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To Sholto, Nick and Larissa, Louis and Tallula,


Jasper, Theo and Layla. All their babyhoods


remembered with love and pride.




To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your heart will be wrung and possibly broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it intact you must give it to no one, not even an animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxuries: avoid all entanglements. Lock it up safe in a casket or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket, safe, dark, motionless, airless, it will change. It will not be broken; it will become unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. To love is to be vulnerable.


CS Lewis


Two hearts have eyes and ears, no tongues to speak:


They hear and see, and sigh, and then they break.


Sir E Dyer






MAJOR TERROR ATTACK AVERTED


DEADLY NUCLEAR BOMB PLOT UNCOVERED BY THE HEROIC ACTIONS OF A YOUNG MUSLIM


Thousands of people are alive today thanks to the fearless actions of one individual. A catastrophic disaster was averted yesterday afternoon when a hidden ‘dirty’ bomb was made safe with seconds to spare. The young man who tracked down the perpetrators of the most heinous terrorist plot this country has known and who faced down the mastermind behind it, cannot be named because of the threat of reprisals. He was shot, but survived. This newspaper salutes an act of exceptional bravery and regrets the shadow of danger he must live under now, at constant risk to his life . . .


Continued on pages 4 & 5
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Absence


A lone seagull was wheeling around in the cloudless sky, swooping and diving gracefully like an accomplished pilot at an air show. Natalia Dangerfield squinted up at it idly, lazing in the baking sun and thinking of not very much. The heat was blissfully mind-numbing.


Natalia was fair-skinned and had to be careful about the sun, but had faith in factor 30 and stretched back luxuriously, lifting her arms over her head to the solid wood frame of the lounger. That was the thing about a villa like this: the sunbeds were good and sturdy with smart navy mattresses and no plastic in sight. It was a crazy rent, but her mother and stepfather, William, were paying – and they had gone home a few days early to be out of the way. Hugo had soon relaxed about piggybacking off his in-laws on their annual Algarve holiday.


It had worked out fine too, with masses of family the first week, grandparents on hand, and no major rows to speak of, which was rare. Nattie’s mother and William loved to fight; it was a game to them, instinctive and fun, however hard that was for anyone in earshot to believe.


Hugo was still in the pool with Lily, their four-year-old daughter. He’d been patiently walking the widths with his hand under her tummy for ages, calling out instructions, doing his fatherly best. ‘Frog’s legs, Lily, it propels you forward, and don’t forget the arms, no doggy-paddle now!’ He was convinced she was almost there and could do without armbands, but Nattie wasn’t having that. They’d taken a lot of choosing, those armbands, while she expired in a pricy little beachside store, jiggling Tubsy on her hip, trying to stop him pulling kiddies’ sunhats off a stand, until the pink-kite armbands won out over the ones with yellow butterflies.


The pool was a good size, even by Quinta do Lago standards, with royal azure tiles that turned the water an astonishing reflected blue. A wiry young guy in a sweaty khaki singlet had appeared a few times to set a mini-Henry-the-Hoover-style pool-cleaner going that putt-putted around being a menace, with its long snaking hose ambushing any peaceful swim. His shorts doubled up as an oil rag when he cut the grass and his jet-black hair hung in clumps over his eyes. It was a job to wring a smile out of him. Was it resentment at the scale of the properties he tended? Some in Quinta do Lago were simply vast.


Nattie liked the garden, the Maritime pines that screened the next-door properties and the nasturtiums climbing the wooden fencing, prettily filling in gaps. She could smell the lavender and she enjoyed the sexy red hibiscus bushes that lifted dull corners, and the oleander in well-aged terracotta pots. The villa’s owners, she decided, must be frequent visitors.


The novel that she planned to review lay face down on the spiky grass and she eyed a large black ant scurrying across its splayed covers. With tomorrow the last full day of the holiday she sensed the beginning of the wind-up, her mind on work. Nattie edited the book pages of a monthly magazine called Girl Talk, and her Out of Office message hadn’t been entirely effective at keeping emails at bay. Her PA had been in touch. Nattie had wanted to interview a young Pakistani debut writer, Sadia Umar, for the magazine, and the publishers had called to say that was fine, but it had to take place on Nattie’s first day back at work.


It was good news in one sense. Sadia Umar had written a powerful novel, and she’d be interesting to talk to, but just seeing her name in the PA’s email had darkened Nattie’s mood. She felt unnerved. Names spoke. They marked people out. They caused preconceptions, prejudice, erected barriers, even caused wars. Sadia’s name was a small raincloud in a clear sky, a cloud heavy with past reminders and bringing treacherous thoughts.


Her own name, if she allowed it to, could be just as unsettling. Not Nattie; she liked that, she was only ever Natalia on official forms and the screen at the doctor’s surgery. It was her married name, Dangerfield, that in low guilty moments caused her secret distress.


It had nothing to do with presumptions about background and lifestyle, it was the memories that could surface simply by hearing herself called by her married name. At home in London, busy and preoccupied, the anguish of the past stayed buried, but in moments of uncluttered thinking time it could rise from the depths like a drowned body. Nattie had never known what had happened to the man she loved. She couldn’t let go; there’d been no closure and even seven years on she still ached and pined, wondering and fearing the worst. She held on to the love, it lived in her body, she kept it deep in her heart, but not knowing meant not being able to grieve, that was the cruelty of it; hanging on to fading hope.


She forced her mind back to the present, determined to banish the shadows. The sun felt sublime, although she’d have to stir herself soon. Tubsy still needed his afternoon nap, yet it didn’t do to let him sleep on. He was fifteen months old and had just taken his first faltering steps. His grandmother had clapped him madly and Tubsy, clapping himself too, with his chubby cheeky grin, had promptly fallen backwards onto his well-padded bottom with a look of comic surprise.


‘Hey, how’re you doing?’ Hugo splashed a few drops of water her way. ‘I thought you were coming in? Aren’t you burnt to a frazzle out there? Lily’s been doing brilliantly, really swimming now.’


‘Clever girl!’ Nattie called, smiling and sitting up straighter, exaggerating the shivers as Hugo splashed her some more.


‘We’re just getting out so you’ve missed your chance to see the progress. I think the armbands aren’t helping,’ he added annoyingly. ‘They’re just in the way.’


‘Can’t I have one try without them, Daddy? Just one?’


‘Sorry, Lily, it’s time to get out. High time.’


‘Shall I come and take over?’ Nattie suggested half-heartedly.


Hugo shook his head and blew her a kiss. ‘Don’t you move a muscle. You look like an ad for Algarve holiday villas, lounging there in that white bikini, one knee raised. I’m enjoying you.’ He lifted Lily out of the water and swung himself up onto the ledge. ‘Chuck me that towel, though, can you, darling?’


‘Lily, love, you’ve got goosies, you’ve been in that long,’ Nattie said, throwing over the bulky orange beach towel that they needn’t have brought; the villa was well stocked. ‘You must dry yourself really well.’


Hugo squatted and gave Lily a good rub, wrapping the towel round her shoulders. ‘Maybe we’ll try without them tomorrow, honeybun,’ he said vaguely. Then he rose from his haunches and stood staring down, his mind elsewhere.


His swimmers had slipped below the cleft and were suctioned wetly against him. He had neat, tight buttocks, straight legs with a good covering of male fair hair. Nattie gazed at him admiringly. You couldn’t ignore Hugo’s body. Girls stared after him on the beach; chic women eyed him up in his faded old shorts, pushing the baby buggy around the resort. He never noticed. If she teased him about it he’d look embarrassed and say painfully that he never looked further than her – and not even in a hamming-it-up way, just being dreadfully hammy.


Hugo had no self-awareness. He was in public relations and as unlike his smoothly assured colleagues as a monk from a megastar. He was a real one-off, humble, kind, understated in all but his masculinity.


Nattie sighed, her thoughts turning wistfully to afternoon siestas. She’d soon be back juggling mothering, nursery-school runs and meetings at work; the months up to Christmas were always such a hectic time. No siestas with Lily to entertain.


She sighed again and realised, feeling slightly caught out, that Hugo had turned and was studying her.


‘I’ll go and do that bit of shopping now,’ he said, ‘and we need more wine, we’re right out.’


‘Don’t go too mad, it’s only two more nights. The list’s on the kitchen table.’


‘Can’t I come with you, Daddy?’ Lily stumbled over the towel, going to hang on to his hand. ‘I’m a good little shopper. You said!’ She was tiny beside him in her Peppa Pig cossie, still shivering.


‘But none of those gobstoppers or you won’t eat your tea.’ Nattie swung down her legs and felt for her flip-flops. ‘Come on, let’s get you dressed.’


‘You stay right there.’ Hugo leaned over to give her a kiss. ‘I’m on the case.’


‘Yes, you stay right there, Mummy,’ Lily parroted. ‘I can dress myself perfectly well.’ She was getting far too precocious for her own good.


‘Prekoshus means advanced for my years,’ she’d informed them. ‘Granny said.’


‘No, it means getting a bit above yourself,’ Hugo had told her with a firm look.


Lily had even come home from school one day saying she wanted to be a ‘pallyotogist’ when she grew up. ‘And find lots of dinosaurs’ bones!’


‘Off we go then, Lily love,’ Hugo said, ‘and as quiet as dormice indoors, remember. Thomas is still asleep.’


Nattie watched them pick their way over the spongy, spiky grass. Thomas was Tubsy to everyone in the family, but not Hugo. He was a pompous old stick, she thought fondly, a proper old conformist now. It was nothing short of a miracle. Solid, successful, a loving father, as settled as can be . . . Wasn’t he?


The past reared up again. It was a quagmire; it kept her trapped, stuck fast, the memories were inescapable. Was Hugo really free of his demons? Could he ever slip back? It was in her power to see that he didn’t, but there was always the hopeless ache of longing . . . And Hugo knew.


They’d met when Nattie was sixteen, at a party given by one of her friends with older brothers. Hugo had been nineteen – a shy, respectable young man, just off to university. He’d had a safe country childhood, his father an Oxford architect, his mother also working in the firm. Nattie’s mother, Victoria, had been all for Hugo. She’d thought him charming and good-looking, just right for her daughter, a young man from a similar background whom she could trust.


Hugo never pushed himself forward and he’d been sensitive to Nattie’s teenage troubles. She’d had a bad experience and hardly said a word to him the next time they’d met, too withdrawn even to look at him.


A boy from school had forced sex on her. She hadn’t let her mother report it or take any action, feeling she’d brought it on herself, but it had left her disillusioned and on her guard. Hugo had kept his distance and gradually earned her trust with his gentleness and understanding. She’d known he cared. Nattie smiled to herself. He’d always been constant, never lost faith – and to think of all they’d been through . . .


In those early days their relationship had been easy and uncomplicated. Her envious friends had said how well suited they were. That was until Shelby Tait, with his jet-black hair and electric-blue eyes, had come along. Shelby was a sexy, glamorous, no-good shit, impossible to resist. He had been at Durham, Nattie’s university – not at the same time, he was three years older and had dropped out after a year – but his silky charm and numerous conquests had ensured he’d had many invitations back onto campus.


He’d spotted her at a college disco and swooped like a hawk, predatory and deadly. She’d been easy prey. She’d known he was bad news, but had ditched Hugo for him all the same. Nattie could remember her mother’s sorrowful brown eyes, unspoken acknowledgement that any relationship a parent encouraged was bound to be doomed.


Shelby had sucked up to Hugo, got the measure of him and seized on his insecurities. He’d been into dealing and had started to supply Hugo, just a bit of weed at first before slyly tempting him to try more toxic highs. Nattie had been far too distracted by his insidious appeal to see what was happening. Shelby had hooked in Hugo and walked away with his girl.


No sound from the baby monitor and Hugo was still around anyway. Nattie felt free to have a swim. She did a few fast lengths, feeling a bit guilty. It was time to go in. Tubsy could work himself up into a lather so quickly.


She climbed out of the pool and allowed herself a few more minutes, stretching out again while the sun dried her fast. Tubsy was always crotchety after sleeping too long, but she was lost to the many thoughts in her head . . . and the memories were powerful.


The break-up with Shelby – never much of a thing anyway, red roses and dinners, excuses and no-shows – came after she’d fallen in love elsewhere. Shelby’s jealousy had been pernicious, but she’d been too much in love to care. She clung to the love even now, despite all the dramas, loss and heartache, marrying Hugo in her despair . . .


Images of Hugo of seven years ago swam into her mind. Vivid images – she shivered in the heat of the sun. She could still see the syringes and used crack-pipes, sometimes improvised out of broken glass and tin foil, the evidence there in his flat, undisposed of. She would find him on his knees at times, scrabbling round for any miserable speck of crack, any fragment to rekindle the shadow of a high, a desperate attempt at recycling. She’d seen him wash out a used pipe, trying to set light to the rinse liquid for a pathetic last gasp.


Nattie had sometimes arrived only minutes after his crack experience, which he once described as like a golden light shooting up into his brain, his heart, coursing through every vein in his body. It was an orgasm on the moon, he’d said, indescribable joy. That was before the plummeting down, the paranoid panic, which she’d witnessed too often at first hand. She remembered Hugo whimpering, showing the whites of his petrified eyes, swearing he could hear voices, feel cats’ claws, and that the devil people were coming to take him away.


She could still recall the sense of hopelessness, letting herself into his Hammersmith flat; still smell the sweet sickly stench, the mould in his fridge, the unwashed sheets; still see the empty bottles, ruined designer jackets and jeans. She’d felt revulsion and had to resist a burning urge to back right out of the door.


Once when his parents were coming to London, she’d cleaned up his flat in a frenzy and stayed till the last minute, determined to get him through. Showers helped to distract him. His body was so raw, Hugo said, that the water had felt like the Victoria Falls raining down, while the force and sensation helped to blot out his mind. Nattie had given him a Valium and urged him to tell his parents that he had a stomach bug and was feeling below par.


Had his parents known? Hugo thought not, but Nattie suspected they’d had some idea. Unless perhaps, she wondered, that to imagine their son a crack-heroin addict had been a step too far. Nattie had been anxious to keep Hugo’s condition dark for reasons of her own, not least because her mother had been Home Secretary at the time and the press would have had a field day.


She had lived through it all, the detox, the rehab, pleading, begging him to find the will. It was only when helping Hugo to get clean that she realised the depth of his feelings for her and in her heart she felt a deep sense of responsibility.


He’d hung on to his job with the prestigious public relations firm, Tyler Consulting, by his fingernails, the grace of God and the chairman. It had been an immense relief to Hugo, never having to tell his parents that he’d lost his job.


He had been junior in the firm, expendable, and the moment had come when his haggard looks, lateness and unexplained absences could be tolerated no longer. Other guys were coke-heads, but they handled it. His line manager’s ultimatum had been curt. ‘Shape up or you’re out.’


Would Hugo have made it through without the enormous generosity of the chairman of the firm, Brady Tyler?


Hugo had told Nattie every word of that pivotal meeting. Brady, who must have seen it all before, had obviously a soft spot for him. He still did. It was Hugo’s extraordinary good luck that his chairman had been prepared to give him a second chance. Brady had told him, after a meeting that was clearly seared on Hugo’s mind for life, to take a six-month paid sabbatical, sort it, and report back for work.


Clients appreciated his reticence, Brady had told Nattie at one of the client events that were now part of her life. They liked Hugo’s self-effacing temperament, his reliability and quiet intelligence.


When she’d relayed that back to Hugo he’d guffawed, but at the time of the meeting he’d been on his knees. ‘What I owe Brady, Nattie! I mean, he was just a-mazing, a fucking saint no less. Anyone else would have kicked me out on my arse, all the way down from the seventh-floor window. But Christ, what an interrogation. Brady had looked so remote behind that vast glass desk of his – it’s like some Tate Modern sculpture, three great cubes, grey, black and white – and the office is all glass and white leather. He’d started on about how only I could do it, how I had to want to be helped and prove I had it in me.


‘He even talked about you,’ Hugo confessed, looking sheepish, ‘he prodded that deep. He droned on and on about putting his faith in me . . . God, it was hard. I was screaming for a hit.’


‘But you did it,’ she said. ‘Brady’s faith wasn’t misplaced.’


Nattie leaned over the cot – provided by the rental agency – whose acid-drop yellow hideousness caused her to wonder; the pink and blue dancing teddies covered both bases at least. Tubsy was stirring, grizzling, drawing up his knees, raising his bottom high into the air; his buttery curls were damp and plastered close to his head. ‘Time to wake up, little love,’ she murmured.


He was heavy with sleep as she lifted him out, lighter when cuddled, hot and sweaty, smelling of cot bedding, his baby self and a very wet nappy. Her heart swelled. Was any woman luckier? Two beautiful children and a husband – who could turn heads – who truly loved her. A job she enjoyed, cool, fun friends, Hugo’s friends too. She had a good home, a full life, so much to be grateful for . . .


‘My precious little Tubs,’ she whispered, settling him on the changing mat.


He was wide-awake now, saying, ‘Dad, dad, dad . . .’ with a smiley grin.


‘Mum, mum, mum,’ she said, smiling too, ‘and Dad, dad, dad. Daddy and Lily will be back soon, we’d better go down and make tea.’
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Ahmed


Twenty minutes to landing. After a long overnight flight the cabin staff were collecting up rubbish and bringing the Business Class passengers their jackets and coats. Ahmed Khan took delivery of his linen jacket. He had a window seat and gazed down as the plane flew in low over a long-missed, long-remembered landscape. It was mid-morning, a cloudless late-summer’s day; he could see the harvested fields – squares of yellow and bronze – copses, villages and southern towns. England. His homeland.


Was it a good omen to be arriving back in sunshine? His skin pricked with fear and anticipation. He hadn’t set foot on British soil for seven years.


The moment of leaving was still starkly resonant, the agony of the parting on that cold January day in 2010. Nattie’s beautiful face had been wet with silent tears. Saying goodbye to his family too, seeing them for what could be the last ever time.


They had come to London the week before, his father, mother and sisters, his little nephews and nieces, all formally dressed – the girls in coloured abayas, the boys in salwar kameezes – and dragooned into silence. His family had stood round his hospital bed looking awkward and ill at ease, regretting his actions that were going to make life so difficult for them back in Leeds. Actions that were bringing the loss of him too: his parents’ only son, their boy.


His head had been so full of Nattie. He’d felt claustrophobic, coping with his family in that stifling, ammonia-smelling cubicle room, in pain from his gunshot wound, stressed out and deeply resentful of their muted accusations while he tried to make stunted chat. They’d been out of context in that London hospital with a police protection officer in the passage outside. Ahmed had almost wanted them gone. Until they had gone. And then the reality had set in.


His father had stayed in London overnight and met Nattie at the hospital next day. His tension had showed and he’d transmitted a wrongly held suspicion that she was the cause of his son’s wretched plight. Yet when his father warmed to her, despite all, Ahmed’s heart had overflowed.


Thinking of him as landing neared brought fresh twists of the dagger; his father was dead now and the pain never lessened. It got worse.


Seven years. Ahmed had total recall of his emotions as the plane had lifted off, bearing him away with a great surge of power and setting course for New York. He’d felt a surge of his own, not of power but self-belief, fiery determination to succeed in his new identity in a new world, and be worthy of Nattie. Everything he achieved would be for her.


He’d never been west before. A stimulating new job had been lined up. His editor on the Post, William Osborne, had arranged a transfer to the New York desk for him, and his pulse had been racing like it was set to win Olympic gold. The authorities had tried to veto the job – too obvious and easy to trace, they said – but Ahmed had argued that his enemies would instinctively look further afield. A knot of fear had been tightening all the same. Staying alive had mattered; he was in love.


One day, he remembered dreaming, he would return to marry her . . .


Those emotions had sat uncomfortably alongside an engulfing sense of loneliness. The homesickness had been immediate, attacking even before the plane was clear of England’s shores. He was exiled, denied the freedom to come and go or contact his family and friends; cut off from the girl he would have given his life for – and almost had.


People wanted him dead. Going away was all for his own safety, but it had felt like being banished.


Nattie had begged to come with him to America, but the danger had been immediate and immense. And she was young; he’d wanted her to finish her exams and be really sure. She’d still been in touch with her first love, Hugo, who had seemed beyond hope, a crack-heroin addict, and Ahmed had suggested she try to save him. Hugo had seemed a safe mission for her soft heart. Why had he done that? In a kind of reverse jealousy? Hoping to keep her out of non-junkie arms?


It was a question he would go on asking till his dying day. Seeing a press photograph, Hugo and Nattie on their wedding day, had made him wonder if staying alive was worth the struggle. He’d felt broken, disbelieving, cut to his core, but still savagely in love.


It was a lost cause, risking a return. She was married. She’d moved on.


‘Five minutes to landing. Cabin staff, take your seats.’


Ahmed felt his gut tighten and he concentrated his mind on the instructions from his old flatmate, Jake Wright.


‘The keys are with my lawyer, Don Maxwell, in Holborn, the car keys too, and sheaves of crap about boilers and stopcocks. I’ll text the address. You can take a cab from Heathrow, since you seem so fucking flush these days, you old sod. At least you’ve saved me from having to sell or garage the car for the duration. It’s right outside the house in a permit bay. A black Mazda hardtop and my great, five-year-old love – just make the fuck sure you don’t lay a scratch.’


Calling Jake, the years had melted away like snow on hot coals. Jake was his closest friend, close as a blood brother, yet they’d been out of contact until last month when Ahmed couldn’t stand his feeling of holding life at arm’s length, living outside all he cared about, a moment longer. Whatever the rights and wrongs, his guilt about the risk to Nattie, he’d had to return. It was high stakes, emotional life and death, but he’d picked up the phone to Jake that day and cast the die.


Jake was married now, a qualified architect and going places. Literally. He’d just left for Australia, hoping to broaden his experience. It was a stroke of luck, sad as Ahmed felt at not seeing him, that Jake’s house in South London was sitting empty and he needed a private place to stay. Jake hadn’t given a thought to letting the house – nor had his wife, Sylvia, who sounded a bit of a depressive – and he’d even fought against accepting rent. ‘You’ll be keeping it warm; just pay for the upkeep, you bugger, that’ll do.’


Ahmed smiled. It wasn’t often you had to argue the toss upwards, but he’d been determined to pay the going rate and not feel beholden. He’d taken the house for three months and paid upfront.


Jake had never been into money. Art, architecture, music, poetry, anything but dosh; when sharing the flat, he’d always been strapped, moaning that his academic parents never factored in landlords and their poor student son’s need to eat.


He and Jake had met conventionally enough at a party. One of those bring-a-bottle, sex-the-objective dos, with loud tuneless pop and stale crisps. Ahmed hadn’t known a soul there; only the guy from work – a colleague in his research department at the BBC – who’d asked in a slightly bored, patronising way whether he’d care to come along. Ahmed had got to the BBC via Manchester University and an internship, which had happily translated into a proper job.


They’d been a cliquey crowd at the party, earnest young leftie graduates, talking politics, eyeing-up, trying to slough off their parents’ prejudices. But you never know what happens in life as that evening had proved. He’d got talking to a lanky architecture student, they’d hit it off and become firm friends.


Jake had suggested the flat-share and Ahmed had leapt at the idea. He’d been going stir crazy, living with his mother’s cousin in Dagenham, putting up with her snooping, poking her long nose into his life and belongings. And he’d just landed a great new job on a national newspaper, the Post; he could afford the rent.


He and Jake found a top and attic floor in a small Victorian terraced house in Brixton. They’d closed their minds to the peeling hall wallpaper and stink of stale beer, the mouldy carpet and lethal stair rods; they’d painted their new pad white and never looked back.


They were down, landed. The Business Class passengers were off first. Ahmed was swiftly through Passport Control and into the baggage hall. He’d planned ahead, anxious not to linger in taxi queues, and ordered a car to meet him. He soon spotted a man holding up a card with Mr Bashaar written on it.


He was Daniel Bashaar on his passport now. Ahmed Khan was lost to the mists of time – along with so much else. He’d acquired a new backstory, which he’d had to memorise before leaving the country, a dispiriting, hurtful process. He was born in Lahore, not Leeds; his father was now an Islamabad bureaucrat, not the civil engineer from Peshawar, a Pashtun who’d immigrated to the UK in the sixties, who’d ended up jobless, reduced to driving a minicab – the father he’d loved. Ahmed felt a renewed stab of pain.


He’d changed his appearance too. Crewed his hair and taken to wearing glasses – a non-prescription pair he’d been allocated that didn’t look like plain glass. He’d swapped his jeans, sweatshirts and scuffed leather jacket for button-down white shirts and a dark suit, shiny black shoes with discreetly raised heels; a look that had seemed more appropriate for Mr Bashaar.


Nattie had seen the crew cut in the days before he left – she’d hated it.


He’d kept his hair short for the first few months in New York before growing it back, thinking of Nattie, missing her as wretchedly as he did. He was seven years older now, but felt he looked much as he had done, much as she would remember him.


He knew the wrongness of returning, even without all the risks. But just to see her again, to have the chance to explain . . . And if it didn’t happen? How would he feel, alone here in London? But he would see her, he was certain of it.


Ahmed followed the card-holding driver out of the airport feeling travel-worn and sweaty in the hot, late-August sun, and as he climbed into the car his nerves were raw. The car was a smooth-running Lexus. He was glad of its darkened windows, the backseat privacy, and forgave the driver his sickly aftershave, which smelled like coconut-oil sun cream, for his ability to know not to chat.


The M4, Cromwell Road, everything was so familiar. Ahmed stared out, but introspection soon had hold and he sank further back into the seat. What was he doing, making this journey, renting Jake’s house, staking his emotional all?


Nattie had two children, Lily and Thomas. Lily had been born five months into the marriage . . . Easy research, he’d been a journalist, but whatever the circumstances, however she felt in her heart about Hugo, she was married. And Hugo cared – he loved her deeply, he always had – whether or not his love was returned.


Nattie wouldn’t want to see him. The thought of how he’d messed up plagued Ahmed night and day. He imagined how bitterly resentful she must feel after the years of non-contact, not even knowing whether he was still alive. She wouldn’t realise that he’d known she was married either; he’d been incapable of getting in touch after that, hurting to the marrow of his bones.


They were outside the Holborn office. Don, Jake’s lawyer, was cautious, asking to see his passport, but was soon twinkling away behind his red-leather-topped desk, saying he was always there to help. A useful contact.


Arriving in Lambeth, Ahmed soon spotted Jake’s car. It was a mean machine, but covered in sticky from an over-hanging lime tree and attracting layers of dust – not looking its best. The house, by contrast, looked beautiful; early Victorian at a guess, with a charming yellow-brick front wall topped with trellis and a tumbling rose.


It wasn’t that far from their old Brixton flat, closer into town, quite close to where Nattie’s mother and William lived. Ahmed, like everyone else on the Post, had lived in fear of his editor, but he and William had been on first-name terms by the time he’d had to leave the country with his new identity.


He opened an elegant wrought-iron gate onto a small paved area with camellia bushes, lavender and some grey-leafed shrubs. He wasn’t good on plants. He hefted his two bags up several steep steps to a porch set with exquisite little chequered black and white tiles, and was relieved when one of the keys in the envelope he’d been given fitted the lock on the discreet black-painted front door.


Jake had described the house as typical South London, four-storey and terraced, and Ahmed had checked out the market rate for similar properties. He could see at once that he’d underdone Jake and felt a warm rush. Jake was a hopeless case.


But a highly talented architect. Ahmed dealt with the alarm and looked about him. The hall was opened up and the living room had the run of the whole ground floor. It was a brilliant use of space and when he folded back the front window shutters and sunlight streamed in, the light, easy-living feel of the room lifted his heart and spirits.


He sat down on a long grey sofa that had its back to what remained of the hall wall and put his feet up on a sturdy glass coffee table. He took in a classy rug in shades of corn and barley, tall china reading lamps on either side of the sofa. He imagined Nattie sitting with him here while he held her hand and tried to explain. He wanted her to know that he’d never stopped loving her, through his disasters and failings, her marriage, his bitterness; he’d loved her obsessively through it all.


He had to decide the best way to get in touch. He could email her at her office. He knew she edited the book pages of Girl Talk; the blurb with the wedding picture had mentioned her working on the magazine. He could call her there, but hearing his voice would unnerve her, he feared, and if she put the phone down in a fluster, to call her back would seem like pestering.


What gave him a ray of hope was that she’d never closed their joint email account. The authorities had warned against keeping in email contact, but he’d hit on the idea of opening a joint account in a fake name. He and Nattie could save messages to Drafts, since they both had access, and no email ever need be sent. They’d decided to write in code as well, although they’d chosen one that a child could have worked out.


He got his laptop from the hall, sat with it on his knees and clicked onto the account. His heart gave a lurch as he brought up a few of their old messages and read the coded words of love and caring, longing and missing. Nattie had written briefly of Hugo’s condition while Ahmed himself had avoided any mention of his job and life in New York; it was safer that way.


Would she ever understand why he’d cut off all contact? Her messages had kept coming. Where are you? What’s happened? Oh God, please say you’re alive. I’m here for you – always. Love you for ever – ever and always.


She’d sent messages for months, though they’d all gone unanswered. Ahmed hadn’t seen them at the time, he’d been incapable of looking. He clenched his fists; he was finding it hard not to cry.


He fought the bleakness and worked out what to say. Using their old code seemed a bit silly and unnecessary, laborious too, but he decided to end with a sentence in code. It felt a better way to put across his feelings.




Hello, Nattie,


I’m in London! Very much hoping we can meet, and that you still look in our old account once in a while. I’ve put the sentence below in code just for old times’ sake, but don’t you bother with that. Any word back from you in any form would be wonderful.


In Namibia elephants exercise, dippy things, otherwise sane, expressive, engaging. Young ones uppity – babies are darling little yawners.


Please, please see this. I’m holding my breath. Love, as ever, Ahmed.




The number beside Drafts in the mailbox list was 267. That had been the last message she’d written, five and a half years ago. Would she notice the new number? Did she ever look any more? Was there the slightest chance he was still in her thoughts? Unlikely. Keeping the account open was probably an oversight on her part and didn’t mean a thing.


He would give it two days and if there had been no word by end of play on Thursday, he would email her at the office. But a return message in their account would speak volumes. It would be connection and fill his heart with hope.
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Hugo


Hugo was lingering by the door in Lily’s darkened room. She’d fallen asleep instantly and he was in need of a drink, but hesitating to go down in his present mood. He felt on the edge of a row. Seeing the misty, distant look in Nattie’s eyes that afternoon, all too familiar in her unguarded moments, had got to him more than usual, really touched him on the raw. He knew there was nothing to be gained by bringing up the past; even talking around it would be upsetting and counter-productive – but the way he was feeling, something had to give.


Nattie cared and she understood him, probably better than he did himself. She genuinely wanted him to feel loved and central to her life, but he wasn’t central to her heart – that was the truth of it. Down by the pool, seeing her distracted gaze . . . she hadn’t been thinking and caring about him then.


The last thing she wanted to do was to hurt him, he was sure, but did she have any idea of the torment within him, the loneliness, even sense of rejection? Hugo felt a cruel alien need for her to have a taste of the pain. They were living in the now, for God’s sake, married, with a home, jobs, children. Wasn’t it about fucking time she binned the past, kicked it out of touch and moved on? Christ, how many years was it – seven, eight?


They seldom rowed, he and Nattie, just a few mini-snipes, the usual marital junk. She got at him over nit-pickiness and pomposity, he nagged her about her coats and jackets piling up on chair-backs – God forbid she’d ever hang them up in the hall cupboard – and leaving her jeans just where she’d stepped out of them, subsided but still with form. He minded her damp bras and pants decorating every radiator. Her untidiness drove him mad.


But did he really want to bring up Ahmed, the shadowy elephant in the room, the stalking ghost, and ruin the cosy promise of the last evening of the holiday? Less elephant more Loch Ness monster, Hugo thought morosely, since the mystery of Ahmed seemed destined never to be resolved. The man had probably met his end and his maker by now – some retributive killing that the authorities had chosen to play close – or else he was married with three little Ahmeds, fuck it, and living in Pittsburgh, Preston or Pakistan. But would it even help if Nattie knew?


Hugo stayed in Lily’s room cursing quietly and trying to contain his corrosive burn of resentment about the past. His regret at his own past too, whose horrors never left him; he still woke shivering in the darkest hours of night, reliving the pulsating headaches and screeching pain in his bones, the agonies of paranoid psychosis. Women were supposed to forget the pain of childbirth, but the memories of his torment were like a tic in his mind, always there.


Would he ever have made it through without Nattie? He had clung to a fervent hope that surviving the throes of detox and rehab would seal their relationship somehow and be the glue, the bright blue sky of their future together.


He’d known deep in his heart that there was no magical solution; he’d needed her on any terms, yet handling his feelings was becoming harder than ever and never more so than tonight. Perhaps it was the effect of two weeks in the Algarve – weren’t holidays traditionally supposed to exacerbate emotional troubles and rows? He felt spineless, useless, longing for more self-confidence, to have the sort of forceful personality that women seemed to go for – though Nattie had lost her heart to someone not at all like that. Ahmed had been unassuming, selfless, quixotic, quick-minded – qualities that were hard to beat.


Hugo sighed and, squaring his shoulders, had a last look back at Lily. She had her precious woolly kangaroo, but the room had an unfamiliar feel. It was a typical holiday-villa spare, with twin beds, a pair of antiseptic landscapes and short floral curtains over mosquito-netted windows. The child looked lost in one of the adult twin beds. He and Nattie had pushed it against the wall, put cushions in front in case she rolled out in the night and shut down the noisy air-conditioning.


Lily had chosen the story then fallen asleep a few pages in and even that was making him feel inadequate – he’d minded being denied his good-night kiss. She usually flung her arms round his neck and hugged him before burrowing down and cuddling her kangy.


‘Sleep tight, angel,’ he mouthed, going over to the bed and fondly touching her cheek. He lifted away a long wisp of spun-silk hair, just like her mother’s, and she gave an irritated little mumble.


Crossing to the door, he went out and pulled it quietly to behind him, and turning to go, almost bumped into Nattie. She was barefoot and he hadn’t heard her come upstairs.


‘Oops!’ she laughed. ‘You must have got through a lot of stories. I was waiting for you to give me a shout. Has she gone off?’


‘Yes. I’m going down for a drink. Glass of wine? Pink or white?’


‘I’m ahead of you,’ she said, giving one of her heart-stopping smiles. ‘I’ve opened the pink, but the white’s nicely cold and it’s got to be drunk, we can’t take it back on easyJet. I thought we’d eat outside. There’s no wind and the lemony candle bowls do seem to work.’


‘Whatever,’ he muttered, pushing on past, conscious of Nattie’s hurt, questioning look.


‘I’ll just have a peep at Lily,’ she murmured, looking back. ‘You’ve plugged in one of the mozzie disks?’ He nodded without turning and carried on.


Delicious smells were coming from the kitchen. Nattie had been making some sort of fish stew, a huge pan of it, he saw, with the crayfish, squid and some white fish or other that they’d bought on a companionable trip to the market – a child-free one, since Victoria and William had still been there to take charge. Nattie had frozen the fish, promising it would be fine, and it certainly smelled as good as fresh. She’d done a vast bowl of lettuce and avocado, basil-strewn mozzarella and tomatoes. She never stinted over food.


Hugo poured himself a glass of the Portuguese white, downed half of it and went out to the terrace with the bottle in a Thermos cooler. He pulled out a chair at the wrought-iron table and sat down. He’d taken down the covering sunshade after tea, liking the feeling of the terrace being open to the night, not overhung with a huge square canvas shield. The terrace was set in large pinkish tiles with steps down to the garden and he sat looking out into the shady dark.


Nattie had brought out dishes of crisps and immense shiny olives. She’d laid the table with rush mats and decorative pottery plates, the lemon candle bowls, and put a few sprigs of bougainvillea in a small round vase. Hugo palmed a mouthful of crisps. He sipped the cold white wine, drinking steadily, and refilled his glass. He felt as strung up as a plucked chicken.


Nattie came out to join him. She kissed the top of his head before sitting down and he smelled her scent, which was honeyish, like jasmine or rose, he thought, and freshly applied. It was distracting and alluring, he was trying to get a grip.


‘You’re making fast work of that bottle,’ she said cheerfully, reaching over him for an olive. She bit into it and held it half-eaten between her fingers as if about to speak. Hugo could see her small teeth-marks in the flesh round the stone. He wanted to grab her wrist and make her drop the stone, kiss her mouth, taste the piquant saltiness of the olive.


‘We saw a little hedgehog in the garden this evening,’ Nattie said, finishing the olive in tiny bites, ‘when we were bringing in the toys. Lily was over the moon! It was snuffling in the grass near the pines. I called, but I think you were in the shower. We put out a saucer of milk, though I’ve brought it back in now – don’t tell Lily. I was worried about rats and things.’


‘I’ll get your wine.’ Hugo rose abruptly and went inside. He came back with the bottle of rosé and Nattie’s glass, which he topped up without speaking. He was feeling ridiculously put out. Lily told him everything and she hadn’t breathed a word about the hedgehog. He knew how stupid it was to let it upset him, but it did.


‘Lily fell asleep after three pages of Tim to the Lighthouse,’ he said levelly, making a conscious effort.


‘Done in with all that swimming, I expect. You were up there such ages, I thought she must be getting her way as usual, winding you round her little finger.’


Hugo gripped the stem of his empty glass. With his oversensitivity about Lily he was in no mood for Nattie’s trite chat and smiles. ‘Far from it,’ he said curtly. ‘I had things on my mind, I was in no hurry to come down.’


‘What like?’


He stared back at her. She looked exquisite. She was wearing a flimsy, greenish sundress with shoestring straps. The colour showed off her tan, and her nipples, standing out against the fabric, were hard to ignore.


‘I was actually wondering,’ he said, ‘looking at Lily, peacefully asleep, whether she’d grow up and fall in love with a Muslim reporter from Leeds.’


Nattie visibly flinched. She looked away, then bringing her eyes back, found some fight. ‘That’s a silly thing to say and you know it. What’s got into you, darling? What on earth is the point of harking back to something so long ago in the past? We’ve had a cool holiday, just us, with the place to ourselves these last days. It’s been great; don’t spoil it now.’ She pushed back her chair. ‘I’ll get the food. Then can we start over? Calm down and relax a bit, love. Please let’s just enjoy tonight.’


‘Not so sure about that,’ Hugo muttered as she left, probably out of hearing. He emptied what was left of the bottle into his glass. He’d been off alcohol ever since getting clean, but had started again the previous year. It had been a conscious decision, a rare feeling of certainty that he could drink purely for pleasure and socially, without ever letting it lead to a relapse. Never again the tyranny of that absolute need of a hit; he’d come through.


He unscrewed the second bottle feeling well in control. The food would help as well. The wine was shoring up his determination to spell out his grievances before they spread like suffocating weeds and strangled his ability to cope.


Nattie was subdued and said nothing as they ate. The crickets made their symphony. The garden below the terrace was ink-dark, but the stars were out and the air as warm and soft as a woman’s touch. She caught his eye finally, with a rather frail, uneasy smile.


‘The fish isn’t bad, is it,’ she asked, ‘cooked this way?’


‘No, it’s good. Tasty.’ He felt unable to maintain a total freeze-up, though it was hard to suppress his urge to put her through it and make her aware of his bitter mood.


She watched while he made inroads into the second bottle, but didn’t raise her eyebrows. Then she pushed back her chair. ‘I’ll get the peaches and there’s all that cheese left as well. Coffee ice cream in the freezer.’


‘No, stay for a moment. I want to ask you something.’ Hugo wasn’t about to be deflected. He stared at her, determined to shake her up and inflict pain. ‘Here’s a question. What would you do if, say, the doorbell rang one day and you opened the door to Ahmed?’


Nattie’s eyes filled with tears. She still cared that fucking much? He felt chilled to the pit of his stomach. She brushed at her eyes impatiently with the back of her hand, sat up straight and faced him. ‘How can you do this, love? Why keep obsessing about something that’s history now, long over and done with.’


No, Hugo thought, it wasn’t over and done with. Ahmed had control of her heart, he owned it – he still would even if he was buried and below ground.


‘We have so much,’ Nattie pleaded, more in control, doing her irritating best to soothe and placate him. ‘I love you, I treasure our life, I love our children, I’m wildly proud of you, my tall handsome guy. Can’t you just be glad of what we have and be happy like me?’


‘You haven’t answered my question.’ Hugo stared stubbornly; his hands were shaking and he pressed down hard on his thighs, fingers splayed. Sure she loved him, just not as much . . . He felt the pain tear into him. ‘Well?’ he demanded, leaning forward, still gripping his thighs. ‘What would you do? And don’t say it’s hypothetical; don’t fob me off. I need to know.’


‘But it is hypothetical, probably impossible – I doubt he’s still alive. And even if he was back in England and managed to track us down, he’d know by the same token that we were married. It would be a social call. Darling, it’s been nearly eight years! Don’t be such a gloopy loon, you know how much you’re loved.’


Hugo had a barely containable urge to swipe at everything on the table, send plates, glasses flying. Nattie couldn’t spit it out, couldn’t bring herself to say that it wouldn’t matter if Ahmed turned up, it wouldn’t mean a thing. He froze when she reached for one of his trembling hands and entwined fingers. ‘I love you,’ she repeated uselessly, resting her head on his shoulder. ‘And always will.’


Hugo could feel the heat of his fury ebb away. ‘It was the look in your eyes,’ he mumbled, still sitting rigidly upright, unyielding and unresponsive. Retrieving his hand he rose and stood with his back to her a moment, trying to regain his composure. ‘I’ll get the bloody cheese,’ he said over his shoulder, going into the villa, pushing open the sliding glass doors.


There was no release, nothing gained. She couldn’t love him in the way he wanted. He’d married her knowing that, though, and challenging her tonight had been a stupid unwinnable battle, even tanked up with two bottles of wine. He loved and needed her; without her he wouldn’t survive – the addictive need would surface. Living on crumbs was better than starvation.


He returned with the fruit bowl and some pungent black-rinded cheese. Nattie hacked at it and put a piece on his plate, reaching for the bread basket with a cautious smile. She always did it to him, the way she looked. It wasn’t the flickering candlelight, she looked like it in the early morning, in bright sun. Her long fair hair – too straight, she always complained absurdly – golden eyes, the teasing, wicked upturn of her smile . . .


She was his wife. The disbelief never left him. Nor the acid fear of losing her, the wild thoughts that haunted him, the bitter frustrations of the night; resentment hung around like the smell of charred remains, but he never ceased to be transfixed by her face with its velvety bloom.


She got her fair hair from her father, Barney, who’d been a blond charmer in his day – a heavy, sometimes violent drinker as well. Her parents’ divorce had surprised no one. Barney had lost his looks and it was shocking to see him now, a bloated, fumbling alcoholic. He’d taken up with June, the ex-wife of an old drinking crony who’d seemed able to handle the situation, his ex-wife and his friend, Barney, in a relationship – so well, in fact, that he’d even moved in with them. They made a weird drunken threesome, Nattie had said, laughing. Hugo knew she couldn’t stand June, but she loved her father through it all.


Nattie touched his arm. ‘One more day. I hate to think it’s back to work again so soon. Has Christine been on at you today? I bet she’s back at her desk already, with the Bank Holiday so early this year.’


Hugo stared at the ripe yellow peaches in the bowl. Three emails from the woman that evening. Christine was Head of Communications at Palmers and a hard-nosed, hyperactive cow; she never left him alone. He cursed internally. The trouble with a world-famous, upmarket department store was its many departments. Palmers was always revamping its food counters, opening a cupcake-and-coffee corner, exciting itself over some unexciting new line, the start of the sales, seasonal displays. And he had to deal with the lot, magic up big-name celebs to give endorsements and bite into a cupcake – Victoria Beckham at the very least to satisfy Christine. He enjoyed his other clients, but Palmers and Christine ground him down.


‘You’re right. She’s been peppering me endlessly, up her arse about some new Japanese designer, Hiroki, who’s opening a shop within the store. Christine only wants coverage in every bloody national. It’s a bit of luck, but the Post’s fashion editor is free the day after we’re back – not sure what I’ve done to deserve that! Hiroki’s this-season stuff is punky black leather, very S&M, so what do you think if I push that slant?’


‘It’s still Beverly, isn’t it, who’s fashion editor? With your charm you can’t fail to win her round, but I’d try to keep it more upmarket – family newspaper and all that. “Black leather punk, the new chic”, more that sort of thing.’


She touched his cheek and brushed over his lips with her fingers. ‘I think it’s bedtime. Let’s go up, the holiday isn’t quite over . . .’


Hugo’s gut churned. He lusted after her, but felt mentally unable as yet to unwind. Nattie’s overtures felt too effortful and forced; he wanted passionate abandonment, though knew it was rather a tall order that night.


She started to clear the table, then sat down again and took his hand. ‘I can’t bear this. Can’t we just cuddle up in bed and find our wavelength? I want to be close to you, more than anything.’ Her eyes were glistening, her fingers kneading his palm. As so often his love formed a knot, a tightening sensation in his chest. It was physical, constricted his breathing. It made Hugo fear for his life; he wouldn’t have one without her.


She’d been pregnant with Lily. Would she have married him otherwise? He never stopped asking himself that, knowing at heart she’d have held off and he’d never have felt able to push it. Nattie had come out with it herself one evening after discovering she was pregnant. ‘Let’s get married,’ she said, with sparkling eyes, ‘and have an instant family!’ She’d heard nothing from Ahmed, not a word for well over a year by then, and had been at the height of her disillusionment – as well as being pregnant.


‘Better clear up, I suppose,’ Hugo said now, battling with the tensions of the evening and leaving her invitation unanswered, holding in his desire. ‘It won’t take long.’ It did. When Nattie started wiping kitchen surfaces he lost it completely. ‘For Christ’s sake, can’t you ever stop?’ he snapped, grabbing the cloth and hurling it at the sink. ‘I thought you wanted to be close.’


He took hold of her upper arms and kissed her hard on the mouth, her soft, lovely mouth, feeling the heat charge through him with roaring speed. He dropped the thin straps from her shoulders and lowered his head, excited to distraction by her body’s arching response.


She led him by the hand upstairs with her eyes never leaving his, even as they fell on the bed together, even as she hooked him in with her legs. He felt deluged, intoxicated as he sank into her, engulfed by an obliterating passion. She was filling his senses, blocking all thought. At that moment everything and nothing mattered. He’d ride any storm while he had Nattie. She was his everything, his wife, his Nattie. With her hand holding his he would survive.
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Nattie and Sadia


Nattie was pleased to have secured an interview with a writer whose first novel was causing such a stir. She arrived early and the restaurant, which was a red-check-tablecloth bistro, probably more of an evening place really, was a sea of empty tables. An elderly man in tweeds was eating alone at a corner table with his broadsheet newspaper folded into three, and two women in suits, who looked like senior executives, were coming in. Marks & Spencer’s head office was just up the road. Otherwise the place was deserted.


It suited Nattie. She’d have her audio recorder running and didn’t want Sadia Umar’s voice drowned out by the rowdy din of some on-trend place that was humming. She chose a table at the rear, checked the machine was working, ordered water, looked at her watch and sat back.


She had to calm down about Hugo. He never normally went on the attack like that, letting out such bitter resentment over Ahmed, and it had left her feeling emotionally bloodied. She could so easily have said it wouldn’t matter if Ahmed miraculously reappeared, that it wouldn’t affect their happiness and never could. Why hadn’t she lied?


She could have found it in her. She kept questioning herself over and over while the answer, which she knew in her heart, kept advancing and receding like a distant African drumbeat. Hugo would probably have only half believed her, but to hear her say it would have made him feel comforted and more secure. Lying didn’t come easily to her, but it wouldn’t have taken much. Telling a white lie would have kept the peace and laid the thing to rest. Yet it would have felt like a death knell on hope, that was the truth of it, cutting the last threads. Disappearance left untied ends, the door a whisper ajar . . .


She couldn’t stop thinking about it, even while talking to Jasmine that morning, catching up after the holiday. Jasmine was her wonderful daytime help, a big, bosomy, loving girl with a frizz of bleached hair; she had the patience of ten mothers and the children adored her. She took over on the days when Nattie was at the office, two or three a week, depending on meetings and her workload, which Jasmine, who was always easy-going, seemed not to mind. They’d agreed a minimum amount so a third day or lateness was extra.


Nattie glanced at her watch. Sadia would be here any minute. Nattie resolved there and then – as a way of making private amends to Hugo – to close down the old email account she shared with Ahmed. No more sneaking forlorn looks in Drafts; it was seven years, for God’s sake, and the moment had come to call time.


Looking over to the door she saw a girl coming in who had to be Sadia. She was small, delicately built, and wearing Western clothes, a flowered shirt and blue skirt. She stayed near the door, looking hesitant, peering round cautiously. Nattie rose, but a waiter had stepped in to help and was pointing over to her. Sadia negotiated a way through the empty tables, glancing warily from side to side, almost as if expecting a pair of heavies to emerge from the shadows and strong-arm her off the premises. Her nervousness was disconcerting; Nattie wasn’t in too great shape herself.


‘It’s good to meet you,’ she said with a warm smile as Sadia sat down opposite. ‘Lovely you could make it. I hope you’re okay with Italian? I chose this place as it looked quiet and your publishers suggested somewhere near Baker Street.’


‘Thanks, yes, it’s good for the Jubilee Line. I’m in North London.’ Sadia gave a frightened return smile while constantly twisting a jade ring on her little finger to and fro with quick, flicking movements. She wore her dark hair parted in the centre, loosely looped back and fastened at the nape of her neck. Her face was elliptic, a perfect oval.


‘Shall we order before we start to chat?’ Nattie said, as a waiter came up with menus. Sadia lowered her head to read hers and the way her long curling eyelashes shadowed her cheeks caused a disconcerting flurry of memories. Nattie let out a breath slowly.


‘Perhaps some pasta,’ Sadia said uncertainly, looking up.


‘The spinach and ricotta cannelloni sounds good – I’m going for that, I think.’


‘Yes, I’d like that too,’ Sadia agreed, with obvious relief at a decision made, and Nattie caught the waiter’s eye.


‘I’ve got masses to ask about the book,’ she said. ‘It’s strongly drawn, and the title too – Help Me to Flee is very emotive.’ It was the sort of novel that brought visceral engagement, beautifully crafted. Simple opening pages about a little girl wanting to sprout wings and fly over foreign lands where seas and lakes gleamed like jewels, where streets smelled of dew-bathed fruits and new dawns, where people lifted up faces lit from within. The storyline had stayed with Nattie, the child growing up, yearning to flee from her cruel brother and, later, from an arranged marriage to a tyrant who took Sharia law to extremes. It was a predictable theme for a Pakistani novelist, but no less heart-wrenching.


‘I’d love to know what inspired you, your involvement with the characters, that sort of thing,’ Nattie said, ‘but first can I ask a little about you? You left Pakistan in your teens, didn’t you, and came to live here with your parents?’


‘Yes, I was sixteen – there’s nothing much more to tell.’ Sadia seemed desperate not to talk about anything personal. She hadn’t begun to relax and Nattie wondered if something more than the interview was troubling her.


‘Don’t be anxious. I really don’t want to pry, just set the scene for our readers so they can have more of an image and place you. Please feel you can talk freely and share any concerns. I can let you see the copy, if you like. I won’t print anything you don’t want, I do understand . . .’ She wasn’t at all sure she did, though, but was trying to be as encouraging as possible.


‘I’d love to know, for instance, if it was a wrench to leave your home in Pakistan,’ she went on. ‘You describe the garden and birds exquisitely. Did you mind coming to England and settling here?’


‘Not at all. My father had the offer of a good job – he’s a doctor, well qualified – and we’d spoken English at home. I loved our house in Lahore, which is a cultural, sophisticated city, unlike how Pakistan is often depicted, but I wanted to get away, to be educated in England and hopefully go to university here.’


‘Which you did. Your parents must be very proud.’ Sadia looked down, those long lashes again . . . ‘Is your mother working? And is she in medicine, too? By now she will have settled in well and made friends, I expect.’


‘No, she went back,’ Sadia said flatly, making clear a need not to elaborate. Her lower lip was trembling; whatever the problem, it was unsettling her badly.


The waiter chose that moment to bring their food, fussing around as he served them. ‘That’s fine,’ Nattie snapped, impatient and frustrated. ‘We can pour the water ourselves.’ He was an ingratiating type, still hovering, and Sadia seemed distressed.


The restaurant had become slightly busier, but there was still no one at the nearby tables. Was it some emotional difficulty with her mother? Nattie asked herself. Her questions had been very mild. She wondered if Sadia would, in fact, find it a comfort to talk to someone unconnected – an impartial, sympathetic ear – and she ploughed on, hoping to break through the girl’s reserve.


‘Your mother didn’t feel at home here then? But your father had to stay, of course. He had his job. Does she come over regularly to visit?’


‘No. She left him and went back to Pakistan. She married again out there.’


Nattie felt she was getting nowhere. ‘Have you any brothers and sisters?’ she tried, hoping that was safer territory.


‘Yes, a sister.’ Sadia bent her head low over her plate, hands in her lap, and her shoulders began to shake very slightly, lifting up and down.


‘Would it help to talk? I’m turning off the recorder . . . I, um, was in love once with someone whose parents were from Pakistan.’ Sadia looked up with her wet eyes, caught by surprise. Nattie was deeply embarrassed. It had just slipped out; Ahmed was so much in her thoughts. ‘I know that’s quite irrelevant,’ she said, feeling a blood-rush. ‘It’s just that it is sometimes easier to share something emotionally difficult with a comparative stranger.’


Sadia raised her head further and sat up straighter, looking startled, yet more reassured, less like a fluttering bird at a windowpane. ‘My sister’s six years younger,’ she began, dabbing at the corners of her eyes. ‘She was only ten and had to return to Pakistan with my mother. There were terrible rows over whether I should go too, but I’d started my first year of A levels and my father wasn’t having it. He sent me to a friend’s house, telling me to lie low. We’re very close,’ Sadia said, which her smile confirmed.


‘But why, if your father came to a good job with excellent prospects and your mother came too, would she want to go back? I mean, even if the marriage broke up she could have stayed. Was it our way of life? This is nothing to do with the interview, I promise. As I said, I’ve turned off the recorder.’


‘She’d become much more observant and my father much less so. The man my mother is now married to is extremely religious; he could accept her previous relationship, because he was “bringing her back into the fold”. She got a Khul divorce via the religious law of Pakistan, which wouldn’t be law here. The word Khul means termination, you see. The wife has to pay back a dowry – though my father didn’t demand that – wait through one menstrual cycle and then she’s free.’


‘Tell me about your sister. Can you talk about it, why you feel so upset?’


‘It’s the whole problem. It’s terrible. I’m so sorry for my poor sister, Alesha. She’s trapped in that closed society and has no freedom at all. My mother wears the burka now, she’s gone very religious, all to do with her husband’s extremist views. But Alesha’s seventeen now, with all that that means.’ Sadia bent her small tidy head and fumbled for another tissue.
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