cold, he had decided. But it was the dreariness that weighed him down, the absence of any hint of greenery. Still, though, there were certain elements of daily life that he had warmed to, and the clattering of the milk-cart over the cobbles before sunrise became a familiar background noise as he washed for dawn prayer, splashing icy water into his face. As he spread out his threadbare prayer rug on to the nondescript carpet of the shared bedroom, Hashim felt a sense of comfort enfold him as he murmured the holy words his father had taught him. Some of the other men he lived with also prayed regularly, though most were a little lax, missing a few prayers in the middle of the day by necessity – factory hours were not built around the ever-changing prayer times – but they did not seek to make them up once they were home. Hashim privately tried to compensate for his missed prayers, doubling up the foregone noon and afternoon prayers with the one at sunset. He wasn’t sure if this was a legitimate practice, but he hoped that Allah would be understanding of his predicament.


His new housemates were, for the most part, jovial and welcoming, although he had concluded that Atiq’s apparent surliness was not reserved just for Hashim, but was simply the way Atiq preferred to communicate. Aside from Rofikul and Atiq, there were about eight others, many of whose names and faces all seemed to blur into one generic pool. These housemates worked further out of the city, usually on night shifts, so his path rarely crossed theirs. But among the dozen or so grown men there was a distinct sense of homeliness, for which Hashim was grateful. There was a system, not codified by rules, but one in which everyone seemed to know his part. There were the shoppers who took care of the groceries, and the cooks who ensured there was always a steaming pan of something delicious and filling left on the stove, even for the night workers when they arrived back in the early morning after the milkman had been and gone. The cleanliness left a little to be desired, not due to any lack of individual effort, but simply the result of having almost a dozen adult men living in a space meant for half that number. But still, there was always company and warmth, and despite the shabby decor and the peeling linoleum, Hashim felt settled into his new home.


Work was a different matter. On his first day Hashim had tried to introduce himself to the foreman, a dour-faced man of about fifty whose skin looked as though someone had hewn over it with a rake.


‘Good morning, sir. My name is Hashim.’ He said it exactly as he had rehearsed in front of the cracked mirror in the pantry that morning, razor in hand, with Mamun or Ilyas or one of the other housemates banging on the door yelling for him to get a move on. The foreman had glared at him.


‘And …?’


Hashim faltered. ‘Today is my first day …’


‘So what, you want a special announcement, do you? ’Ere – Ray!’ He bellowed at Rofikul and motioned for him to come over. ‘This that cousin of yours you was chewing my ear off about?’


Rofikul nodded. ‘Yessir, this is my cousin, Harry – you can call him Harry.’


Hashim shifted his glance from the foreman towards Rofikul and raised an eyebrow. Ray? Harry? What was this, did he now have to change his name too?


‘Right, well, show ’im where ’is overalls are and set to work – you know where he’s meant to be. Jones can give him t’walkaround and then put ’im on the bagging line, would you?’


‘Yessir.’ Rofikul – or Ray as he was now apparently known – nodded and dragged Hashim over to the hooks and benches where other workers were already changing into their overalls.


‘Harry? So I’m Harry now?’


‘You think they can manage Hashim? It’s just easier for them to remember; they won’t say much to you anyway, it’s just in case they need to get your attention for something.’


Hashim said nothing, but his turned back as he changed into the dark work clothes radiated annoyance.


Rofikul watched as Hashim struggled to get the hair net over his slightly large head. ‘Here, let me help you.’


‘How can you let them call you what they want? Why an English name?’


‘Look, Hashim, there are a hundred other things you’ll need to worry about living here. I’m telling you, what people call you is the least of your worries. At least Harry is actually a name. Better than “darkie” or “ey you” or worse. So just shut your mouth and get on with it. Harry.’


And so Harry learned to get on with it. He was paid at the end of the week, not handsomely, but it was enough to cover his rent and contribution to the food and the electricity, as well as wiring some back to his family in Sylhet. After several months of this continuing pattern, Rofikul began to notice that Hashim was sending the entire remainder of his wages back home. One night, as they sat at the small kitchen table playing cards over a cup of hot, sweet tea, Rofikul decided to broach the subject.


‘So, Hashim, what are your savings looking like?’


Hashim looked blankly at Rofikul, his hand still raised holding a run of four spades, two aces and an annoying, superfluous jack of hearts he was trying to get rid of.


‘What savings?’


‘Ah, that’s what I suspected,’ Rofikul said, slapping down his hand of cards. ‘Rummy.’ He lit a cigarette, inhaled, and then expertly puffed the smoke upwards. ‘Look, Hashim. You’re doing all right. You have enough to cover the house expenses. You’re sending enough back home. Don’t you think you should start, you know, keeping some here?’


‘Why would I need that? Sending it all back is the reason I came over in the first place.’ Hashim looked confusedly at his cousin, wondering whether this conversation was more about Rofikul and whatever thoughts were brewing in his mind, rather than much to do with him.


‘Hashim, listen. You need to start thinking about your future. You don’t want to spend the next ten years like this. Don’t you want to save for things? Some better clothes, even. A car maybe, one day. I don’t know, but you at least need to have enough for an emergency. What if something happens and you need to fly back straight away?’ Rofikul stubbed out his cigarette on the corner of the table and sighed. ‘Anyway, forget about all that. What about bhabi?’


‘What about her?’ Hashim’s voice rose slightly.


Rofikul reached out and placed a hand on his cousin’s arm. ‘You should be together, Hashim. If you’re not careful …’ He paused, choosing his words. ‘Just trust me, Hashim. You shouldn’t be apart from your wife for so long.’


‘Have you gone completely mad? Why exactly would she want to come here? What would there be here for her?’ Hashim realised his hands were shaking.


‘You. That’s exactly what I’m saying, Hashim. You should be together, you’ve not even been married a year, and half of that time you’ve been here. You should bring her over. Show her what life is like here. Think about it.’ Rofikul pushed his chair back and walked over to open the kitchen window to let out the curls of smoke.


Think about it. Did Rofikul think Hashim was an idiot? He’d done nothing except think about it, for months. Every time he awoke to the damp cold mornings and came downstairs to one of the housemates clad in a lungi and jumper stirring a pan of milk on the stove, he imagined what it would be like to walk into the kitchen and see Munira there. When he got home after work to a steel pan of congealed lamb curry and lukewarm rice set on the stove, he thought about how much more civilised it would be if his wife was there ladling it out into small serving bowls, and how she had always declined to eat with him, despite his invitations to do so. In the few weeks that they had actually spent as newlyweds they hadn’t once dined together. It wasn’t the done thing for a wife to eat with her husband in the communal home. There was a distinct order: all the children would be cajoled, caressed and beaten into eating first. Then the men – Hashim, his brothers, any uncles who might have been visiting – would eat at great leisure, being served all the choicest cuts of fish, the freshest rice, and then finally Munira and her sisters-in-law would sit down to eat whatever remained, but not before Hashim’s mother had authorised their turn and had been served herself.


Hashim reached for the box of Woodbines on the table and slipped one of the slim rolls of tobacco between his lips. As he held the lit match close to the tip he drew in a breath, deeply, and watched the end glow a satisfying burning orange. Shaking out the flame, he exhaled and sighed.


‘How am I supposed to bring her? I don’t even know if she’d want to come.’


Rofikul smiled. ‘Have you asked her? Not many do bring their wives over, but it can be done. We can find someone to talk through the paperwork.’


Hashim thought about the conversations he’d had with Munira in the weeks they had spent together. He hadn’t even seen her until their wedding day; their union was based upon the knowledge that he had a visa to go and work in England and the fact that her father was a respected alim from his mother’s home village. Unusually, Munira had completed high school, which was far more education than he himself had achieved. He flushed at the thought of being too stupid, too dull, for the quietly intelligent, beautiful woman he called his wife. After the wedding ceremony, they were left alone together for the first time in one of the smallest rooms of the house, which had been temporarily vacated for the new couple. Completely at a loss what to say or how to act, Hashim’s first question had been to enquire what her name was. After a mortifying silence, during which Hashim’s face had turned every shade of crimson, while his wife’s remained covered by her bridal shawl as she lowered her head, there finally came the name that he hadn’t been able to get out of his head for weeks – Munira. He cleared his throat awkwardly and asked a few more questions, ones he also already knew the answers to: how many siblings she had, what class she had studied until. Politely, if a little aloof, she had answered his questions. They were supposed to sleep together that night, on a bed adorned with flowers arranged by Hashim’s female relatives, as distant to one another as they had been before the ceremony; before the white garlands had been wrapped around their necks, before Munira’s face had been daubed with kumkum, before he had placed a gold band on her finger.


They had become slightly less awkward with each other over the following weeks. Although they spent most of the day in different quarters – Munira with the women or sequestered in her room, still exempt from the usual daily chores, and Hashim with his friends, or visiting neighbours – they found time in the evenings to talk and gradually begin to know one another. Through these lamp-lit conversations, he learned about the books she enjoyed reading, that she had been teaching herself English with the help of her older brother, ever since she discovered that her future husband would be working in England, that she was her father’s favourite and that, thankfully, she interested Hashim. And it seemed as though he interested her. He remembered with pride the day he first managed to amuse her, recounting a story from his school days and how it had made him feel six feet tall to see the twin crescents deepen in her cheeks as she laughed. But she had been so formal the day of their parting, betraying such little emotion that he wondered if she was relieved that he would be gone soon, and that she would not have to deal with the tiresome demands of a husband. Since his arrival in Manchester though, her letters suggested otherwise: there was a veneer of propriety to them, but he felt that he could delve between her lines, and eke out some emotion beneath the surface of her words.


Hashim slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He removed the black and white print of a young woman with thick brows, a small nose and dark eyes. Perhaps Rofikul was right. Perhaps he could look into what it would mean to bring his wife – he was still so unused to the word – over to join him. He wondered if it was something she would want, whether the prospect of leaving her country and her people, for him – a man she hardly even knew, despite the gold band she wore – could possibly be appealing. There was nothing to do but to ask her, he decided. Whatever her response, he would accept it. As he lay in bed that night, turning the idea over in his mind, he realised how much he hoped she would say yes.
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MUNIRA PUT DOWN her pen and let out a sigh as she began to braid her thick, raven hair. It was dark outside and the only light in the room came from a dimly lit hurricane lamp. In the corner of the room a quivering mound covered by an embroidered blanket rose and fell intermittently, occasionally releasing a guttural wheeze. She glanced over and saw the rhythmic inflating and deflating of Khala Moni, Hashim’s spinster aunt, and concluded that Khala Moni was indeed still alive despite her constant proclamations of imminent death. Satisfied in the knowledge, Munira began to re-read the page she had just written.


Assalamu alaikum,


I pray that Allah is keeping you safe, and that you are in the best of health. From your letters it seems as though you are working long hours, and I worry your mother worries that you may be tired. I try to remind her though that you sound happy in your letters. Everything must still be so new and exciting, and although your descriptions are so colourful I struggle to imagine it as you must be seeing it. I know you said the rain was cold, but I still can’t imagine what that feels like – the warmth of our rain is all that makes the wet bearable.


Things are very well here, by the grace of Allah, so have no concern for us. The farm is doing well, the planting has been done for the year. I write to my parents every week too, and they ask after you and Rofikul Bhai.


The photograph that you sent us of you in the studio is kept in the almari. Your mother shows it to guests when they come to visit, and everyone says how smart you look.


Be well,


Munira


Something felt a little cold about the letter. She picked up the pen and added a final line:


Sometimes I take the photograph and look at it when your mother is asleep.


Satisfied, she folded the page into quarters and slipped it into a thin envelope with red and blue striped edges. It was probably somewhat forward to admit that she was stealing glances at her husband’s picture, but the envelope was sealed now, and she didn’t have a spare one she could use, so that was that. He’d have to make of it what he pleased. Even though they had been married for over a year, Munira was still unsure as to how her husband really saw her. She had tried to temper her instinctive boldness since adolescence, at the behest of countless aunts and even her own mother, who ruefully implored Munira to act with more propriety. It was an unbecoming trait for a young woman to favour her brothers’ school books over her domestic chores, or to prefer to sit in on the conversations of her father and uncles about religion and politics, rather than listen to the complaints of the womenfolk about their ailments, their pains, their children and their husbands. Munira’s mother declared that her only daughter’s unbending will was the fault of an indulgent father and that no other man would permit such behaviour. When the proposal had come from Hashim’s family, Munira’s mother had simply refused to believe it.


‘They must have got her confused with a different girl,’ she declared to her sisters-in-law as they sat in a semicircle in the courtyard, crouched on low wooden khats sorting the grit from lentils, and peeling the stringy threads from bean pods.


‘What other girl exactly could she be confused with?’ asked Munira’s eldest aunt, whose own brood of dutiful, insipid daughters somewhat bored her, though she could never publicly admit so. ‘There’s no other alim in the village so they specifically meant your husband’s daughter – and you have no other girls, so who else apart from Munira could they have meant?’


‘But, it’s just … well, they don’t even know her. Or us, really, so I can’t see why they’d—’


‘Since when has that made a difference? Did your in-laws know you before you got married? Has anyone ever truly known the families they marry their children into? If they did, maybe they’d be less disappointed when it turns out they pretty much detest one another, but the point is, they said Munira. You’ve done your homework, haven’t you? The boy, he looks decent, doesn’t he? No paunch, all his hair? And he’s going bilath, isn’t he? So if he is a brute, she’s safe while he’s in England. And if he’s a nice boy, then she’ll have time to find out, won’t she?’


Munira overheard the conversation from inside the small barn on the edge of the courtyard where she had been tending the chickens. She had been more taken aback than anyone by the proposal but couldn’t help feeling a little stung by the force of her mother’s incredulity. After all, she knew she was attractive – everyone told her so, though the compliment was always veiled in a put-down. Oh Munira, your hair is so thick, it must be impossible to style in any way other than a braid. Oh yes, that Munira, a lovely smile but it does make her look a little … you know … careless. And she came from a good enough family; her father was a learned and respected religious man. Her brothers were bound for college or were already there. They weren’t a wealthy family, but they were well regarded – why on earth shouldn’t she be considered the catch that she was? To her mother’s mortal horror, Munira saw no reason why she ought not to share her opinion with her aunts in the courtyard, and yes, her watching, doe-eyed, open-mouthed cousins too, for that matter.


That evening, Munira heard her mother rapidly recounting the event to her father in a pitch higher than usual. She could not discern her father’s response, but she imagined she was due a reprimand once the conversation was over. When her mother flounced into the room where Munira was reading and announced that her father wished to see her before bed, Munira sighed and marked her page with a piece of folded card. Padding into the room that her father used as living room and study, she prepared for the admonition.


‘Baba, is what your mother told me true?’


‘Yes, Abbu.’


‘So you want to get married, is that it?’


‘No! Yes – well, no, I just meant …’


‘Well, it sounds as though you took your mother’s reservations about it quite to heart.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that, I just – well, they were all making it sound as though anyone would be crazy to want to marry me.’


‘I see. Well, luckily for us, I suppose someone – or at least his family – is crazy enough. I’ve spoken to your mother. It sounds as though you aren’t against this. I’ve done some research on their family and I’m satisfied. There’s no reason this can’t happen before the winter.’


Munira had gone to bed that night feeling blank. She was not unhappy with the prospect, but she did not know how to be excited about the idea of marriage when it seemed so distant to her. Even when the saris were being laid out in front of her in a quest to find the perfect bridal shade, or when the wet, brown mendhi paste was applied in floral patterns to her hands by her aunts, or when her face was being daubed in smears of yellow turmeric in the pre-wedding ceremony, the thought that this was preparation for marriage did not seem to penetrate. She knew that this was all necessary preparation for a wedding, but what lay after it – the relationship she would have to form and navigate, the entire new person she would have to learn to live with – remained a mystery. It was not until the day of her actual wedding that she realised that everything she knew would soon be gone, and all that lay ahead was uncertainty. She hoped her husband was kind.


It had surprised her, once the ceremony was over and she and her new husband were left alone in the room together for the first time, that he had seemed more nervous than she was. She noticed his shaking hands as he sat beside her, his voice barely registering above a murmur. When he had asked her name, it had taken every inch of self-control not to stare at him incredulously. A part of her was annoyed – she was the bride, the one who was separated now from her family. As the sheltered only daughter of loving parents, it was her prerogative to be nervous, falteringly shy, to weep, should she so wish, all the way through the night. She had wept when she had parted from her parents. It was the first time she had seen her father’s tears and suddenly the world and her future felt hollow without the thought of him being in it every day. So she had answered Hashim’s banal questions out of politeness. She recognised that he meant well and that his nerves were not because he was displeased with the marriage, but simply because, like her, he had no idea how to act in this situation. Their whole lives, elders had instructed them on everything: the correct way to address relatives; how to enter and leave a room; the etiquette on speaking first or speaking too much in a social gathering – but nobody had thought to instruct the newlywed couple how to behave on their first evening together as husband and wife. When she had finished answering Hashim’s questions and had run out of her own to ask, Munira was so tired that she fell asleep where she had been sitting, on the bridal bed, still fully clad in her heavy silk sari. She awoke at dawn the next morning to find a soft embroidered blanket draped over her, and saw her new husband sleeping in the armchair in the corner of the room, one foot tucked beneath him. He had not even tried to join her on the bed. He was a good man, she decided. Shy. But kind. Quietly, she went to the jug and basin in the corner of the room where she washed her face and hands, preparing herself for the morning prayer. She had much to give thanks for.


Their first morning together as husband and wife had been as awkward as the night preceding it. After Munira had quietly prayed and reapplied her kajal and straightened out her bridal sari, she sat on the bed and waited for her husband to stir from the armchair before her. She did not have to wait long; there was the briefest of ceremonial taps on the door before it was flung open by Munira’s eldest new sister-in-law, armed with a green silk sari, a hairbrush and a smile that was more curious than kind. Hashim woke with a start and jumped up from his armchair.


‘As … assalamualaikum bhabi,’ he greeted his older brother’s wife, his eyes on the ground, not meeting hers for fear of the smirk on her face. He knew she had taken in the scene, the fact that he had been asleep in the chair, and that Munira was sitting perfectly poised on the middle of the bed, still in her full bridal attire. His neck grew hot as he imagined the gossip and speculation that would be flying through the kitchen in moments. His sister-in-law ignored his greeting, instead addressing Munira with a steady stream of questions and exclamations.


‘Oh, look, there you are still perfect, look, aren’t you perfect? Shundori, even your jewellery is still all exactly in place. You look as though you slept right there sitting up; doesn’t she look like she slept sitting up?’ she asked no one in particular. ‘Right, we need to get you ready for the other guests now, you’ll have a lot of visitors today. Choto Bhai, you need to get out of here now, we need to get your wife ready. Yes, no need to look so shocked – she is your wife, you know, or hadn’t you noticed? Did no one tell you? Aha-re, see what happens when you don’t pay attention. Come, come, go straight to the kitchen, one of your bhabis will make you porotha; not you, Munira dear, sorry, you have to look beautiful first and then we’ll let you eat.’


The sister-in-law grinned in what she fancied was a playful fashion, revealing her red tobacco-stained teeth and slightly receding gums. Hashim had bolted right out of the room, but not before flashing a thin smile at Munira whose expression had set into the stoic serenity of a martyr. Munira was left to the mercy of her new bhabi, who puffed and primped, prodded and praised, forcing Munira to turn her head this way and that while her hair was fixed, the urna pinned firmly into her hair. It felt as though the pins were being drilled through her skull by bhabi’s fat fingers.


At first Munira had endured the endless attention, the coiffuring and beauty advice from her sisters-in-law, recognising that, for the most part, it was well intended and came from genuine pride and affection for their newest sister. But since Hashim had gone to England, it was as though Munira herself had ceased to exist. Now the only woman without a husband present, Munira was often overlooked, and treated like one of the older female children of the family, rather than as a new bride. She had even been forced to be roommates with the ancient Khala Moni, the strange spinster aunt whose actual lineage and attachment to the family were by all accounts uncertain, but who had been around for so long that no one thought to question it any more. Munira did not include any of this in her letters to her husband – after all, there was nothing really to complain about, she was hardly being maltreated. But she did not care for the gossip of her sisters-in-law and as a result had inadvertently gained the reputation of being a little aloof. She had no one to talk to, no father to indulge her in her theories, no brothers to discuss her ideas with, no mother to listen to her stories, and now, as she sealed her letter to Hashim, she realised that she missed her husband.
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WHEN THE COUNTRY had been declared ‘open for business’ a decade earlier, no one could have predicted that those three thousand economic migrants who arrived each year would eventually swell to an eye-watering one hundred thousand immigrants, and counting – one of whom, hoped Hashim, would be his wife.


Hashim was sitting in a greasy spoon café in Ardwick quizzing Rofikul about the papers he was clutching in his right hand. The acrid smell of frying bacon hung in the air and the net-curtained windows were foggy with condensation. Two steaming mugs of tea stood on the table before them.


‘You’re sure? You’re absolutely sure these are the right ones?’ Hashim shook the facsimiled documents at his cousin excitedly.


Rofikul nodded, a grin spreading across his face. ‘They’re her papers.’


Hashim shook his head in disbelief and drummed his fingers on the once-white surface of the Formica table top, now stained with years of mug rings. He was holding his wife’s immigration papers, the documents to say that she was welcome in this country – to come to Britain – on a spousal visa. Munira could be with them almost as soon as he booked her flight.


‘But they said it would take months!’ He looked at Rofikul, half expecting his cousin to laugh and declare the whole thing an elaborate joke.


Rofikul returned Hashim’s gaze. ‘Well … it did.’


‘But … I thought it would be more months.’ Hashim was now fiddling with the glass condiment bottles on the table in front of him, picking off the tangy crusts of brown sauce from the white screw top. He looked almost pleadingly at Rofikul, as though willing him to say something reassuring.


Rofikul softened, a little surprised by Hashim’s range of responses to what Rofikul had imagined would be unequivocally positive news. ‘Hashim,’ he asked gently, ‘do you want it to be more months?’


Hashim looked down at the table and shook his head slowly. ‘No, of course not. This is wonderful news, I – thank you – no, really, thank you, this wouldn’t be happening if it wasn’t for you, finding that lawyer, getting the vouchers and papers sorted and everything …’ He trailed off. It was true; the idea had been Rofikul’s in the first place, and had it been left to Hashim, none of this would have happened. It was Rofikul who had found, on several people’s recommendations, an immigration specialist who was affordable, spoke Sylheti, and seemed to know what he was doing. Rofikul had set up the first meeting for Hashim, had instructed him how to dress for the meeting, had suggested he might need a copy of Munira’s passport and their marriage certificate for proof, and had even organised the process for Munira back home, instructing her via Hashim to arrange a visit to the British Embassy in Dhaka and advising what she would need to take with her.


Rofikul inclined his head slightly in acceptance of Hashim’s thanks, added another sugar cube to his mug of tea and stirred, waiting for Hashim to find his words again.


‘It’s just that I thought I had more time. You know, to get it ready, to make it nice for her.’ Hashim paused again. ‘How can I bring her to that house? It isn’t ready. I’m not ready.’ He laid the papers down on the table and gestured towards them helplessly. ‘What will I be bringing her over to?’


Rofikul offered Hashim a Woodbine and they lit up. The anxiety and uncertainty of a new challenge billowed from the ends of their cigarettes in puffs of white smoke that merged with the aroma of bitter coffee and forbidden animal fat and fried eggs. After a couple of minutes of silent inhaling and exhaling, Rofikul stubbed out his cigarette in the thin metal ashtray on the table and spoke firmly.


‘Hashim. There is nothing wrong with the house – you’ve told her about the living arrangements, haven’t you? She understands about the sharing, so it will be fine. And of course, we’ll rejig the other rooms so that you and bhabi can have your own bedroom, that’s no problem.’ He stopped, realising that his cousin’s anxieties were not limited to concerns about housemates and sleeping arrangements. He took on a jovial tone to mask the seriousness of addressing what he sensed were Hashim’s real concerns.


‘As for the rest of it … look, nobody knows how this will turn out. None of the rest of us have brought any wives over, you’re our pioneer! So, yes, it might take a bit of getting used to, but think how wonderful it will be to have her here. A real woman’s touch around the house. You don’t know how much you’ll miss it, trust me. Think how nice it will be to come home to her after work, how much fun it will be showing her new things, enjoying life together. She’ll be happy to be with you and you’ll be happy having her here. Really. It will be all right.’ He grinned at Hashim. ‘And if she’s a real witch, we’ll just get immigration control to send her back.’


Hashim laughed despite himself, Rofikul joined in, and, before long, their guffaws had filled the little café and the other customers were turning to stare at the two young brown men in their overcoats who were laughing so hard their shoulders were shaking amid plumes of tobacco smoke.
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HELEN SLIPPED HER stockinged foot into the red leather shoe and bent down to fasten the buckle around her slim ankle.


‘Marie! Get a move on, would you? We’re going to be late!’


Marie sauntered into the room, clad in a towelling bathrobe, her hair arranged in a crown of setting rollers.


‘Stop mithering, it’s not even seven o’clock yet. And we can be late, they’ll wait for us.’ She sat down in front of the small dressing table and began to take out her rollers, gently unfurling each section of hair and giving it a light misting of hairspray before moving on to the next.


Helen watched as Marie unwound the silky brown strands from the hollow plastic cylinders and thought how ridiculous it was that women had to go through such time-consuming preparations before daring to venture out in public. Still, that was the way it was. Holding up a hand mirror to the light, Helen shaded in her brows with a pencil and added a final coat of lipstick to her mouth – nothing too flashy, just a peachy coral to make her look a little less washed out. The summer was not kind on her pale Irish skin, which had a tendency to go straight from milky to puce without so much as stopping for breath, so she tended to avoid the sun. Marie, on the other hand, was blessed with skin that tanned a light umber, a gift from her Italian grandmother. As she pointed out, though, she had also inherited that side of the family’s tendency towards hirsutism and Catholic guilt, a thought that somewhat consoled Helen. Marie had finished backcombing her hair and was now clasping a metal device on to her eyelashes to make them curl.


‘Marie, no one will even notice your lashes – what they will notice is that you’re wearing a bathrobe. Hurry up!’


‘Eyelashes are exactly what blokes will notice, and they don’t even know it. Here, pass me that brush, will you?’ Marie dipped the tiny brush that Helen handed her into a small pot of black and swept a winged line along her upper lashes. Turning her head to check for symmetry, she nodded at her reflection in approval and winked at Helen. ‘Calm down, love, look – I’m ready!’


She slipped off her robe, revealing a pretty shift dress that hung elegantly from her tiny frame and fell just above her knees. She grabbed the bottle of White Shoulders that stood on the dresser and dabbed a little on her wrists and neck before proffering the bottle to Helen who copied the ritual. Marie put her arm around Helen’s waist and drew her close, so they could both see themselves in the full-length mirror that leaned against the chipboard wall in the corner.


‘See? Not even late, and even if we were, we’d be worth it.’


Helen smiled at the girls in the glass, who both beamed back. Marie’s dark waves were thick and glossy, and her matte red-stained lips added an air of silver-screen glamour that Helen could only dream of. Helen was taller, slimmer, and paler than her friend. Her grey-green eyes were honest where Marie’s were playful, and while Marie’s quick and easy laugh made her popular wherever they went, people often mistook Helen’s quietness for hostility. Still, though, tonight they were going out with Ray and his cousin Harry, and some friends from work said they’d be around too. It was Saturday night and the long summer evening held all the promise in the world.


‘What do you mean they both look the same?’ Rofikul exclaimed, waving the shirts maniacally in Hashim’s face.


‘Well – they’re both blue …’ Hashim’s voice trailed off as he realised that this was not the response that Rofikul was waiting for.


‘This is royal blue,’ bellowed Rofikul, raising the hanger in his right hand, ‘and this is baby blue.’ The hanger in his left hand danced so close to Hashim’s face that he could smell the detergent from Poppy’s Launderette down the road where the household took all their washing.


‘There is a very clear difference between these two blues. All I am asking is for you to express a preference for which blue. It isn’t that hard. Choose.’


‘All right! All right, I’ll wear the royal one – it sounds better than “baby” at least,’ Hashim retorted, snatching the shirt from Rofikul.


‘Excellent choice!’ Rofikul beamed and tossed the rejected shirt on to the pile of clothes in the middle of his bed. ‘Now don’t forget to pair it with a black belt – oh, you don’t have a brown one anyway, do you? Just as well, navy and brown make you look like a sailor.’


Hashim buttoned up the shirt and considered responding before deciding against it; Rofikul was mad at the best of times, but tonight he seemed especially excitable. He had been pestering Hashim to go out with his ‘friends’ for months and Hashim had resisted for as long as humanly possible in the face of the persistent tornado that was his cousin. Finally he had relented, and agreed to accompany Rofikul on a night at the pictures and then ‘out’, whatever that meant. Tucking his shirt into his best trousers, Hashim called out to Rofikul, who was fiddling around with the wireless in the corner. ‘Hey, so these friends of yours then, these … girls …?’


Rofikul twiddled the dial into a patch of static trying to find a radio station to no avail. Irked, he flipped the switch off.


‘Damn it, we need to get a record player. Yes, they’re girls – what about them?’


Hashim paused to fasten his cufflinks and consider how to phrase his question. ‘Well, what are they like? How do you even know them? Are they …’ Again he trailed off, unsure as to whether he was offending Rofikul, who was peering into the small built-in mirror of the heavy wardrobe that loomed in the corner of their room. Rofikul was unsurprised by the question; frankly he had wondered why it had taken Hashim so long to even ask – it was a perfectly understandable query. Using the edge of his comb to draw a crisp line along the side of his head, Rofikul parted his hair and smoothed down the stray wisps with his fingertips.


‘They’re nice girls. It’s not … it’s not like that.’ He paused. There was a reason he hadn’t introduced Helen to any of his other friends. They’d get the wrong idea, writing her off as a passing infatuation at best, or, at worst, a cheap, worthless distraction who would simply be cast aside once Rofikul returned back home. How could he even begin to explain what was happening? That ever since that first day in the café when she had come stumbling in through the door without an umbrella, utterly drenched and dripping water all over the floor, he had been unable to think of anything or anyone else. She had been so polite when she asked to join him at the only free seat at a table, and had been so enjoyably curious, asking about the book he was reading, and where he came from.


He soon learned that Helen was not from Manchester either – her accent gave that much away – and it became apparent that she had made few friends in her three years in the city. She was the only person since he arrived, several years previously, who had ever shown a real interest in him as a whole person, not just a more experienced probashi who could help navigate the uncertainties of life in Britain. She asked him questions about his life back home, about how he found living in England, and soon enough he found himself confiding in her. As the daughter of Irish immigrants, she understood a little of what it felt like to be perpetually on the margins of the society that he had tried so hard to melt into, and which had resisted him continuously. He had been suspicious at first, wondering why a young white girl would show such an interest in him, but her demeanour was always so matter-of-fact and unselfconscious that he relaxed into their friendship. Their conversations were punctuated with long, comfortable silences, when simply being around each other was enough to feel warm and rooted and, for the first time in many years for both of them, secure.


And she had been so patient with him, even though he knew that his reluctance to acknowledge her existence to his friends must have hurt dreadfully. Helen had introduced ‘Ray’ to her best friend, Marie, within the first few months of their knowing each other. Marie had behaved coolly towards Rofikul at first, giving one-word answers to his polite questions and doing nothing to fill the cavernous silences that opened up across the small tea-room booth. Helen had sat beside him anxiously, a reassuring hand on his knee underneath the table, while she looked imploringly at Marie, willing her to thaw a little and give poor Ray a chance. But Rofikul had respected Marie’s demeanour, correctly reading her hostility as fierce protection of her friend. That loyalty showed that she cared as deeply for Helen as Rofikul did, and he appreciated that. In time, Rofikul and Helen had progressed from meeting at the café on weekend mornings, to long walks across the nearby moors, to the occasional evening out together – always with a chaperone, usually Marie. But then Hashim had come back into his life, and Rofikul felt, for the first time, that he had a real friend other than Helen, and realised that he wanted Hashim’s approval.


‘I’m sorry … I didn’t mean anything. I mean, I wasn’t saying …’ Hashim looked over to where Rofikul was still facing the mirror. He realised that this was probably not the first time that his cousin had attempted to discuss whatever was bothering him. There were other occasions when it seemed as though Rofikul was about to say something important, and then changed his mind, and made a throwaway comment instead.
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