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For Jot










One


I don’t know if you have ever stood in the middle of a squash court – on the T – and listened to what is going on next door. What I’m thinking of is the sound from the next court of a ball hit clean and hard. It’s a quick, low pistol-shot of a sound, with a close echo. The echo, which is the ball striking the wall of the court, is louder than the shot itself. This is what I hear when I remember the year after our mother died, and our father had us practising at Western Lane two, three, four hours a day. It must have been an evening session after school, the first time I noticed it. My legs were so tired I didn’t know if I could keep going and I was just standing on the T with my racket head down, looking at the side wall that was smudged with the washed-out marks from all the balls that had skimmed its surface. I was supposed to serve, and my father would return with a drive and I would volley, and my father would drive, and I would volley, aiming always for the red service line on the front wall. My father was standing far back, waiting. I knew from his silence that he wasn’t going to move first, and all I could do was serve and volley or disappoint him. The smudges on the wall blurred one into the other and I thought that surely I would fall. That was when it started up. A steady, melancholy rhythm from the other court, the shot and its echo, over and over again, like some sort of deliverance. I could tell it was one person conducting a drill. And I knew who it was. I stood there, listening, and the sound poured into me, into my nerves and bones, and it was with a feeling of having been rescued that I raised my racket and served.


There were three of us, all girls. When Ma died, I was eleven, Khush was thirteen, Mona fifteen. We’d been playing squash and badminton twice a week ever since we were old enough to hold a racket, but it was nothing like the regime that came after. Mona said that all of it, the sprints and the ghosting and the three-hour drills, started when our aunt Ranjan told Pa that what we girls needed was exercise and discipline and Pa sat quiet and let her tell him what to do.


That was at the beginning of autumn. The weather had turned from unseasonably dry and warm to humid. The air was oppressive and the streets smelled of decomposing food. In this heat, a number of days after Ma’s funeral, we had driven four hundred miles to Edinburgh to have a meal at our aunt’s home to mark the end of our mourning period, and Aunt Ranjan told Pa we were wild.


We were right there in her kitchen with her and Pa when she said it. Mona was washing potatoes in the sink. Her head was bowed and her sleeves were pushed to her elbows because she wasn’t just rinsing the mud away. She was really scrubbing. Her ponytail swung over one shoulder. Khush was peeling slowly, staring out of the window. I was at the table seeding pomegranates. Aunt Ranjan had scolded Khush for wearing her hair loose in the kitchen, and then she’d turned to me and pulled up half of the white cloth and put newspapers down so I wouldn’t get juice on her new dining set. It was a beautiful set, waxed and dark.


From where I was sitting I could see the gulab jamun Aunt Ranjan had prepared early that same morning. The dark-golden balls of sponge were already soaked in sugar syrup and piled generously in a glass bowl at the end of the counter.


Aunt Ranjan saw me looking.


‘Gopi,’ she said.


I froze in place, blushing fiercely at the sound of my name.


Aunt Ranjan stood up. She positioned herself so that she blocked my view of the sweets. I didn’t know why but it seemed important to me that I not shift my focus, that I make it seem as if I’d been looking at nothing all along.


‘Wild,’ Aunt Ranjan said a second time, her eyes still on me. ‘And it is no secret.’


Then she turned to Pa, and it was true that he just sat there looking at nothing, saying nothing.


Aunt Ranjan waited.


‘Well, I have said my piece,’ she said at last. ‘Now it is up to you.’


Pa raised his eyes to look at Aunt Ranjan for a moment, and there was a coolness in them that we were used to but Aunt Ranjan was not. Her cheeks reddened. The pressure cooker on the gas ring gave a thin, high whistle and the kitchen was suddenly warm with steam and the smell of overcooked lentils. Aunt Ranjan dabbed her forehead with a clean tea towel off the back of a chair.


‘I told Charu,’ she said. ‘I am not blaming her, brother, but I am telling you it is not too late for your girls.’


It was quiet. And then my sister Mona crossed to the worktop, removed the pressure cooker from the ring, and banged it hard onto the granite counter. The bowl of gulab jamun at the far end juddered and Mona stood with her potato-muddied hands on the lid of Aunt Ranjan’s pressure cooker, staring at Pa.


Aunt Ranjan turned off the taps that Mona had left running and went to her.


‘Not like that, child,’ she said to Mona.


Our uncle came in then, as if wandering into someone else’s kitchen. Maybe he would have gone right through into his garden but he looked at Mona, then Pa, and stood in the middle of the floor for a few seconds before approaching the table and sitting down between Pa and me. We liked Uncle Pavan. He was Pa’s younger brother and he was big and kind and enjoyed smoking outside and thinking about the past.


Uncle Pavan was forty. Pa was almost forty-five. But everyone talked about how handsome the brothers had become as if they had only lately grown into adulthood. After Ma died, our aunties’ eyes followed Pa from the dinner table to the sink or out into the garden. They were sorry for him, but they were also trying to get the measure of something and we knew it had to do with the space that had opened out in front of him.


It wasn’t yet midday and it was already too warm for Uncle Pavan. His face was glowing and pink as anything. He put a hand on the table, tapped his four fingers on the cloth, all at once, and then moved his hand to his thigh. He needed a smoke. He glanced at Pa and clasped his hands in his lap, ready to talk. Khush had poured Uncle Pavan a glass of water, and seeing he was ready she placed it on the table in front of him and sat down to hear what he had to say. Uncle Pavan gave her a grateful look and began.


‘It was the middle of a heat wave,’ he said. He leaned towards Pa. ‘Do you remember? The night you told Bapuji you were getting married. You were out late and Bapuji insisted we all stay up for you. We had to put boxes of ice in front of the fans and we couldn’t move, it was so hot. When you finally came home, Bapuji told you to come in and asked you in front of everyone what you thought you were doing. You didn’t hesitate. You stood in the doorway and said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world. I am getting married. Like that. It was wonderful. I will never forget the look on Bapuji’s face. You see . . . I . . . Charu . . . she was . . . she . . .’


Uncle Pavan seemed about to choke on something inside his throat, and we could see that Pa wanted him to keep talking, but Uncle Pavan couldn’t.


‘It is no use dwelling on things,’ Aunt Ranjan said. She put a hand on Uncle Pavan’s shoulder. ‘Come, Pavan. Bring two more chairs from the garage so we can all sit together.’


By the time we sat down to eat, it was four o’clock. The air was heavy and close and everything moved slowly in it. Aunt Ranjan, Uncle Pavan, Pa and I waited at our places while my sisters served the dinner. We each had a silver plate, onto which my sisters placed a small silver bowl of dal, a whole ladu, potato shaak, rice, puris, a salad of onions and tomatoes, and a second silver bowl containing three gulab jamuns. Khush’s hair kept sticking to her forehead and to her hot cheeks and she kept pushing it back. When I saw Khush spooning extra syrup on top of the jamuns in my bowl, her hair almost dipping in the syrup, I made myself look elsewhere.


The door into the garden was open. There was no breeze. Aunt Ranjan talked about her siblings in Tanzania who had too many children. She ate carefully, taking small mouthfuls at long intervals, and we tried to do the same. When I had finished everything on my plate apart from my three gulab jamuns, she looked at my full little bowl with all its syrup. I put down my spoon.


‘Brother,’ she said, turning to Pa, and I wanted to shout at her that Pa was not her brother, that Pa was Uncle Pavan’s brother. ‘Brother,’ she said, ‘a difficult time is coming for you.’


Uncle Pavan shuffled his chair closer to the table. ‘Ranjan,’ he murmured.


‘No,’ Aunt Ranjan told him. ‘He understands.’


She looked at Pa and began to speak in Gujarati, keeping her voice low and even. What she said was that she and Uncle Pavan had no children, that they loved their brother and they loved us as if we were their own. She said it would be easier on Pa if he allowed them to take one of us. You cannot look after three, she said. Three is too many. And when Pa was silent, she took it as a sign to continue. She said, People do this. No one would have raised an eyebrow had you done this even when the girls’ mother was alive. Then she said that her own sister had flown over two and a half thousand miles from Mombasa to Bombay to live with their aunt when she was younger than me, and we were only talking about a few hours in the car.


Pa was staring at his plate. He knew that we’d understood what Aunt Ranjan had said. That was why he didn’t look at us. We thought that he would allow her words to sit for a moment so that she would see for herself how she had got things wrong, and then he would stand up and step out into the garden, telling us to get our things because we were leaving. But he didn’t stand up, he didn’t say anything, and in the end we were glad, because whatever Aunt Ranjan saw in his face frightened her more than any reply he could have made. Her own face turned grey and seemed to lose its firmness. When she picked up her glass of chaas to take a sip, her mouth sagged.


That was when Uncle Pavan’s voice rose into the silence. It was slow and firm. Spring had come early this year. We should have seen the flowers on the horse chestnut tree. Like Christmas lights. And then there were the cherry blossoms: for one week, the whole lawn was white. We ate and Uncle Pavan talked, and one way or another things drifted into a rhythm that seemed ordinary. We felt a light breeze from the garden. Uncle Pavan wiped his hands on a cloth, stood up, and brought the gulab jamuns to the table to refill our bowls.


‘Oh,’ Aunt Ranjan said mournfully into her plate as we raised our spoons again. ‘That day,’ and she was crying. She took hold of the free end of her sari and touched her eyes with it. She turned her head to smile at Khush through the tears.


‘I saw you,’ she said, her voice lower still, claiming Khush, ‘in the car park, after.’


She was talking about Ma’s funeral, and Khush’s crying silently when we were all lined up to greet our relatives as they came outside. Aunt Ranjan looked at Khush with such sadness that we forgot everything. Khush put her hand on the table between her own plate and Aunt Ranjan’s. Next to me, Mona’s chair scraped the floor badly, and I moved my hand towards my glass of chaas but the glass was tall and it toppled and the chaas spilled, spreading into the tablecloth.


‘Gopi,’ Aunt Ranjan murmured. I blushed again at my name being spoken aloud, but Aunt Ranjan was not scolding. Her face was fixedly serene as she stood, as she came around to lift the cloth and fold it in, as she saw the chaas had gone through onto her table. I sat there while she moved around me, wiping and rearranging things.


Whenever we were staying in the house in Edinburgh, we each had our own bedroom, but Khush and I always dragged our blankets into Mona’s room and slept on the floor. We propped the French windows open with our trainers because there was usually something going on outside. We listened until we were tired, and then we dreamed. That night, it was too warm for sleep. We were restless and sweating in our shorts and vest tops. We thrust our blankets off us and then we were nothing but hot, damp limbs; legs and arms thrown out any which way to try to get cool. Khush pushed herself up and went out onto the balcony. I followed. Outside, Khush reclined, half lying on the tiles, half leaning against one side of the window frame, a skinny arm stretched out across the floor, and I positioned myself the same way on the other side. But after a while we both sat up with our chins on our knees and stared through the white balustrades into the garden. Since it was too warm for leggings or sleeves, I stank of citronella and got bitten by mosquitoes anyway. We knew that Pa would be getting bitten too. He and Uncle Pavan were talking outside. They were sitting right under our balcony, drinking whisky and smoking. Pa didn’t drink or smoke at home, but he liked to when he was with Uncle Pavan. We could see the blue smoke from Uncle’s cigarettes and hear their talk and the clink of their glasses. We could hear everything, even the creak of Pa’s chair as he bent to lift or lower his glass or scratch at his ankle. And when we looked out we could see everything they saw: Uncle’s rose arbour and his trees and the stone bench and glimpses of the railway track, grainy and dark.


It didn’t matter to us what they talked about. Childhood remembrances of themselves and of their younger brother, who died early. The three of them playing racket sports. The three of them eager and happy. Pa surprising everyone because he, so mild, so unassuming in life, was brutal on the court. And later when Ma came along – seventeen, bright-eyed, self-conscious – Pa finding himself at a loss, touched by something he couldn’t name. Uncle Pavan did most of the talking and Pa let him know that he had things about right. It didn’t matter to us. We just wanted to sit above them and listen. Afterwards, when Pa and Uncle finished up and went inside, we stayed out. The morning light was beginning to come up by then, a pale transparent blue, and the air was cooler and everything outside seemed close enough to touch. Khush’s hair was loose so that it came down her back in soft waves and even in this light, it shone. We didn’t go in until I started shivering. We pulled the doors closed behind us. Inside, we climbed onto Mona’s bed. Mona grouched at being woken, but she shifted and we got in close under her blanket, and told her everything. It was Khush who did the telling. When something happened, even if everyone was there, it was always Khush who would tell it. She’d wait until we fell silent, and begin. She was good at telling. She remembered things we didn’t think of.


Much later, Khush would say that that night was really the start of it, of Pa’s thinking about what he would do with us. It wasn’t Aunt Ranjan. It was Uncle Pavan talking about the past. But I think Pa told us himself what moved him. He sat beside us one morning on the bench outside the squash court and said, ‘I want you to become interested in something you can do your whole life.’


Aunt Ranjan had orange juice and pancakes with lemon and sugar ready on the table for us in the morning. She said nothing about Pa and Uncle Pavan sitting out drinking and smoking all night. She made them coffee and stood near them so she could refill their cups. Pa spoke kindly to her. Outside in the driveway when Uncle Pavan was closing the door of the car boot over our luggage, Aunt Ranjan asked Pa to think about what she had suggested, and he said he would. She said that she and Uncle Pavan would come to our house next year. We will know how things are by then, she said.


Pa began our regime as soon as we returned home from Edinburgh. During the week, he drove us to Western Lane before school, and we got the bus there after school. On weekends, if Pa had work we rode our bikes and he joined us when he was done. We needed rest days at first because everything hurt so much: arms, legs, shoulders. Everything. Pa told us we would get used to it, and we did. Before long we could hardly remember when we used to play only once or twice a week as if it was for fun.


The courts at Western Lane were often empty. Men from the Vauxhall factory came most Saturdays, and most of them thrashed about, running at the ball and smashing it as hard as possible. My sisters and I would sit on one of the benches outside the courts in our sweatshirts and tracksuit bottoms and wait for them to finish before going in and starting our drills. Apart from the Vauxhall men there were a few occasional players, and then there was Ged.


Ged was thirteen and quiet and his real name was Gethen. He spent a lot of time at Western Lane because his mother worked in the bar upstairs and he had nowhere else he preferred to be. Since the summer, Ged had grown quite tall and he was awkward with it, except when he was on court. On court there was a looseness about him. It was in the way he moved, but it wasn’t only that. He practised by himself and I watched him from the balcony sometimes. Once, when he and I were at the far end of the balcony looking down to the swimming pool, I asked him did he mind my watching, and he looked at me for a moment and then he looked at the swimming pool and said no.


Most people only came to Western Lane for the swimming pool. It had a diving board and a deep end. But we came for the courts. Pa paid for membership that allowed us to use the courts any time between 7.30 a.m. and 10.00 p.m. as long as we booked in advance. It didn’t matter to Pa that the paint on the walls was peeling or the floor needed sanding or the air-conditioning rarely worked: the courts at Western Lane had glass backs.


There was also the bar. Pa went up there sometimes in the same suit he wore to work and to the sports centre and everywhere and though he didn’t drink or say much, people talked to him and they liked him. Sometimes they found out he worked for himself as an electrician, and at first he got more work that way because they asked him to come to their homes to look at their fridges or their heating, but after a while when they asked him would he come, he said he would be glad to come soon, it was just that he was quite busy right now, and then he would excuse himself and get us each a bottle of Coke from the bar, and while we drank he would look at his own Coke bottle and talk to us about Jahangir Khan, a young player from Pakistan – a boy – who had become the world number one. It wasn’t Jahangir, Pa explained, but Jahangir’s older brother, Torsam, who was supposed to be the champion. This brother died when Jahangir was fifteen, and Jahangir began to train with his cousin Rahmat in Wembley. Rahmat both pushed Jahangir and looked after him. He took Jahangir to the mountains, to the Khyber Pass, to remind him where he had come from and who he was. Jahangir was still only a boy when, two years after his brother’s death, he won the World Open Championship. And for five years after that, in which time he played five hundred and fifty-five matches, Jahangir Khan was unbeaten. Five hundred and fifty-five matches played without a single loss, Pa said, and we too stared at Pa’s Coke bottle while we drank from ours.


I remember one Saturday in particular. We had cycled to Western Lane after our Gujarati class. The Vauxhall men weren’t there. Ged was on one of the courts and when he saw we’d arrived, he acknowledged us and continued with his practice. We sat on the bench and looked into our court, which was empty. I don’t know what we were thinking. We were tired from our week, I suppose. All the doors were open and the sound of people in the swimming pool was loud and echoing, and upstairs we could hear Ged’s mother vacuuming the bar. She left the vacuum on while she moved tables around. Pa came, and we didn’t hear him at first, so he had time to observe us sitting doing nothing with an empty court in front of us. He positioned his bag on the end of our bench.


We got our rackets and went into the court, and Pa stood in his suit facing us from the other side of the glass. He didn’t go to change into his training things. He didn’t instruct us. The white notebook in which he usually wrote the details of our drills lay unopened on the bench behind him. We understood that he wanted us to train by ourselves and so we did a few sprints and then practised our drives. While one of us practised, the other two stood at the front of the court. After several minutes of watching Khush and then me trying to hit the ball along the wall, Mona dropped her racket, removed a trainer, and put it down as a target for us, between the service box and the back wall on the forehand side. We didn’t push ourselves. We played the same stroke over and over and then nudged Mona’s trainer forwards or back and did the same again, which was what Pa would have had us do, but when we made ourselves do it, time dragged, and the whole thing felt laborious.


While Khush was driving for the fifth or sixth time with the ball dying in the service box, I joined Mona at the front of the court. Because Khush seemed so slight and delicate you might think she wouldn’t be able to hit at all, but she could hit. She was just tired. Her legs were tired. Mona’s gaze was fixed on Pa and I suppose that after a while mine was too. And then there were three of us as Khush, bending to retrieve the ball, came up staring at him.


Pa’s face, his whole body, was so empty of expression that we were embarrassed. He didn’t notice we had stopped, and we understood we were probably intruding on something private. We kept staring. I don’t know what made me step towards Pa, or what it was I thought I was going to do. I felt Khush tap the head of her racket against mine. She passed me the ball and took her place next to Mona.


Something cool, like ice, began to expand inside my chest.


I thought of snow, white everywhere. I moved into position and hit the ball. I wasn’t thinking of hitting. I was thinking of the boy Jahangir Khan charging through the snow in the mountains of northern Pakistan, and of someone standing far off in the frozen landscape, watching him. Even from some distance, the water in the boy’s breath could be seen freezing quickly in the air as if it was still part of him. My racket accelerated and I felt Pa’s eyes on me. I was hitting well. There was air in my movement. I was breathing easily, bringing my shoulder round, hitting the ball deep.


I had been on for less than a minute when Mona said, ‘That’s enough.’


She stood at the front of the court with one shoe on, looking at Pa.


Pa neither acknowledged nor contradicted her and so we warmed down, then came out and sat on the bench. Pa remained where he was.


‘We don’t have our towels,’ Mona said.


Pa didn’t reply. She said it again.


That was when Pa began talking quietly into the empty court. At first he was talking about Jahangir Khan’s family: Jahangir’s father, Roshan Khan, and uncles Hashim and Azam Khan, who between the three of them won the World Open twelve times, his uncle Nasrullah Khan, his brother, Torsam, his cousin and coach Rahmat. The whole dynasty. But at some point we must have stopped listening because suddenly he was no longer talking about the Khans, but about an Australian player named Geoff Hunt who beat his own brother to win a state championship at the age of fifteen and went on to dominate the game for almost a decade. A generation of Pakistanis were unable to overcome Hunt, Pa said. He was too fit. It didn’t matter how brilliant the Pakistanis were if they couldn’t even get to the ball. And then Jahangir came along and he saw what he would be up against and he got fit, and he beat Hunt.


‘Because you have to have something.’ Pa’s voice was so strange and unlike his voice that we had to concentrate to understand him. ‘You have to address yourself to something,’ he said.


Mona fixed her eyes on Pa.


‘We’re not Khans,’ she murmured.


Pa came to the bench and bent down to put his notebook inside his bag.


‘We’re brothers,’ he said. ‘Indians and Pakistanis.’


Mona didn’t answer. There was enough hostility in her face without putting it into words, and Pa saw it. It wasn’t because of anything he had done. It was because he had not forced us to do anything. It was because we had spent an hour in the court of our own free will, and we would do it again tomorrow.


At home in the evenings, I’d wonder aloud, Would Ged be at Western Lane this whole time, would he be there until the early hours of the morning when the last person left the bar and we were sleeping?


‘Don’t worry,’ Khush would reply.


We’d be bent over the sink in the bathroom brushing our teeth. Khush would keep pushing my hair away from my face as well as hers. On the morning of Ma’s funeral, we had cut my hair into a bob and it was too short and choppy to stay tucked behind my ears.


We’d raise our heads and regard one another in the mirror. Khush’s face was pretty. Heart-shaped and open. Everything was close to the surface with her. In this way you could say she was like Uncle Pavan. When she was moved, her eyes filled with tears. She sweated instantly when she was hot. People said I was most like Ma because I had Ma’s gestures and expressions, and I supposed this was what Khush was looking for when she searched my face in the mirror. But when you are very close to two people, it is hard to see how they are alike.


‘Things are going to be okay,’ she’d say.


‘I know,’ I’d reply, and we’d spit into the sink and turn the taps.


We broke from school for our half-term holiday in October. Mona was almost constantly angry with Pa by then, but when she wasn’t, she was religious about going visiting with him. Pa went visiting most Sunday afternoons. It was what he and Ma had always done when Ma was alive. He liked us to go along, but he never forced us.


Visiting meant sitting for half an hour or an hour at the house of an uncle or aunt or distant cousin, and then another and another, or if there was someone our parents knew who was sick in hospital it meant going there instead. When Ma was alive, and an aunt or older cousin had found out that Mona had been seen in town with a group of friends that included boys, or that Khush and I had come home from school with scratches or bruises on our skin or rips in our uniforms, they would shake their heads at us and tell us to think about Ma, as if she wasn’t sitting right there beside us.


Now, depending on where he went, Pa could usually fit three or four visits into an afternoon. He said you had to keep in touch with people, and we ought to try a bit. We watched his face, and we could see his heart wasn’t in this. And so we said we didn’t know these people. And he said you have to make an effort if you want to know someone. We were making an effort with each other, we said, and stayed home.


On the first Sunday of our holiday, Mona went with Pa, and Khush and I went to the fort behind our house. The fort was three brick walls around a cement floor. The side walls were high and graduated. We thought that someone taller than us could have climbed up to the first level if they could get a good enough foothold and from there they could climb to the very top. It was amazing to us that none of the children nearby went in there. We were the only ones. No one spat on us from a height or told us to go home. No one ran us out of there. No one came near. In the summer we spent hours in the fort, hitting a tennis ball against the back wall or just sitting around.


When Ma was alive, we used to watch Wimbledon on TV and eat strawberries covered in sugar, all of us together, and then my sisters and I would come out to the fort and pretend to be John McEnroe. Khush did him best. She got the speech and the walk perfectly. Though we loved and admired him, we were bewildered that both Ma and Pa did too. We were only children, but even we could see that he was acting spoiled. Pa said that maybe he didn’t know it himself, but with his complaining and tantrums, John McEnroe was making a space for himself, giving himself time, and in that time he was situating himself in such a way that the world was against him, and the only choice he had was to come out fighting. What amazed me was that John McEnroe could come away from the umpire’s chair with his shoulders slumped and his whole body depressed, and then lift his racket and play the way he played. I thought his body was tricking his mind in some way.


In front of the open section of the fort was a grass-covered hill as tall as our house. To the right, a block of flats, five storeys, with red and yellow cladding and walkways that kids flew along on their bikes and skateboards. Opposite, the main road with the bus stop and the underpass we avoided.


I had Khush’s tennis racket and was bouncing a ball on its strings up and down a thousand times. We were trying not to think of anything. When Pa had been readying to leave with Mona that morning, he had pulled his car keys from his coat and then stopped in the middle of the kitchen. He had looked at each one of us – Mona next to him, dressed and ready to go, Khush at one end of the empty table, and me at the other – and in those few seconds we saw that he perceived his situation plainly. Had he spoken then, we imagined, it would have been to say: I didn’t want this. What he saw was the days stretching ahead of him without Ma, with us. It was part of our training, the bouncing of the ball on the racket or the floor. Keep your eye on the ball, Pa told us. I liked doing it and might have kept on, but Khush became tired of watching me. I put the racket down and we sat against the back wall of the fort wrapped snugly in our coats and scarves, facing the hill, talking about what we’d do over the holidays. Pa would be working, which meant that once we’d done our chores, we could laze about in the mornings until it was time to go to Western Lane and after that we’d be free to do what we wanted. On Saturday, since there would be no Gujarati school, we’d train early, and afterwards if Pa wasn’t tired we might have an outing somewhere. Our Tanzania cousins who had been scheduled to visit us had cancelled because of Ma. They thought it would be too much for Pa to cope with by himself. Had they come to us, we would have taken them to Woburn Safari Park. Whenever we had visitors from India or Africa, we packed the boot of our car with Tupperware boxes filled with curries and onion salad and parathas, and drove our guests up the M1 to see the lions. Khush acted as if the whole dumb idea made her crazy, but she loved it as much as I did. We loved the animals. We loved driving around the big park. We loved watching our relatives trying so hard to be impressed by it in front of Ma and Pa and all of us. Since our cousins weren’t coming, we would go, instead, to Dunstable Downs or the Tree Cathedral.


The sun was shining into the fort and our faces were lit up and pleasantly warm.


I was trying to discuss what it meant to be wild, in Aunt Ranjan’s account of things. Usually we made lists. Wearing shorts if you were a girl. Running indoors. Running anywhere. Sticking your elbows out of car windows. But Khush wasn’t joining in. She was just sitting there, letting me talk. I stopped. We looked out at the hill.


Khush said, ‘Aunt Ranjan’s afraid of us because she doesn’t know how to find out what we’re thinking.’


I wanted to ask Khush what had been going on with her lately. She had become preoccupied and she wasn’t listening to her radio or reading or anything like that. But the main thing was her getting out of bed at night, staying up in the dark on the landing outside our bedroom. Mona and I would lie still and listen to her. We weren’t sure, but it sounded to us like Khush was trying to get to Ma. She was talking in Gujarati. We could tell this despite not being able to hear the words. We had always spoken to Pa and our aunts and uncles in English but never to Ma because, though she understood English, it was hard for her. And our Gujarati wasn’t enough. That was why we had always listened to Ma so closely, and watched her. Maybe it was why we pulled at her, pushed into her, made ourselves physical in her presence. Khush had been out there, on the landing, every few nights since we came back from Edinburgh.


I wanted to ask Khush about Ma, and whether she really thought Ma might be able to hear what she was saying out on the landing. But we were happy, the two of us, sitting with the sun on us, and so I didn’t ask her anything.


Khush removed her gloves, put them in her pockets.


‘Ged’s okay, isn’t he?’ she said after a minute.


‘What?’


She turned to face me. She said shyly, ‘Do you like him?’


I looked at her, and all of a sudden I felt depressed.


‘He’s okay,’ I said.
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