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To Ammi and Abbu, to whom I owe everything

(and, let’s be honest, to Billee too).





No one sleeps in this room without the dream of a common language.

– Adrienne Rich

Do we, after thousands of years, really wish for inclusion, on these terms, in a world planned by others?

– Carla Lonzi
(translated by Veronica Newman)






Chapter One

It all started with Adam.

Doesn’t it always?

We met at a literary translation studies conference at Senate House, and it was through him that I first learned of the Centre.

Or . . . no, wait. Actually, pause. Rewind.

I should probably start with why I was at the conference in the first place. You see, a kind of listlessness had been brewing in me for some time, the kind that threatened to tip over into despair, leaving me just sitting there, solitary and stuck, forever, in the middle of my living room. When my best friend, Naima, came over one afternoon, I told her of these feelings. In response, she laid out some tarot cards on my bedspread. 

Now, I didn’t really believe in this tarot stuff, but I did have faith in the intuition of my friend. Also, I reasoned, she must have some skill in that kind of thing if she’d managed to forge a whole profession around it. After we’d graduated, Naima had gone on to do a master’s in psychology. Then, with her characteristic skill for keeping her finger firmly on the pulse of the times, she transitioned into a kind of modern-day witch, doing tarot readings, tantra, reiki, and holding monthly ayahuasca circles for women of colour from her living room.

Naima scrutinized the cards before proclaiming, ‘You are searching for the reasons for your discontent outside yourself, when the discontent itself is the reason for the discontent.’

‘Huh?’

She pointed to a card at the top of her spread, of a man holding his head in his hands, staring at a dry patch in an otherwise green field.

‘You are terrorized by feelings of inadequacy, but this is nothing more than a psychological defect.’

‘Naima, you can’t tell your clients things like that – that they’re psychologically defective.’

She pulled out the small booklet that came with the cards from her little orange backpack and started to rifle through it. ‘I don’t say it like that to real clients. With you, I tell you things how they are, or at least exactly how the cards say.’

‘So is there redemption for me in this spread, or shall I just kill myself now?’

‘It’s all in your hands, babe. Our fate isn’t written in stone. You need to take it like a warning card.’

We were sitting on my bed, cradling plates of karela cashew stir-fry, a dish that sounded better than it tasted because I’d used pre-sliced frozen karela from Tesco. I took a bite while she examined the cards. I looked again at the image on the topmost card. 

‘But it’s good, no? That he’s tending to his dry patch?’

She turned her scrutinizing gaze from the cards onto me. ‘He’s not tending to it though. He’s obsessing over it for no reason. If he turned around and looked at the fertile bit, it would expand. That would be the better strategy.’

‘Fine. Tell me then. What do the cards say I should do?’

Naima looked at the booklet again, ‘Hmm . . . let me see . . . do not cover up your discontent with a happy face. Clearly no fear of that happening.’

‘Very funny.’

‘Blah blah, irrational thoughts, things like that . . . you need to be more careful about the people you surround yourself with—’

‘Oh, don’t worry, that’s becoming increasingly clear as we speak.’

‘You’re not taking this seriously.’

‘I am. Go on. Save me from my fate. What if we just did . . . like this . . . ploop.’ I exchanged the topmost card for a more pleasant one of a woman bathing naked with cherubs in a stream.

‘You know that’s not how it works.’

Naima and I had met when we were eighteen, when I’d first moved to England for my degree. At the time, I was convinced that it was to places like England and America that people came to make their dreams come true. Now, nearly two decades on, my bubble had long since burst. And there I was, living by myself, making mediocre karela cashew stir-fry, cranking the heating up to twenty-one and still freezing, and pretending to make a living by writing subtitles for Bollywood films. That job, I told Naima, seemed linked to my general discontent.

‘I don’t see why you’re not happy with what you do,’ she said. ‘I’d love to sit around watching films all day.’

‘I don’t really watch them like that though. It’s tedious. Pause play pause play.’

‘It could be worse,’ she said. ‘Imagine if you had to do subtitles for like, black-and-white Russian films. You’d probably go all depressed. Consider yourself lucky. We had a blast watching that Shuddh Desi Wedding or whatever, didn’t we?’

In a sense, Naima was right. The Bollywood of today was nothing like the Bollywood I’d grown up with, with Shahrukh Khan chasing Kajol around mustard fields, or Salman Khan being attacked by his love interest’s ‘protective’ brothers with baseball bats. In today’s Bollywood, women had desire, homosexuality wasn’t just a punchline, and children weren’t solely the property of their parents. Many of the tropes remained, of course, but there had been definite progress. And honestly, sometimes these films felt like a corrective to the ones I’d imbibed as a child. Maybe that’s why I held on to this thread so determinedly in the face of so many others breaking, to allow for continuity, to prevent my mind from becoming frozen in the memory of a certain time. It was the same with my Urdu. In spite of operating almost solely in English now, I’d resolutely held on to the language, sometimes doing translations just for fun and taking weekly classes, during which my teacher and I would read novels and poetry together.

‘Okay, yeah, it could be worse,’ I said. ‘But what I do, it’s not real translation, is it? Like anyone could do it—’

‘That’s definitely not true,’ Naima said. ‘But if it feels like it’s not real translation then do real translation. Do short stories? Books?’

I shook my head. ‘I mean, one of the problems is that nobody reads in Urdu any more.’ 

‘That can’t be true,’ she said. ‘You just need to plug into the scene. My uncle tells me Urdu poetry is huge in Pakistan.’

‘Maybe I’m not good enough.’

‘Please.’

‘No, I’m serious. Maybe I’m just too disconnected. Every day my Urdu gets worse. And now it’s all mixed up with the Hindi. The other day I said shanti instead of khamoshi.’

‘What about French then?’

‘I mean, my French is mediocre. Not like French-person French.’

‘Well, I think what the cards are trying to tell you is to be happy where you are, sweet child,’ Naima said, stroking my head in a mock-patronizing way.

‘You can’t just tell someone to “be happy”, Naima. That’s not how it works. Happiness isn’t something you choose. It just . . . happens. It’s a hap, meaning “chance”. That’s Sara Ahmed.’

‘Well, that’s the difference between us,’ she said. ‘For me, happiness doesn’t just happen. It’s already there, just . . .’ she made the motion of plucking a piece of fruit from the air, ‘reach out and take it, you know? But listen, I have to go. In the meantime, you need to work on this. Homework: gratitude journal.’

‘You know I’m not gonna do that shit. Listen, stay a while longer. Let’s make dessert.’

‘Wish I could,’ she said, gathering up her cards and tucking them away in a silken square of fabric. ‘But I have a client at five.’

‘Tarot?’

‘Tantra. He’s actually one of my faves. Thirty-one and never had an intimate relationship. Can you believe that? Really sweet guy. We’re moving slowly, carefully. It feels like I’m kind of putting him through an initiation.’ She laughed. ‘As if I’m his gateway girlfriend or something.’ 

‘What’s he like?’

‘He’s sweet. He brings me flowers sometimes, and I make a meal, and then we practise intimacy. Sometimes we watch Netflix and things after. He books four-hour sessions, imagine.’

‘That must be a lot of money he’s paying you.’

‘I don’t charge him that much. It’s actually a cosy way to spend the day. I look forward to our sessions every week.’ 

Naima slipped her arms into her oversized fluffy olive-green coat and slung her backpack on.

‘He’s lucky he has you to initiate him,’ I said.

‘Hope so. I have to be careful, though, that I’m his gateway girlfriend and not his replacement girlfriend, you know?’

‘How do you do that?’

‘I dunno. Just . . . intuition. Reading each moment and moving from there. Maybe, ultimately, I’ll have to stage a kind of break-up. We’ll see.’

Naima’s tantric work baffled me. In that realm, the sexual realm, where all borders and boundaries become blurred, I didn’t understand how she maintained integrity. She would say, though, that the blurred boundaries were precisely the point, that it’s exactly in that place of orgasmic bliss or, sometimes, sheer terror where the stuff we normally keep repressed floats to the surface, ripe for transformation.

‘You’d be surprised,’ she’d once said, ‘how often they cry. That’s the release they’re really craving.’

After Naima left, I sat down with my books and laptop to do some translations, just for me. I wouldn’t do anything with these texts I worked on; it was more of a meditative exercise, in the same way that some people like to do puzzles or crosswords. When I really got into a translation, I would become so absorbed that I’d forget myself. It felt a bit like . . . disappearing. And it would often take rumbles from my belly or pangs from my bladder to remind me to return to the world. 

Sometimes, when I was translating a text, it felt like I was writing the novel itself. Like I was Nabokov. Like I wrote Lolita. Lo-lee-ta. The tongue takes the same trip down the top of the mouth whether you trip over the syllables in Urdu or English. In fact, the tongue does an even more precise dance with the soft t in Urdu. Lo-lee-ta. 

That day, inspired by a piece in The New Yorker, I’d pulled out a copy of L’Étranger from my bookshelf, along with an English translation of the book. In the article, the writer – something Bloom – meticulously takes apart the very first line of the novel: ‘Aujourd’hui, maman est morte.’ My English edition translates this as ‘Maman died today’. 

Maman. It’s a tough one, isn’t it? What is the emotional resonance of that word in its context, and what in English comes closest? Bloom concludes that ‘Mother died today’ is too clinical, too cold, and then ponders other options. Mother, my mother, Mom, even Mommy. Ultimately, he argues for retaining ‘Maman’, just as my edition does. Personally, I think I’d opt for ‘Mum died’. That feels like a more faithful rendition to me. But who knows. It was Bloom who was, after all, the published professional, while I was just standing there, head in hands, staring at the dry patch. 

Anyway, that’s just the beginning. There’s also, crucially, the placement of the ‘aujourd’hui’, ‘today’. Most if not all translators put the ‘today’ at the end, but Bloom suggests, ingeniously, ‘Today, Maman died’. It’s subtle, but there is a difference between ‘Maman died today’ and ‘Today, Maman died’. The latter offers a soft emphasis on the ‘today’ and, for Bloom, hints at the narrator’s tendency to be in the moment. I think it also points to a certain missing-of-the-point on the narrator’s part, an emotional distancing from the death of his mother. Also, crucially, the emphasis on the ‘today’ reinforces the absurdity of the second sentence: ‘Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais pas’ – ‘Or maybe yesterday, I don’t know’ – thereby foregrounding the strangeness of the stranger and the strangeness of ourselves. The truth is, in this wholly unembellished text, each word hangs ferociously on to the previous. One mistranslation and the whole thing unravels, and in my copy, there were numerous mistranslations.

And what if I were translating this passage into Urdu? What would I do, for instance, with the ‘died’? The literal equivalent of ‘Maman died’ in Urdu – ‘Ammi mar gayeen’– sounds super harsh. It feels a bit like ‘Mama kicked the bucket’. And so, even though a certain hardness is required in that opening sentence, I’d probably opt for a translation closer to ‘Mother passed away’. I felt a kind of buzz as I considered the possibilities. What a joy and a struggle it would be to translate this novel into Urdu. It would, I imagined, be quite the intimate experience. 

It’s not that translation is a subjective process, exactly. In fact, in a way, it’s highly mathematical. It’s about retaining the feeling, the thing underneath. It’s as if you go underground, and there are all these shapes and colours, and there you see that, oh, ‘died’ in this language is closest in colour and shape, consistency and texture, to ‘passed away’ in this other language. And it feels like a personal accomplishment when you make the match and haul the pair back up to the surface. And somehow, I was able to make those matches. I could just feel them. But the problem was that this feeling didn’t translate into any kind of significant action, and for reasons I couldn’t grasp, I was unable to get to that place I longed to reach. Whatever that gap was between editor and writer, print-copier and painter, midwife and mother, well, I’d spent my whole life trying to leap over that gap and had consistently fallen into the abyss. The truth is, whenever I saw a beautiful painting, or read a great novel, I felt joy, of course, but something in me would also seethe. Jealousy is an ugly thing. Even ambition, particularly in a woman, can be undesirable. But this other feeling – this feeling of a life not fully lived – that was worse, practically unbearable. I felt constantly thwarted, and I didn’t even know by what.

Still, I was lucky that at least the leap was conceivable to me. If you could recognize it, I reasoned, if something in you vibrated in attunement to good work, then surely you also contained the capacity to create that kind of work. And on a good day, I even felt like I’d been working towards it, no matter how haphazardly – the leap over the abyss. I had some proximity, after all, to my desired career. I was tuned into my own curiosity and following it, more or less. And so, I reasoned, I needed to keep myself close to what moved me until something emerged. And to this day, despite the horror that was to come, I maintain the importance of following one’s curiosity. One’s desire. It is the only way.

And so it was via this somewhat stumbling tracking of my vague desires that I ended up, later that week, at the translation studies conference where I was to meet Adam. Senate House is one of those old, imposing buildings that I used to be so impressed by when I first came to this country. I still remember the white phallic columns that ushered me into the UCL main campus, where I’d done my degree. They stood there as if announcing, ‘You are part of a great and noble history now’. I even remember the dean telling us with great solemnity during orientation how well we were setting ourselves up for success just by being there, welcoming us into a future so bright and white and very well-trodden. The glow of this prospect of anything-can-happen warmed me for a little bit in this freezing cold country, but not for very long.

Soon, I realized that the seemingly gracious welcomes weren’t that different from, for instance, the warden in my halls of residence saying to me, ‘I know people like you like to keep the windows shut, but leave it open sometimes because it can get mouldy.’ ‘People like you.’ Did she really say that? And ‘mouldy’? I’m pretty sure it was something like that . . . my point is, although they can seem so different – the gracious welcomes and the hostile otherings – the effect is the same when they land in the body. Both translate to the same thing. Both are saying, ‘Don’t forget your place’. Both are saying, ‘You are lucky to be here’. Still, I settled in and made good friends. It was at UCL that I met Naima, who was redoing her first year, having secretly transferred from medicine to English lit, a move her parents didn’t find out about until graduation day.

And now, years later, there I was again. Just around the corner from UCL. Senate House, Seminar Room 402, on another cold January day. I walked into the warmth of the lecture hall, found a seat, and took off my coat, hat, and gloves. The panel was on translation versus adaptation, and a woman was speaking at the podium about performing Shakespeare in Portuguese.

I did not, at first, notice the white boy sitting in front of me, scribbling into his leather-bound notebook. It was only after the woman’s talk, when he picked up his phone to make a call in what sounded like fluent Mandarin, that I glanced in his direction, trying to place him. The two Chinese students sitting in front of him also turned round to look as he spoke, and they exchanged appreciative nods with him. It’s always been like that, I thought, so much gratitude and admiration when a white person speaks a non-white language and only contempt and indignation for non-white people who don’t speak English. The double standards of language learning. Why, I wondered, didn’t they talk about that on this panel? I couldn’t deny, though, that I too was intrigued, especially when, a few moments after his first phone call, he made another, speaking this time in what appeared to be effortless Italian. I glanced at him again. Was his skin actually more bronze than ivory, his hair more brown than blond? He was Mediterranean, I decided. He’d probably been to one of those fancy international schools where they teach you lots of languages. I was in the middle of concocting his life story in this way when he made his next phone call in what sounded like Russian. When he finished, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. I tapped him on the shoulder.

‘Excuse me. Hi. I’m sorry. Was that Russian you were speaking?’

‘It was,’ he replied in a British accent before continuing in Russian, asking me a question.

‘Oh, I don’t speak Russian. It’s just . . . it sounds like you speak a lot of languages.’

He laughed. ‘A few.’

‘I think I’ve heard about four already. And you sound kind of fluent in them all.’

‘I get by,’ he said.

‘How many can you speak?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t really keep count. A few.’

I was suspicious. 

‘Do you speak this language?’ I asked in French.

‘Who doesn’t?’ he replied in French but with a better accent.

I hesitated for a moment before switching to Urdu. ‘And this one?’

‘Hindi?’ he asked.

‘Urdu.’

‘No, not that one, but give me like, two weeks.’

‘Yeah right.’

‘Try me.’

‘Seriously, how many languages total?’

‘Ten or eleven maybe?’

‘Ten or eleven?!’

‘Fluently,’ he said.

‘No you don’t.’

He nodded. ‘Native-speaker fluently.’

A new speaker took the podium. A slide projected behind him titled something like, ‘Bridging Worlds: Interpreting the Customs of Latin America’.

‘But how?’ I asked, lowering my voice. 

‘I mean . . . I could tell you, but I’d have to kill you,’ he whispered back.

‘Deal.’

‘I mean . . . I could kill you, but I’d have to take you out for dinner first.’

Adam was not actually as smooth as his opening line suggested. When I took him up on his offer, he became shy and flustered about where we should go.

‘You decide,’ he said. I suggested the South Bank.

‘Sounds great.’

A week later, we met near the Royal Festival Hall. Adam was wearing jeans and a nice black jumper under a brown woollen coat. We exchanged a confused greeting somewhere between a handshake and a hug. The man didn’t necessarily incite excitement in me but something more like curiosity, along with a kind of comfort, his shyness putting me at ease. At first, he asked lots of questions and only half listened to my responses, as if thinking of the next thing to ask. I found this initial awkwardness endearing, and after a while, our conversation smoothened. I asked him again about the languages, and he said he’d learned them off Rosetta Stone. I assumed then that he was some sort of savant, remembering languages the way some people remember strings of numbers. We went to the BFI cafe for a drink and then walked along the river, chatting. Adam told me he’d grown up in East London, where he’d been raised by a single mum. He hadn’t done very well at school or university, he said, but then, in his twenties, he’d discovered his way with languages, and ever since, it sounded like he’d been thriving. He worked freelance now, moving between gigs for a Japanese aeronautical engineering company, a Farsi news agency, and an Italian research institute. He had the luxury, he shared, of picking and choosing his jobs, travelling the world.

‘It’s been quite the journey,’ he said.

‘I can imagine.’

So, I had never dated an English guy before. The truth is, I found most to be cliquey and unrelatable. They seemed to lack a certain warmth, holding themselves at a distance, even from themselves. But maybe that’s not quite right; maybe I hadn’t experienced their warmth because English men are careful who they show hospitality to. I don’t know, but either way, Adam seemed different. He was interested in other cultures, open-minded, and not excessively reliant on alcohol to let go of his reserve.

It wasn’t, however, like being with a desi man. There were fewer things that were just tacitly understood between us, taken for granted. I could tell, for instance, despite his extreme attempts at diplomacy, that his imagination of where I came from was skewed. His reaction when I said I was from Pakistan spoke volumes – this vigorous ‘I’m so totally cool with that’ kind of nod. And then he asked me whether I’d ever been pressured to wear a headscarf. When I responded by calling his question bizarre, he turned red and sputtered endless apologies. I thought of asking him in return whether he’d ever been pressured to divide and conquer, then realized that might imply that I thought the hijab was negative, and I got so caught up in this response loop in my own head that I just let it go. In other circumstances, his question would have ended the date right there, but I liked Adam. He was cute and earnest, grounded and sensible. And he was compassionate. Like, while we were sitting on a sofa in the BFI, just chatting about this and that, I mentioned, for some reason, my PhD. Long story short, I’d started a PhD in critical theory some years ago but left the programme within a year and a half. I brought up the whole thing as an aside, emphasizing how little it all meant with a roll of the eye and a flick of the wrist, but he stopped me there, as if sensing the gravity I’d tried to conceal with flippancy. He asked me more and more questions until I found myself telling him, tearfully, of a careless supervisor, my disappointment in myself and my frustration with academia in general. And he listened, like, really listened, with no judgement and total sympathy. He was immediately on my side in a way that I, more often than not, fail to be for my own self, and he drew out feelings from me that had lain untouched for years. I felt then like this man had the capacity to hold parts of me that I didn’t like to hold myself, and to this day, I’ve not met anyone who’s been able to hold me that way. He told me some months later that this capacity was one of the gifts that struggle can bring.

I asked Adam out on a second date. That was another thing I liked about him, his holding back, letting me make the first move. We watched a French film in the cinema and, as it played, we kissed. It was cute; the electricity leading up to it made me feel like a teenager. Afterwards, we went to a sourdough pizza place, and when he spoke Italian with the waiter, I felt a wave of attraction towards him. On our third date, he came to mine.

When Adam first walked into my flat, he said, ‘Wow, you must be really good at your job.’

I let him believe that my life was self-funded, an illusion I knew would crack fairly quickly.

We had aloo baingan with shop-bought roti for dinner, and for dessert, we massacred a pineapple that had come with my Oddbox, hacking it into chunks before mixing in vanilla yoghurt and pomegranate seeds and sprinkling some mint leaves on top. After that, we kissed. And kissed again. I pulled him closer and reached for his belt buckle. He stopped me.

‘I really like you,’ he said, all smiles. I grinned and kissed him again, fiddling with the buckle. Very gently, he moved my hand away. ‘I’m enjoying getting to know you.’

‘Oh.’ I looked at him with a question mark in my eyes. He kissed me again, then took both my hands in his.

‘We can take our time,’ he said. I didn’t understand, but it seemed like he preferred to just . . . not?

‘Yeah,’ I said uncertainly, my hands still in his. He pulled me closer in an embrace and then let me go, still smiling.

‘Is that okay?’

‘Of course.’ I nodded, returning his smile.

Our bodies hung awkwardly for some moments more, the question mark hovering between us. He suggested we watch something on Netflix, and so we did, and then we talked some more, and then he left.

I have to admit, I felt irritated and also vaguely insulted. I’d invited him to my home, done all my waxing-shaxing. We’d been passing along all the right signals. And now, here he was telling me to . . . slow down? I don’t know. Maybe my annoyance was unfair. Maybe the third date was too soon, and it would be even better with some build-up. Maybe the part of me that felt insulted at his not returning my advances with uncontrollable passion, well, maybe that was just my patriarchal conditioning.

‘Like, imagine if the genders were reversed,’ my American friend Anjali said when I told her what had happened. ‘Imagine him saying, “Dude, date three and she wouldn’t put out”.’

So I decided not to push the issue, to go at his pace. We went on another date, this time to the National Gallery, and then another, walking in the park. Then, a week or two later, we were back at my place. This time, not wanting to risk my hand being pushed away, I held back and tried to let things move organically. There was real electricity between us; his touch was warm and sensitive, his kisses lingering and sweet. But an hour passed, and it didn’t feel like he was going to go any further unless I did, so finally, I took my top off. He followed suit. Then, well, okay, the gist is we tried to have sex, but . . . it didn’t quite work. I’d never experienced this before, someone just . . . not getting hard. And I kind of panicked, and I think he became embarrassed. We muddled along anyway, and things were fine. We found other ways. But I was left confused. He apologized, which made us both cringe all the more, and I tried to be reassuring, but it sounded disingenuous and awkward.

When the same thing happened the second time we tried, I asked him, as gently as I could, whether anything was the matter. He explained that he needed patience, that it was always like this for him in the beginning, and it would get better. I don’t know how common such things are, but it shook me a little bit. It made me worry, despite his reassurances to the contrary, that he didn’t find me attractive. I mean, what else could it be, right? His body was speaking loud and clear. It felt, basically, like rejection. I spent a lot of time in those first few months down internet wormholes, trying to understand about performance anxiety, erectile dysfunction, things like that. I grew awkward in my own body, trying to please him but receiving strange, self-conscious responses back. Like I remember reaching for his penis once and watching him draw back in a kind of panic, asking, ‘Are you sure you want to?’

‘Do you want to?’ I asked, stopping in my tracks.

‘Only if you do.’

It felt like no matter what I did, it wasn’t quite right. Most nights when we lay together, I’d be stewing in my own unfulfilled desire, and even if we did manage to have sex, it would be so quick and unsatisfactory that I’d be even more frustrated than if we hadn’t tried at all, because now he’d stoked the fire. And so, I’d lie there, wondering if I could quietly masturbate while he slept.

I remember asking him once why he never reached for me with desire, and you know what he said? That he believed in ‘radical consent’. He explained that this meant that he never wanted to encroach, even accidentally. At first, I told myself that this was sweet, that maybe Adam would help me rewrite some of the violations I had stumbled into in the past, that maybe he would help me heal from all the times that I had overridden my own discomfort to pander to the demands of another. But later, I started feeling like maybe he was just using some kind of woke-boy spiel as macho defensiveness.

But I stuck around. He told me he was an iceberg, you see, that would eventually melt. And the sex did get better. He was able, most times, to get and stay hard, at least for a short while, although he’d be exhausted afterwards and would perform this exhaustion in a way that felt somehow accusatory. Still, even if I found myself having to temper my libido, and he found himself feeling pressured to perform, we were able to have a somewhat satisfactory sex life after a couple of months of trying. It wasn’t ideal, but we made it work, more or less. And other than the sex thing, we got along well. We went to galleries and the cinema, cooked meals together. I met his colleagues from work. They were funny and nice, although in long doses they made my brain glaze over a bit. Adam was also close to a couple of friends from his childhood, but he hadn’t introduced us.

‘You wouldn’t like them,’ he said. ‘Truth is, if you’d known me back then, you wouldn’t have even spoken to me.’

He told me stories then of shoplifting and alcohol and cigarettes before he’d even reached double digits. And I thought of my own childhood, back in Karachi: my inhaler, my flat chest and braces, reading Sweet Valley High books in my bedroom and watching Urdu dramas with my grandmother in the evenings, living a life that Adam would have found painfully uncool.

‘You’re the one who wouldn’t have spoken to me,’ I said, and he shook his head in the way he did when he felt that there were things about him that I could never understand.

I also introduced Adam to my friends, who seemed generally approving. Naima, though, was sceptical.

‘You don’t seem that into him,’ she said over the phone the day after I’d invited him to a friend’s gathering.

She also said that the iceberg he claimed would melt never fully would. And although I could see what she meant, I figured that what she saw as a lack of passion could be a good thing. It felt nice to not be swept off my feet – to remain clear-headed and even-emotioned. I didn’t mind that Adam and I had some distance between us, that we could have our separate lives but still also a space we shared. And so we settled into a kind of cosy coupledom, and within three months, Adam had moved into my flat. We took turns cooking for each other. He did most of the cleaning and house repair stuff, and I did admin, like bills and food shopping. In the evenings, we would often watch Netflix cuddled up on the sofa together. And during the day, I did my subtitles, working from home, while he did his work, usually from one of his offices. Adam really was fluent in several languages. He was low-key though: the Italian place he worked for didn’t know he spoke Russian, and his colleagues at the Japanese aeronautical engineering place genuinely assumed Japanese was his second mother tongue. I valued his discretion, saw it not as secrecy but modesty. And when I overheard him on his video calls speaking foreign tongues with absolute mastery, I couldn’t help but look at him with admiration. The funny thing was, though, when I tried to teach him Urdu, nothing would stick.

‘I don’t get it,’ I said. ‘How is it possible that you know nearly a dozen languages fluently, but in Urdu you can’t even remember ‘My name is . . .’ or ‘How are you?’

‘I don’t know, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s some kind of mental block. Anyway, I don’t learn like that. I can only absorb through intense study.’

I reasoned that maybe learning these languages had taken Adam more work than I’d previously imagined. He was, I’d discovered, incredibly hard-working. And the truth is, Adam’s success sometimes made me feel inadequate. I was embarrassed about my own job, which felt so sporadic and solitary, when I saw him working long hours and travelling and staying out late to have drinks with colleagues. I would feel like I had wasted all my opportunity and privilege, whereas Adam, who had come from quite difficult circumstances, had done so well in life. In fact, I would sometimes think that it was precisely those difficult circumstances that gave him the drive to come so far, and that maybe I had been too coddled. Then I would berate myself for indulging in this weird ‘poor little rich girl’ stuff. I pushed these toxic, spiralling thoughts to the side as much as I could.

‘If it’s important to you,’ Adam said, ‘I can learn Urdu. It’s not a problem, you know.’

‘No, it’s fine,’ I said. ‘It just surprises me. Mera naam Adam hai. Easy.’

‘Mera naam Adam hai,’ he repeated resolvedly, but forgot again the next day.

*

After a couple more months of living together, Adam and I welcomed a little kitten into our lives. We named him Billee. Uff, there are no words to describe Billee’s kittenhood. Tail chasings and lap nestlings, teeny tiny paws and the sweetest pounces. Then, a shockingly fast transition into a calmer and more independent, much larger but equally cute, cathood. It was a step, a big step, for us to get Billee together. We settled into each other more and started to speak of the future, of hopes and dreams that even involved children. And yet, it was all said in a somewhat abstract way. I went along with it, enjoying these discussions the way I would a daydream. Almost as if it were just another story I was translating. It was only when he seriously brought up marriage that I found myself stopping short, unable to give him a clear response. He mentioned it casually after breakfast one morning while putting the dishes away. He was telling me his best friend had just got engaged.

‘Do you think one day you and I should, you know?’

I just laughed awkwardly and saw his back tense in response. Then, after he left for work, I reactivated my long-dormant Tinder account.

‘Don’t you think that might be a bad sign?’ Naima asked sarcastically when I told her what I’d done.

‘Maybe I’m just one of those cold-feet types,’ I said.

‘I think your instinct’s telling you something.’

‘I should probably just say yes.’

There was no reason to say no. It was just my overthinking mind, I feared, that was, as usual, ruining everything. I had spent nearly a year in relative contentment with this man. Now, it was only a matter of taking the next step.

It was just that, sometimes, when I woke up in the middle of the night to go to the toilet and came back to see him huddled up on his side of the bed, my heart would sink a little.

And sometimes, it felt like I was smearing a thin layer of vanilla over my life to make it more palatable for him.

And he kept asking me, possessively and insecurely, whether I fancied my married friend Mazhar, despite my constant denials (I did, in fact, fancy Mazhar, but that’s neither here nor there).

And once when we were watching a Bollywood film, he’d called it ‘colourful’ and asked whether our wedding would be like that.

And, of course, the sex. I still dreamed of the fireworks that had never come. And I hope this isn’t a bad thing to say, but sometimes, it felt like a deliberate withholding. Like, how come when it came to running or biking, the man seemed to have endless energy, but when it came to fucking, he was so easily depleted? There was some emotional work, surely, that needed to be done there, but he just wasn’t interested in doing it. Instead, he would deflect, or become defensive. Like when he teased me once about my always ‘being in the mood’. I swiped back saying that it was because I rarely got any, and the conversation descended into a heated argument that ended with him leaving the flat and not speaking to me for days.

And I didn’t like hiking, nor the countryside, nor football, nor the pub. And I’m sorry, but his family was cold and boring, and the first time I met them, they tried to serve me pork even though they knew I was Muslim. Adam insisted this was accidental, but seriously, come on. And then he brought up the fact that I drank alcohol but didn’t eat pork, implying hypocrisy in a way that felt all too familiar.

But still . . . still, still, Adam was good. Reliable. Dependable. Secure. I also felt fairly sure that if I didn’t marry Adam, I wouldn’t marry anyone at all. I’d had enough relationships to know that if another one didn’t work out, the problem very likely lay with me. So I couldn’t say yes, but I also couldn’t say no. I decided, maybe as an in-between step, or a consolation prize, or perhaps a test, to fly with Adam to Pakistan and introduce him to my parents.

I’d already told Amma and Abba about Adam, but I’d kept it casual, simply saying there was someone I was sort of seeing. Amma, excited, had asked for a photo, and I’d sent her a YouTube video of him speaking at an event for the Italian company he worked for. That got her stamp of approval straight away. Abba, a workaholic surgeon, was more circumspect; he had always felt that my sister and I should marry within our culture. And I could see why he said this. In many ways, I agreed. But as time went on, he had softened his stance. By the time I hit thirty, he said that okay, maybe a non-Muslim boy would be fine.

‘As long as he’s not Indian,’ he added, to my outrage.

Then, as thirty-five inched closer, I was starting to get these ‘accha bas, quickly now, anyone will do’ vibes off him, so I sensed some relief along with the expected wariness when I told him about Adam.

‘What do his parents do?’ he asked.

‘Abba, please.’

Adam, too, was nervous.

‘Are you sure you want me to meet them?’

‘Of course. I mean, you kind of have to, right? If we’re talking about marriage? Um, not that I’m saying—’

‘No, I know. But . . . what if they don’t like me?’

‘Of course they’ll like you. Why wouldn’t they?’

‘Maybe they’ll feel like you could do better.’

I had learned by then that Adam carried within himself a wholly unsubstantiated sense of inferiority that was often powerful and relentless. I don’t know where it came from – maybe from growing up without much money or being bullied at school (he said the two were related). Even though he’d jumped from one success to the next in his career, somewhere in his core he held on to the belief that he wasn’t enough.

‘It’s weird for me when you get like this,’ I said. ‘I just wish you could see how amazing you are.’

‘I just . . . I feel like they’ll see through me, that’s all.’

‘What do you mean? What’s to see through?’

‘I dunno, Anisa. They just . . . they won’t like me.’

By then, Adam had figured out some things about my background. I hadn’t gone into detail, but he’d learned that I had a wealthy and indulgent father and that I didn’t make much money at all. ‘Trustafarian’, he would sometimes call me, but only in private. In public, he didn’t acknowledge this large buffer of privilege that I rested upon. He understood my discretion, embarrassment even, and we diplomatically swept such things under the carpet.

‘They’ll love you,’ I said. ‘Just like I love you.’

I spoke these words with a stab of guilt, worrying that my own doubt and hesitancy were probably not helping with his sense of inadequacy, but also feeling resentful for having to play the role of soothing caretaker. Anyway, he agreed to meet them. He said that he had a conference in Berlin at the end of the month and would be gone for two weeks, but afterwards, we could go.

‘We could book flights for September,’ he suggested.

‘September’s perfect. Karachi weather’s great in September.’

I instantly went back to single mode when Adam left for his trip. I have to say, ten days of watching Bollywood films in my pyjamas with a cat snoozing by my side was heavenly bliss, especially since I knew this state wasn’t permanent. It made me wish I could spend my whole life being single while also knowing that the singlehood was temporary.

These Bollywood films though . . . they’d fucked with my head. I was translating a romance that week, which nearly all of them were. I’m convinced that it was those films, along with Disney, that had brainwashed me into thinking that love was some kind of being-swept-off-your-feet, long-dances-in-the-rain type thing. But love was not that. Love was what Adam and I had. Maybe one day, despite a lack of interest that bordered on dread, I’d even go camping with Adam. Yes, I decided while he was away. If my parents liked him, I would just marry him. Ticking clocks and all that.

I think Adam sensed that my parents’ opinion held quite a lot of weight for me. On his return, he bought some fancy chocolate for them and an ill-fitting shalwar kameez for himself from Bethnal Green Road. I was touched by the effort.

Then, one crisp September morning, having left Billee with Naima, we made our way to the airport. A car from Emirates came to pick us up as my father, much to Adam’s dismay, had insisted on booking business-class flights. At the airport, we sat in the lounge eating some tasty prawn biryani thing, and I started telling Adam of all the delicious food we would eat in Karachi: BBQ tonight and Chatkharay, yakhni pulao and Bihari kababs.

‘Even the KFC in Karachi is next level,’ I said. ‘And the fruit! So much more flavour. Do you know custard apple?’

A kind of excitement started to bubble in me as I thought that maybe, after all these years, I was finally stitching together the two halves of my life. Of course, friends and family from Pakistan would come visit me all the time in London, but this, the other way round, had never happened. This was the first time I was bringing a part of my London life back home with me. I leaned across the table and squeezed Adam’s hand.

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘Me too.’

We boarded the plane and made ourselves comfortable in our seats. Then, as I started flicking through the film options on the screen in front of me, Adam turned to the flight attendant and asked for a coffee. In perfect Urdu. And I mean, perfect Urdu. Like, the kind of Urdu my grandmother speaks.

‘What the fuck?’

‘Surprise.’

‘Adam—’

‘I can speak Urdu now! I learned in Berlin.’

He asked me, in Urdu, whether I was impressed.

‘What is happening right now?’

‘I was nervous. About meeting your parents. So I learned.’

The auntie sitting across the aisle from us had said, ‘Hai, suno’ to her husband when Adam made his request for coffee. Now, ears pricked and beaming, she seemed on the verge of applauding my magnanimous boyfriend’s efforts while pinching her husband’s forearm in a gesture of reproach for his own inadequacy.

In a whispered hiss I said, ‘Fuck off, Adam, nobody can learn to speak like that in two weeks.’

‘I studied intensively. I told you that’s how I learn.’

‘You’ve always spoken it. You’ve been pretending this whole time.’

‘Why would I pretend?’ 

‘I don’t know. Because you’re . . . a serial killer?’

‘A serial killer?’

‘A stalker then. One second, is this really happening right now?’

‘I thought you’d be happy.’

‘It isn’t humanly possible that you learned that quickly. You couldn’t string two words together in the six months I’ve been trying to teach you, and now you speak better than I do?’

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Just forget it. I won’t speak it any more.’

‘How does that fix anything?’

‘Not so loud, Anisa.’

I’d given the auntie a look by then, and she had ostentatiously put her headset on, but I could see that it was unplugged. Others, too, had turned their heads, enjoying the spectacle.

‘You’re pulling some kind of fuckery here. It’s not funny.’

‘I’m not trying to be funny.’ Adam put his fingers to his temples. ‘Oh god, this is not the reaction I was expecting.’

‘This is shady as fuck.’

‘Why is it shady? I told you already, I have a unique way of learning.’

‘It’s so shady! You’ve always been shady. I’ve been telling myself that it’s just me, but no, something has always felt off.’

‘Okay, fine. I didn’t learn the whole language, okay? I only learned how to ask for coffee. That’s all.’

‘Oh my god. You’re lying again. The way you just spoke, it’s obvious you’re fluent, fluenter than me, also—’ my words were jumbling in my mouth.

‘Okay, okay. That time I was lying. But I wasn’t before. I really did learn in two weeks.’

‘But how? How is that possible? I grew up there, Adam. And ever since I left, I’ve made sure to read for at least an hour each week so I don’t lose my Urdu. That is a lifetime of effort. And you’re saying you learned overnight?’

‘It’s . . . it’s different. This is my profession. I have a special way in which I learn. I’m sorry. I can see that I’ve shocked you.’

‘You haven’t shocked me. You’ve unshocked me. You’ve just confirmed that there’s something you hide from me. And you know what? At this point, I don’t even want to know. I just want to be left alone.’

‘Listen, Anisa . . .’

‘I mean it, Adam. Don’t speak to me.’

We didn’t talk for the rest of the flight. Six and a half hours. Then, just as we were about to land, I said, ‘It might be better if we got you a hotel.’

He looked like he was going to cry. ‘If I tell you how I learned, will you forgive me for not telling you earlier?’

‘No, I won’t. But tell me anyway.’
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