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For Angelina, to whom I owe more than I can ever say





Once, in finesse of fiddles found I ecstasy,

In the flash of gold heels on the hard pavement.

Now see I

That warmth’s the very stuff of poesy.

Oh, God, make small

The old star-eaten blanket of the sky,

That I may fold it round me and in comfort lie.

T. E. Hulme, ‘The Embankment (The fantasia of a fallen gentleman on a cold, bitter night)’ 1908–9






Prologue

Two years ago. Lahore, Pakistan.

He was always more dangerous when sober.

She used to find it romantic, this prelude to a kiss. First, a whisper filled with insatiable longing – Jaan; then, hands hovering a millimetre away from her face, so she felt the heat of his palms, his stare drilling into her, trying to see into the soul she kept sealed away behind her green eyes.

She wanted to squeeze them shut as he probed, ‘So what did you do today, my Jaan? Where did you go? Tell me. I love you so much I want to share every second of every minute of every day with you.’

The first time he had said this, she’d felt warm and loved. He desired her so much he couldn’t bear to be without her! Wasn’t that what every young girl dreamed of? A tall, handsome, educated man who loved her with all his being.

It was a few months after their wedding when she realised this wasn’t the tender questioning of a lover, it was the subtle interrogation of a jailer – she was his inmate, not his soulmate and the fortress they had built against the world had become her prison. Sure, she could go where she pleased (as long as his driver took her), buy what she desired (as long as she used his credit card), call who she wanted (as long as she used the mobile he’d given her) and meet who she liked (as long as she didn’t go to their homes).

She didn’t notice the bonds tightening inch by tiny inch, until, to her surprise, one morning she couldn’t move. That’s when she struggled, desperate to break the engirdling chains.

Divorce was out of the question. For a woman to divorce her husband in Pakistan he had to have either abandoned her, married someone else, contracted a venereal disease or consorted with immoral females. As far as she knew, he had done none of those. In the eyes of the law, being too loving and too caring weren’t adequate grounds for ending a marriage.

She tried to broach her difficulties with Daddy, but found it hard to explain. He didn’t beat her, did he? No. Looked after her? Yes. Then what was the problem? The marriage had been her choice, although he and her mother had counselled against it. She was just eighteen. She had always been too impulsive, too headstrong. She needed to settle into the real world.

She couldn’t express how the walls were closing in, how her essential self was being erased. She’d given up her dreams of being a nurse, of helping others, to marry this man. And now she was … nothing. Like a used car, with one signature on a marriage form, her ownership had been transferred. She needed to belong to herself. To fill the blank pages ahead with love and warmth and fulfilling adventures … not this cold, planned, inevitability. There were no words she could find to make them understand.

And then she found the ledger.

The idea came to her while working out on the treadmill as she pushed herself to her limit, legs pumping, lungs bursting, Beyoncé exploding in her headphones. That’s when she realised: I will be stronger without him, not weaker.

The ledger was her golden ticket.

She had one shot at escape. She had to play it with care. It had to be his idea, done in a way to save face and continue the public projection of their perfect marriage. He had to believe her leaving was temporary. That she would return to be his again.

Where would she go?

London. The nursing capital of the world. Florence Nightingale, Mary Seacole, Edith Cavell. She would follow the path they had blazed. She had the money her grandfather had left her; Imran couldn’t touch that. And Salim Uncle was there, she could stay with him.

She made her preparations.

And tonight, in their home, at the celebrations for her nineteenth birthday, she would light the touch paper.

Heart threatening to break loose from her ribcage, she stood after dinner and began her rehearsed speech. ‘My darling Imran wanted me to keep this a secret, but I can’t – I have to share his amazing generosity and love with you. He has given me the best present I could ever hope for – on top of the diamond earrings! He has always known how much I want to be a nurse and has agreed to let me get my degree in the best nursing college in the world – King’s in London. I applied and got accepted! So, I will study hard for my qualifications and come back to my beloved country, where clinics are so in need of qualified medical professionals. Thank you, my Jaan. You are the best husband in the world, and I feel blessed every day that I’m your wife.’

She wrapped her arms around him in a showy embrace and passed round her acceptance letter for all to read. Daddy’s army officer friends clapped, and his parents said what a great husband their son was to let his wife go to college in the UK and how she was a diamond on his ring.

And Imran smiled and accepted the congratulations for his generosity, but his dark eyes said, ‘Wait, just wait. You may think you have escaped, but you haven’t. Just wait.’

Somehow, she made her way through the rest of the party as the fuse burned down. And now, when the door closed behind the last guest, she prepared for the detonation.

Would the ledger give her the protection she needed?

She’d find out soon enough.

Because if it didn’t, she’d be dead.

He wasn’t drunk tonight.

Mouth dry, she stuck on her best smile and walked into the bedroom, Beyoncé’s words giving her strength.

She was a survivor. She would make it.




CHAPTER 1

May. Tuesday. London.

They say your most profound memories are anchored in sensory experience. For me, it was the shocking crackle and explosive smack of aromatics that made me salivate and choked my lungs with savoury smoke as, with deceptive simplicity, Suresh added a dash of tiny black seeds, then a spoonful of red powder, followed by a pinch of something orange to the pot.

It’s one of the few childhood memories I can muster while lying in bed, staring out of my tiny window at the flashing neon sign of the Jolly Rajah restaurant opposite. ‘I am making your phavourite dish today, Baba, chicken curry’ he would say as I stared at him with all the immediate intensity only a six-year-old boy can summon. Ma would come in and remonstrate – why did he spend so much on vegetables and was he cheating her, and did he want her to fire him and get another cook? Suresh would nod and smile at this weekly ritual as he stirred his pot, hypnotising me with every one of his economical movements. Then I’d get bored and move on to something else that the intervening quarter-century has blurred out of focus.

The kitchen in Tandoori Knights was stifling. The extractor fan wheezed its complaints as it competed with the sizzling hiss from the pans, trying to funnel out the smoke from the pot of frying onions, ginger and garlic that was making my eyes tear up. I downed a pint of water, dabbed at my face with a sleeve and threw in a handful of lamb chunks. As I tossed the pieces around with a wooden spoon to brown them, I considered the dramas this ancient, blackened pot must have witnessed since the restaurant first opened on Brick Lane thirty years ago. The cooking pan was almost as old as I was, and had stoically accepted a litany of flames, vegetables, flesh, bones and spices while I was taking my first wobbly steps, crying on my first day of school, having my first ecstatic kiss. I added a couple of spoonfuls of yoghurt, a handful of fresh, chopped fenugreek, and mixed it all up with a well-practised twist of the wrist. Suresh would be proud if he could see me now – ‘Baba can make his phavourite food himself, no need for old Suresh any more’.

No need for my old Kolkata life any more. No need to be a detective any more. No need for clues, witnesses, evidence statements. Just mounds of spices from which to conjure up the magic that made our guests happy to pay their bills without complaint. I no longer missed my old life – I was busy driving towards my new future, appreciating the road ahead instead of navigating via a rear-view mirror.

‘Baingan bhuna, extra kajoo.’ Salim Mian waddled into the kitchen, voice booming over the hubbub, ever present pristine white napkin over his arm and order book tucked into the upper left pocket of his waiter’s outfit.

‘Naila in da house!’ Anjoli yanked my chain from across the kitchen, where she appeared to be molesting a dead chicken. ‘Your girlfriend’s here, Kamil; make sure you cook that aubergine with extra love.’

‘Piss off,’ I said, but my heart gave a tell-tale flutter. Naila was the only person I knew who ordered cashews with everything. I glanced at my watch – 9.45; she was on day shifts this week at the hospital. Must have run long.

‘That’s piss off, boss, to you.’ Anjoli deboned her chicken breast with delicate cuts.

‘Just keep torturing that chicken, Boss – maybe she’ll confess where she hid her eggs.’ I chopped the aubergine for Naila’s meal, the contrasting purple skin and firm white flesh turning brown and soggy as I threw them into the pool of hot oil in the pan. I chucked in the extra red chillies I knew she liked, enjoying their sharp, sinus-piercing sizzle.

‘What is this girlfriend business, Kamil? Naila is in London to study, not have boyfriend.’ Salim Mian’s usual warm tone had sharpened.

‘Nothing, Salim Mian. Anjoli’s making a stupid joke. We’re just friends, you know that. She’s been very helpful in getting me settled here.’

Salim Mian was our head waiter and Naila’s uncle. Diabetic and overweight, he was fond of me but not supposed to know I was semi-sort-of-kind-of going out with his twenty-one-year-old niece. Naila lived with him, having come over from Lahore two years ago to study nursing at King’s, and we’d agreed to keep our non-relationship quiet so as not to cause consternation back in Pakistan.

‘Mmm-hmm.’ He looked at Anjoli with suspicion, who realised she had screwed up.

‘I was just kidding,’ she said with a laugh, trying to rescue the situation. ‘Anyway, who’d want Kamil as their boyfriend?’

‘I’ll take the food out, Salim Mian. You sit and have a rest,’ I said.

‘I will rest when I am dead.’ He wagged an accusatory finger at me and sailed back into the restaurant to share his views on the terrible state of the country with the regulars.

‘Thanks so much, Anjoli, that was helpful.’ I wiped my hands and glanced at my reflection in a shiny new pan hanging on the wall. Just about presentable.

‘Any time, lover boy.’ Anjoli watched me with an amused expression as I plated the aubergine and cashew dish, threw a naan into a basket and strode into the restaurant.

Tuesdays were quiet and only a few tables were occupied, diners speaking in low tones over their food, the soft piano music and dim lighting giving our East End eatery the air of what I imagined a chic European club was like. Our customers knew nothing of the clanging confusion and chaos that occurred on the other side of the wall where chefs produced their perfect Malabar prawn masala and harra murgh; as far as the guests were concerned those dishes were enchanted out of the air, delectable and Instagram ready.

There she was.

Dressed in her blue and white striped student nurse uniform with the red embroidered King’s College London emblem, Naila Alvi name badge on display, she tapped away at her phone with a smile on her lips that could speed up global warming. I placed the plate in front of her and slid in opposite, enjoying the relief of sitting, feeling the soft velour of the booth seat under my thighs, that were cramping after hours of standing in the kitchen.

‘Hello, Kamil, waitering and cooking tonight?’ she said, her soft Punjabi accent and affectionate look having its usual effect on my pulse rate.

‘You get the full service, Naila.’ I returned her smile, astonished as always by the piercing green eyes gazing at me under cinnamon lashes, a relic of a goat-herding ancestor violated in the mountains of the Khyber by an officer in Alexander the Great’s army two thousand years ago.




CHAPTER 2

Tuesday.

‘Tum woh detective ho,’ were the first words Naila had said to me nine months earlier when I’d first moved from Kolkata to become a waiter in London. ‘Tell me your story.’

‘And you’re the socialite from Pakistan who wants to be a nurse – I already know yours,’ I said, Anjoli having filled me in.

‘I thought good detectives looked under the skin, not just at the surface, no? Such a disappointment.’

Hypnotised by those eyes and unable to think of a good comeback, I grinned like an idiot. ‘Sorry to let you down.’

She took pity on me. ‘Come, sit with me while Uncle packs his things.’

We’d have the occasional chat when she came into the restaurant. I’d quiz her about her life in Pakistan and she would question me about my past as a detective, my present job holding no interest for her. Then, with Anjoli’s encouragement, I asked her out for a drink. We’d gone to the Big Chill, shared a Caesar salad (with extra cashews) sitting side by side on a squashy sofa and revealed to each other what was under our skins, the actual things that mattered and what drove us. We shared the loneliness of being the only children of domineering fathers – hers a high-ranking officer in the Pakistani army and mine a retired Kolkata Police commissioner – both worshipping and resenting them in equal measure, knowing we had big boots to fill.

‘Daddy helped the country so much, did so much good. But it was hard, you know. We would move to a cantonment where I would settle and make friends and then … off again after two years. Punjab, Sindh, Baluchistan, Khyber – I saw all of Pakistan. No, that’s not even true; I saw only the garrisons, as we were not allowed out much. When I was sixteen, we settled in Lahore, and I suppose that’s where my life really began.’

‘Well, your dad was a general by then; it must have been pretty comfortable?’

‘Ya, we had a big house, servants, the lot and then …’

‘And then?’

She looked away.

‘Nothing. Then I came to London.’

We had many common reference points. I’d been brought up to believe Pakistani and Bengali Muslims were very different, us Bengalis being tolerant, easy-going and cultured while they were rigid, obsessed with money and status. I couldn’t be more wrong – Naila had traded in her life of cleaners, chauffeurs and cooks for scrubs, SARS and stethoscopes, seeming to endure student life with a cheery curiosity. I enjoyed unburdening myself, her gentle probing eliciting confessions I had shared with few people, including the break-up of my engagement with Maliha, how I’d given up my career in the police, and my feelings about living in London. I hadn’t been able to glean much about her past relationships, and trawling through Facebook and Instagram yielded nothing about her life in Pakistan – just a few anodyne selfies with hospital colleagues (#Nightingales) and London landmarks (#Londonlife).

These intermittent conversations (I didn’t dare to call them dates) petered out as I got caught up in the Rakesh Sharma death and its fallout and our lives went their separate ways, with me ruminating now and then about what might have been.

Then four weeks ago.

‘It’s my twenty-first tomorrow and I’m celebrating with friends at this club in the West End. You and Anjoli are coming.’

‘I don’t know, Naila. I’m not a dancing kind of guy and …’

‘Such a mood breaker, yaar. You are coming.’

So, it was off to Tiger Tiger to hang out with her college friends till, after a few cocktails, she dragged me away from the table, laughing at my pathetic attempts to seem cool on the dance floor. Destiny’s Child’s ‘Survivor’ came on and she yelled, ‘My favourite song!’ put an arm around my shoulders and took a selfie. The mirrorball lit up her eyes as Beyoncé vibrated in the air and she said, ‘Well, if you’re not going to, I have to.’

The kiss seemed to go on for ever as we held each other, the still point of the crowds of people swirling around us. The last chants of the song faded, and we floated back to the table, where she acted as if nothing had happened. But my world had been rocked on its axis.

The very occasional snog was as far as we had gone since then, our living arrangements making it difficult to take things further. Maybe that was a good thing. She was a different generation from me and I was still figuring out my feelings for Anjoli that had germinated during the Sharma killing.

Who was I kidding! It was frustrating as hell. Naila was the most stunning woman I’d been out with – not that I had much of a track record in that respect. Besides the intelligent cardamom-green eyes with the laughter lines, she was tall with chai latte skin, hazelnut hair tumbling around her face and a wide strawberry-red mouth that always seemed on the edge of a smile. The polar opposite of Anjoli, who was petite with skin the colour of cappuccino (with an extra shot), rounded features, big chocolate manga eyes and plum lips pursed, always ready for an argument. I guess I didn’t have a ‘type’ – other than that they were describable in food terms. In the desert of my love life, I’d have latched on to any woman who showed interest in me. But I’d struck lucky with Naila, although she was not only way out of my league, we weren’t even playing the same sport.




CHAPTER 3

Tuesday.

With Salim Mian hovering around, I painted a ‘just friends’ expression on my face and watched Naila dig into her food.

‘Long day?’

Before she could reply, the phone lying next to her plate buzzed, Imran came up on the screen. Lips compressed, she rejected it, turning it face down. After a few seconds, it buzzed again, and she clicked it off without looking.

‘It was a long day, but …’ The smile in her eyes told me she was about to launch into one of her improbable tales of life on the front line of the NHS. She didn’t disappoint. ‘So, remember I told you I was starting my placement in Emergency Medicine, because Respiratory finished last week? Well, it was quite a first day. This fellow came in with an agonising kidney stone, so I left him with a jug and told him to drink as much water as possible so we could treat him. After a few minutes, I smelled something funny and found him smoking a joint! Ward mein! In the actual ward! He looked at me all innocent and said it was all he had to stop the pain. Can you imagine?’

I was never sure whether to believe these stories of Naila’s. This one was amusing – her tales of being vomited on or split colostomy bags less so.

‘Did you ask for a puff?’

She laughed and slapped my hand, her touch sending an electric charge through me. ‘Hardly, yaar! I’d be rusticated! No, I just took it off him before the head nurse could see. We treated him, and as he was leaving, he asked if he could have it back. What a cheek!’

‘Do you still have it? We can have a party later.’

‘Tauba! And here I thought you were a nice, law-abiding detective.’

A voice interrupted. ‘He’s not a detective, he’s a cook! Who’s not doing his job. Shove up, I need a break too. Naila, we haven’t seen you in a while. All okay?’

Anjoli, carrying a sheaf of menus and deciding I could do with more of her hilarious ribbing, had deigned to join us. I shuffled across the booth as she slid in next to me, tossing the menus in front of her.

‘Ya, been crazy busy. I love the work, but it’s so emotionally and physically exhausting. Had to hit the library after classes because the end-of-term exams are coming up. Then I thought I would grab a bite to wind down so I could take Uncle home at the end of his shift.’

‘I don’t know how you do it, Naila,’ said Anjoli. ‘I thought my psych course was tough, but this? My hat goes off to you.’

‘Well, I need to go home with a first to show the family it was worth all the money. I absolutely adore that T-shirt, Anj.’

Anjoli looked down at her top, which read A Working Class Heroine Is Something To Be. ‘Thanks, I can make you one if you like.’

‘That would be amazing. You’re quite the artist.’

‘But are you working class though, Anjoli?’ I said. ‘What with your private school education and all.’

She shot me a look. ‘I work and I have class as opposed to certain cooks I know.’

Naila stepped in, her trademark Urdu-English-Millennialese amusing me. ‘Yeh redecoration peng hai. How do Saibal Uncle and Maya Aunty like it?’

Anjoli looked around with a hint of pride at the white walls, arty black and white abstract photos, polished wooden floor and bright red and blue tablecloths. Tearing down the faded wallpaper, the fake chandelier and the worn carpet with decades of food ground into it had been cathartic for her. And good for business.

‘Yeah, with them away in India, I thought I would exercise my managerial privileges and modernise the place. The old decor was a little too “Look at us, we’re brown” for me. Baba hasn’t seen it yet, but I sent him pictures and he came back with “Very nice but looks expensive” so I’ll take that as approval. Although, to be honest, maybe I did spend too much. We’re stretched thin as it is. I had to take a loan from the bank.’

Anjoli’s parents were in Kolkata for six months to look after her uncle who hadn’t been keeping well, and with reluctance she’d given up her new market research job to join the family business. Once she stopped grousing about having to waste a psychology degree on ‘lookin’ after a bloomin’ restaurant in Brick Lane’ she had thrown all her frustrations into the project – redecorating, changing the menu, building a presence on social media – and it was paying off. We were getting a different type of diner – younger, richer, less prone to get drunk and cause trouble – and were doing ever more covers a night as our reputation grew. She’d even considered changing the name of the restaurant (‘Tandoori Knights is so naff’) but worried her father would consider that a step too far. She pulled strings to get a positive review in the Evening Standard (‘An authentic serving of Kolkata in Brick Lane’), which turbocharged the business. It was still hand to mouth, but a few grains of rice were now dropping out of the hand to be squirrelled away.

I had tried to talk to Anjoli about how she felt in the aftermath of the previous year’s murder, but she always brushed me off – ‘It’s done Kamil, let’s not dwell on it.’ Sometimes, when she thought I wasn’t looking, I would see a hint of the emotional scars that remained. A tendril of sadness would blow across her face as her attention shifted inwards, and I knew she was reliving the traumatic incarceration of her best friend, Neha. At other times it was more obvious when her mood dropped from mountain peak to valley trough in the space of a brief conversation. I wanted to help, but couldn’t find a way in.

I’d changed too. Solving the case saw the return of my self-esteem. I left the trauma of being fired from the Kolkata Police behind and discovered a flair for cooking (‘The Kashmiri rogan josh is the best I’ve ever eaten’), earning a decent wage, enjoying life in London. I’d even made friends – the imam at my mosque and Sergeant Tahir Ismail, an old pal of Anjoli’s. He would come for dinner with his Tinder dates once a week, and we’d swap war stories about the similarities and differences in the Kolkata and Met Police and our mutual love of detective stories. ‘Once a cop always a cop, Kamil, even if you try to hide it under a chef’s hat. You should think about applying to the Met. We need more diversity around here.’ But being a ‘diversity hire’ didn’t appeal; my spare time was now spent researching new dishes on YouTube to justify my self-generated head chef title.

‘Hello! Brick Lane to Kamil!’ Anjoli waved a menu in my face and jarred me back to the restaurant; Naila looking at me from across the table, segment of naan in hand.

‘Sorry, was miles away,’ I said as the bell at the door tinkled, signalling a customer.

‘I was just telling Anjoli that— Salma! Hello!’ said Naila, a note of surprise entering her voice as she looked across to the young woman who had come in.

‘Oh. Naila. What are you doing here?’

‘My uncle works here; I was having a bite before taking him home. I thought you said you were going back to yours? I would have given you a lift if I’d known you were coming here too.’ She turned to us. ‘Salma’s my batchmate in college and we’re placed together at Tommy’s.’

‘Hi, I’m Kamil.’ I waved at Salma as she gave me a thin smile and waggled a hand holding a phone, seeming twitchy and ill at ease. Smaller than Naila, with a round Bangla face, she had a shocking-pink hijab draped over her head and shoulders, hiding all her hair and contrasting with the stripy nursing student’s uniform that covered her stocky frame.

‘I ordered takeaway,’ she said, fiddling with the end of her headscarf, looking around for a waiter.

‘Oh yes, I took the order. Nice to see you again. Salma, right? Sit here, I’ll check.’ Anjoli scooted into the kitchen.

Salma hesitated for a moment, then perched at the extreme edge of the booth as if I had a communicable disease, clutching at her phone like a security blanket, eyes drilling a hole into the menu on the table. There was an awkward silence as Naila and I looked at each other, mouths smiling, brows puzzled.

Salma’s phone squawked into life and I got a glimpse of Z flashing up on the screen as her face tightened and her thumb snapped off the call. After a few seconds it rang again; she rejected it once more and slapped the phone on the table in front of her. What was it with these women not answering their phones?

‘Everything okay, Salma?’ said Naila.

Salma’s head shot up as if surprised she wasn’t alone. She seemed about to speak, gave a brief nod, then looked back down at the menu.

Naila raised a ‘Well, I tried’ eyebrow at me and carried on eating, the clink of her cutlery sounding overly loud as Anjoli returned with a brown paper bag containing Salma’s takeaway.

‘Let’s see, one chicken biryani and one dal makhani. Was that it? Seventeen pounds fifty, please.’

Salma grabbed her handbag and scuttled out of the booth, the menu sliding to the floor under the table. She extracted a twenty from her purse, tossed it on the tablecloth, said, ‘Keep the change,’ snatched the food and rushed out of the restaurant.

Anjoli shouted after her, ‘See you again … soon,’ her voice fading as the door drifted shut and the three of us stared at the space where Salma had been.

Naila shook her head. ‘She is a strange girl, that one.’

‘She seemed nervous. Are the two of you friends?’

‘We have a few classes together. But she’s always like that. Jumpy one minute, like she expects to be attacked, and aggressive the next. Anyway,’ she smiled and pushed away her plate, ‘maybe I’ll treat myself to rusgulla while I wait for Uncle. Kamil, would you mind?’

‘Sure.’ I picked up her dishes, clean as always, and went into the kitchen as she got back to her phone.

I brought her the super-sweet dessert, nodded to the last diners as they left, turned the sign on the door to CLOSED FOR NOW. PLEASE COME BACK AS YOU HAVE JUST MISSED THE BEST MEAL YOU NEVER HAD (another Anjolism) and helped Anjoli, Salim Mian and the other waiters clear the tables, prior to tackling the kitchen, which Anjoli insisted be left ‘spick-span’ every night, borrowing a phrase from her mother. We were an excellent team, all in our well-practised roles, working in harmony, wiping things down, replacing tablecloths, shuttling dirty dishes back to the kitchen. A convivial silence had descended on the restaurant when the warm voice of Bob Marley telling us to get up and stand up for our rights shattered the quiet.

I tracked the sound to under Naila’s table and bent to find a mobile warbling at me, the oversized clock on the screen showing 10:47 p.m. I picked it up. ‘Hello?’

A panicked voice. ‘Is that Tandoori Knights restaurant?’

‘Yes. How can I help?’

‘Oh, thank God. My name is Salma Ali. I just picked up my takeaway and left my phone. Can I come and get it?’

Appearances could be deceptive – that twitchy woman hadn’t struck me as a Marley fan.

‘Hi, it’s Kamil; we just met. Yes, I have the phone; it must have dropped under the table. Shall I give it to Naila to give you in college tomorrow?’

A pause. ‘I really need it tonight. Can I please come for it?’

This was a pain. I was ready for bed and didn’t fancy hanging around waiting for her.

‘We’re about to close. How long will you be? I can just get Naila to—’

‘I’m only twenty minutes away. Please. It’s important.’

‘Hang on.’ I covered the phone and said to Anjoli. ‘Salma left her mobile. She wants to pick it up. Says she’ll be twenty minutes.’

‘That’s fine,’ said Anjoli. ‘We’ll still be here.’

‘She lives in Bethnal Green,’ said Naila. ‘She’ll never be here in twenty minutes; the night bus takes ages. If she’s so desperate, I’ll drive over and give it back while you finish here. Uncle, I can be there and back in fifteen, otherwise who knows how long you will have to stay and Alaya Aunty is alone at home.’

‘That is a lot of problem, Naila,’ said Salim Mian. ‘It’s late; I don’t want you to go alone to a strange place at night. Wait for me to finish and we can drop it off on the way home.’

‘All right.’ Naila went back to picking at the last bits of her dessert.

I was about to pass this on to Salma when I realised this was an ideal opportunity for me to spend alone time with Naila. ‘That will make it very late for Salma, Salim Mian. Tell you what, I’ll drive over with Naila to make sure she’s okay, and we’ll be back soon.’ Naila hid a smile at my transparent ruse as her uncle gave me a suspicious look but then nodded and went back to clearing up.

‘Okay. Salma give me your address,’ I said. ‘We’ll drop it off. No, it’s no problem. You relax and eat your biryani before it gets cold.’

I stood over Naila’s shoulder and recited the address while Naila tapped it into her phone. As I hung up, Naila’s phone rang, Imran popping up on her screen again. She glanced at me, expressionless. ‘I have to take this. Hello? Wait a minute.’

‘I’ll change and be back in a sec,’ I said.

She nodded and made her way to the toilet decorated with the stylised image of a pair of thick-lashed eyes (another instance of Anjoli’s frenzied creativity). I dashed upstairs through the inner door from the restaurant storeroom to the flat I shared with Anjoli, tore off my chef’s whites and shrugged on a pair of jeans, eagerly anticipating my night drive with Naila.

When I came down, she still hadn’t emerged from the loo, so I helped Salim Mian wash up in the kitchen as Anjoli sat behind the bar and totted up the day’s takings. Naila came out at a few minutes past eleven, face stony. She forced a smile and gave a twenty-pound note to Anjoli. ‘Thanks for dinner, delicious as always.’

‘Naila, why are you giving money to her? You are insulting me in my restaurant,’ grumbled Salim Mian.

‘Please Uncle, you do everything for me already, you are like my father; let me have this bit of independence. Here, I brought your cholesterol tablets from the hospital; take them before we leave, otherwise you’ll forget. See you shortly. Chalo, Kamil.’

‘Be careful,’ Salim Mian called after us, pocketing the tablets.

We walked out into the soft May Brick Lane night.




CHAPTER 4

Tuesday.

Walking to Naila’s car, we passed the orange brick facade of the East London Mosque. The white minarets reached up to embrace the deep purple night sky as a thin new moon far above reflected the metal crescent of the Adhan tower floating overhead. It was quiet now, waiting for the muezzin to call the faithful to prayer.

I have a complicated relationship with religion. While I’m not faithless, neither am I among the faithful, I’m more of a have-faith-when-it-suits-me kind of guy. Years of traipsing around masjids and being inculcated into the rituals of Islam by my parents had the opposite effect to the one they’d intended – at fifteen I’d rebelled, proclaimed, ‘All organised religion is evil,’ and, much to Ma’s dismay, stopped visiting all mosques.

But last year, at one of the lowest points in my life, I rediscovered the comforts of worship. I’d been searching for a direction, feeling abandoned by my family and people I’d loved, so wandered back into the easy familiarity of rituals that allowed me to slow my mind and breathe in thirteen hundred years of community and warmth. Imam Masroor and I met every couple of weeks, when he would try to guide me back to the path he thought I needed, while I enjoyed his company and sharp intelligence.

‘Your jihad will continue,’ he said.

‘What jihad? I’m not struggling with anything. I’m happy.’

He looked at me with his usual inscrutable gaze. ‘Outside you are happy, Kamil. Inside, you are struggling.’

Such gnomic comments had turned me away from mosques in the first place, but I let this one pass. I wasn’t on the path yet; I was perhaps on a trail leading to a track that might get me to the path.

A voice called: ‘Hello, Kamil.’

Yasir.

Huddled under a worn blanket in the mosque’s doorway, Yasir was a rough sleeper who had staked out this spot as his own. Anjoli and I would bring him leftovers from the restaurant a few times a week, and he would accept them, nodding a benediction to us as though the cartons of korma and dal were his due, and it was right and just that we should make offerings to him, seated like a venerable caliph in front of the mosque. We’d bring him to the restaurant from time to time, where he’d tell us about his life in Syria.

He’d been a chemical engineer in Aleppo, married, with two grown-up children. And then the bombing started, rebels fighting the Syrian government. As Anjoli cajoled, feeding him tea, samosas and desserts, the words emerged as if they were being extracted like teeth, one by one. ‘This gulab jamun is nice, Anjoli, but nothing like the awameh Rima used to make. She made the best desserts – our neighbours used to come on Friday mornings to try her zlebiye. That taste, I never forget it. I do not know, Anjoli, how to tell you. I do not know how much else I remember. Or want to remember. All I have left are … little pieces. Fragments. Aleppo was a beautiful city. Peaceful. We used to go to the Umayyad mosque at night for prayers. All lit up. Meet our friends. The entire family. Or the souk al-Zarab. Buy things to eat. When the children were small, they loved the noise and the colours. All the normal things we took for granted. Then the bombing started …’

His eyes drilled through the walls of Anjoli’s kitchen, and instead of Brick Lane, it was as though he could see rubble, smoke and screaming children. He took a sip of tea and continued: ‘She and I used to lie in bed at night, just waiting for the next explosion. Was that nearer? Further? Trying to calculate from the noise. Would the next mortar land on our house? Imagine, Anjoli. Just imagine. We were helpless. Last November in London. The fireworks. People were going ooh and aah, but for me … the noise … Then that day. I went to get food. A little bread here. Cheese there. I came back and …’

The intensity vanished, and his voice became toneless. Eyes blank.

Anjoli looked at me. Should we ask him to stop? Perhaps he felt he had to tell us this because we had fed him. I felt like a vampire sucking at his misery.

Yasir brushed a speck of dust off the sleeve of the grubby blue suit he always wore. ‘It was all destroyed. Our full apartment block. I searched and searched the rubble, but never found them. Not Rima. Not Jamal. Not Saad. Not Rima. Not Jamal. Not Saad.’ It sounded like an invocation. ‘They were gone. Obliterated like they had never been. Of course, not just them. My neighbours and friends. Some alive. Most dead. The screams. Then the quiet. I remember the silence after the screaming. I looked for them for days. Something to bury. But there was nothing. Nothing. Not Rima. Not Jamal. Not Saad.’

His voice trailed away. Anjoli, eyes moist, put her hand on his.

On another day over rice, dal and spinach he told us about the horrors of leaving the city of his birth to make the treacherous journey in a tiny boat on the Mediterranean, crammed with other refugees, buffeted by wind and waves, hoping to make landfall in Europe.

He was one of the lucky ones. He made it to Italy and from there to the UK. He was vague on the details of that trip – the people smugglers he had to deal with and the desperation he had seen along the way. England was his dream. It was where he had studied for his degree – at Southampton University all those years ago – and where he now hoped to rebuild a shattered life.

But that vision ended in a web of bureaucracy.

Not eligible for asylum.

No explanation.

He showed us the Home Office letter that stated, ‘You are liable to be detained as it has been ascertained that you are liable for deportation,’ then folded it with care and put it in his pocket as if it was a holy relic. Without legal immigration status, he was classified as ‘No Recourse to Public Funds’ and not allowed any benefits or access to official services. And so he had ended up in the mosque’s doorway, relying on the kindness of strangers and dreaming of times with Rima, Jamal and Saad in the souk al-Zarab.

He smiled as Naila and I passed, teeth white in a weathered face that could have been anywhere from forty to eighty. I tossed a fifty-pence coin into the cup in front of him and said, ‘Hi, Yasir. Sorry, no food today.’

He nodded his thanks. ‘Money is food, food is life, so money is life.’

Naila reached into her handbag and a pound coin rattled in, joining my fifty p. ‘Here’s more life for you then. You know him?’ she said as we walked on.

‘He’s a friend of Anjoli’s. She’s adopted several homeless people around here. Saibal-da used to give our leftovers to the Whitechapel Mission, but now Anjoli prefers to give it straight to the people on the street. Cutting out the middleman, she says.’

I told Naila Yasir’s story, ending with ‘… the imam at the mosque lets him sleep here and we feed him when we can. Nice guy, always smiling. Amazing he can, given the suffering he’s experienced. I would be raging.’

Naila fell silent for a moment before turning to look at Yasir, who waved. Then she said, ‘It’s terrible that aaj kal there are so many homeless around London. The lives they lead are worse than in Lahore. At least there people have families to care for them, even if they live in slums. At the hospital we are told not to admit certain homeless people because they fake illnesses to get a bed for the night – their pictures are on the walls in admissions and everything. Can you believe that? Hospitals are meant to care.’

‘I know. Sometimes this area is like the worst bits of Kolkata.’

We arrived at Salim Mian’s battered Vauxhall Astra and I punched Salma’s address into Waze as Naila put the car into gear. ‘Eleven minutes.’

I glanced at her profile, sharp against the shop lights of Mile End Road as we drove in silence through stop-start traffic. ‘You okay?’

‘Sorry, I was just thinking.’

‘Of what?’

She hesitated. ‘Maloom nahin. Just wondering what I am doing here. Did I make the right decision or was I too impulsive? My life in Lahore was very different.’

‘Who’s Imran?’ I said, curious about the call she had not wanted to take.

A shadow flickered across her face. ‘Someone from … home. It doesn’t matter.’

‘Must be, what, three in the morning in Pakistan? Is everything all right?’

‘Fine.’

‘How was your life in Lahore different from here?’

‘There were bad times, but … there were good times too. I forget those sometimes. Here I just spend my time in lectures, slaving away in the hospital, studying in my tiny room at Salim Uncle’s. London isn’t all I thought it would be, to be honest. It’s exhausting.’

‘Oh?’ A chill built in my belly as I essayed a casualness I didn’t feel. ‘Are you thinking of quitting and going back to Pakistan?’

‘I don’t know if I can.’

‘Why?’

Her face hardened and some remembered pain floated into her eyes.

‘I can’t be myself there. It’s … constricting. If I hadn’t left when I did, I don’t know what would have happened to me. I’m … freer here.’

This made no sense to me, after what she had just said about being stuck in college, hospital and her room. How was that freedom? There was a darkness in her I hadn’t seen before.

I tried to lighten the mood. ‘All that high-society life in Lahore got too much for you?’

She rewarded me with a grateful waggle of her head.

‘Ya. Something like that. Although clubs and kitty parties and gossipy afternoons were not my style. But when I am changing catheters in the hospital, the thought of a beer in Lahore Gymkhana is very tempting.’ She smiled, shutting off further questioning. ‘But you make up for the problems of living in London. I’m happy we are friends.’

Friends? I reached out and squeezed the hand she had extended, churning inside. I sneaked a look at her again; the soft vulnerability on her face.

She caught me looking. ‘Maybe more than friends.’

A warm rush to my head.

We drove the rest of the way in silence.




CHAPTER 5

Tuesday.

The address Salma had given me was an unprepossessing cul-de-sac called Usk Street off Lilac Lane off Smart Street – the town planner appeared to have been influenced by Noddy in Toyland. Naila parked on a double yellow line and said, ‘You stay in the car in case there are any traffic wardens; I’ll give her the phone and be right back.’

Her ‘more than friends’ line still ringing in my head, I said, ‘What’s the hurry, Naila? Salma can wait a few more minutes for her phone. We get so little time on our own, come and sit in the back seat with me.’

A moment’s silence as she considered this, then a crooked smile edged its way across her face. ‘Oh, you had an ulterior motive. I’d never have guessed!’ Taking a quick look around, she followed me into the back.

We looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, then I took her face in my hands and kissed her, the taste of her strawberry lip gloss and her flowery perfume filling my senses. I closed my eyes, relishing the moment. But something felt off, and she didn’t seem into it. I pulled away reluctantly and took her hand instead. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Sorry, Kamil. It’s not you, I promise. Just have a few things on my mind.’

‘You can talk to me, you know.’

‘I know. I will. Just not now. Not …’ she gestured at our grim surroundings, ‘… here.’

I seized the moment. ‘We need to make the most of our time. Especially if you’re seriously thinking of going back to Pakistan.’

‘What do you mean?’

In for a rupee … ‘Basically, I was thinking we could go away for a weekend. The coast, maybe? See the sea? Anjoli and Salim Mian’s flats are not an ideal … situation.’

Silence. Could she hear my heart hammering? It sounded like it was echoing through the car. Was it time to disentangle my fingers?

Then a squeeze.

‘I miss the sea. Let’s find a weekend soon.’

Eid, Christmas and Diwali arrived simultaneously.

‘Great. I’ll organise something.’

She kissed her fingertips and brushed my lips with them. ‘I look forward to it. Now let me give Salma her phone or Salim Uncle will send out a search party of relatives.’

‘No, I’ll do it. You wait here. Lock your doors.’

I leaped out of the car and strode towards the two-storey block of flats, sitting squat and ugly like a toad guarding its patch on a murky lily pond. I could hear music from a television set above me and the hum of traffic from the main road as I picked my way through the crisp packets and lager cans that littered the path. The night was warm, edging on oppressive, and a pervasive smell of rotting rubbish from the bins slimed sinuously around me as I approached the main entrance door to the block. Noddy Goes Dumpster Diving.

A harsh blast of techno music shattered the night. A group of teenagers were sitting on a low wall a few metres away, one of them fiddling with a phone and a speaker as a couple nodded along with the music, lit roll-ups in their fingers creating comet trails as the sweet smell of weed drifted over to me. The light over the doorway was broken, so I held up my phone to locate the buzzer to Flat 12. Just then the door slammed open and a figure dashed past, catching my shoulder and causing me to stumble. I glimpsed a hunched frame, pale yellow hoodie pulled low over a face, and it was gone.

I darted in through the closing door – it wasn’t surprising Salma was jittery, living in a place like this. A sign pointing up the stairs said, FLATS 7–12, and I walked up, my phone torch providing a cone of security, flashing off the graffitied walls of the stairwell.

Flat 12 was at the end of a covered walkway overlooking the street. The techno music was still audible. A mother yelled at a child to go to sleep inside a flat, startling me. Over the railings I saw Naila cocooned in the car, face lit by her phone, tapping away as usual. Good thing she hadn’t come up. This place would have terrified her into booking the next flight back to Lahore.

I got to the end of the walkway and rapped on the door.

‘Hi, Salma, it’s Kamil. I’ve got your phone.’

To my surprise, my knock caused the door to creak open, and a shaft of light from the flat coupled with the sound of laughter from a television programme enveloped me.

Then I felt it.

That part of my reptile brain telling me something was very wrong. I’d learned to pay attention to it from my cop days – the ice cube tingling in the back of my neck that spread down my spine and arms, making my fingers twitch, all my senses on high alert – danger, danger …

I stepped into a neat, well-painted hallway, taking in everything with the clarity of a high-definition movie camera – small table with a set of keys in a bowl, coats hanging on hooks on the wall, framed print of a mountain scene – all in distinct contrast to the grubbiness outside. I moved further into the flat, shouting over the TV, ‘Salma, your door was open,’ but there was no response.

The open door of a bedroom on my left, the inside empty save for a made-up bed. At the end of the corridor, a tiny kitchenette and a living room with a sofa, the TV tuned to a rowdy game show splashing colours on the wall.

And on the face of the dead woman lying on the carpeted floor.

Salma.

Eyes open, staring at the ceiling, face twisted, tongue protruding from her mouth. Red blotches under her eyes where blood vessels had burst. Dressed in the same nurse’s uniform I’d seen her in at the restaurant just ninety minutes ago. But her pink hijab was now knotted around her neck instead of covering the hair which was fanned around her white face.

In death she looked twenty years older.

I panned around to make sure the room was empty, then, heart beating like syncopated tablas and finding it hard to breathe, I knelt and put a hand to her cheek. Still warm. I felt for a heartbeat. Nothing.

Was the killer still here? Unlikely. I had seen pretty much all there was of this minuscule flat. The open door meant they had left in a hurry. The figure that had pushed past me, just a few minutes ago … My God, was that the murderer? Had I just seen him?

I wiped my hand on my jeans and stood. My phone informed me it was 11.37 as I dialled 999. I gave them the details and was told to wait where I was and not touch anything. I hung up and looked around where Salma had lived a tiny part of her brief life. Through force of habit, I took out my phone and documented the scene, starting with the corpse.

The living room was simple, just a threadbare red sofa, a non-matching armchair, an overturned blue-painted crate that had played the part of a coffee table, a few black hairpins scattered on the carpet and the TV. There was a small window overlooking what seemed to be a courtyard, with lit windows opposite. Salma had tried to brighten up her home with colourful prints on the wall, but nothing took away from the flat’s depressing air of having given up. The kitchen had four cabinets on the wall, a tiny cooker and an even tinier table with two folding chairs. There was a plate with a partially eaten portion of biryani on the table, takeaway cartons from Tandoori Knights next to it. I felt a shaft of sadness as I remembered telling Salma to enjoy her biryani before it got cold and imagined her starting her meal as she waited for me to come and return her phone.

Then someone else had come calling.

I made my way into her bedroom, which was as neat as the rest of the flat, continuing to take photographs as I moved. Just a single bed with a side table, a copy of the Holy Koran and a handful of black pins similar to the ones on the carpet in the living room. For her hijab, I guessed. A door led to a bathroom with a shower and a toilet, a few cosmetics beside the washbasin. I looked in the medicine cabinet but there was nothing out of the ordinary.

A voice at the door. ‘Salma, are you there? Kamil? What is taking so long? I have to pick up Salim Uncle.’

Damn. I had forgotten about Naila.

‘Naila, don’t …’ I rushed into the hall to stop her entering, but it was too late.

She was in the living room, mouth open in an O of horror, staring at the body.

‘W-what …’

‘Naila, come away from there. Salma’s been murdered.’ I took her arm.

‘Murdered!’ She jerked away from me to crouch next to the corpse, slipped her fingers under the scarf tied around Salma’s neck, felt for a pulse, then put her ear to her chest. Hearing nothing, she stayed on her knees and stared at Salma’s face. She seemed to be looking deep into her eyes as if the picture of the killer might be imprinted there, the last thing the dead girl had seen.

She shook her head then put her hands on Salma’s chest, pressing down rhythmically, counting under her breath, ‘Ek, do, teen, char …’ When she reached thirty, she bent and breathed into Salma’s mouth and then started the CPR again: ‘Ek, do, teen, char …’

She gave up, desolation covering her face. ‘She has expired.’

I eased her hand away from the body, put my arms under her shoulders and pulled her up. ‘We have to go. We can’t contaminate the crime scene. The police will be here any minute. I saw someone leave as I came in. That might have been the killer.’

‘Who was it? A woman with a shopping bag coming into the flats let me in. Was it her?’

‘Was she in a yellow hoodie?’

‘No.’

‘Then it was someone else, I couldn’t make out who. It was dark. Come, let’s stand outside.’

Naila took another look at Salma’s body and stumbled out after me. We stood outside the flat, looking over the railing for any sign of the police but just seeing the teenagers dancing to their music and Naila’s car, flashing its hazard lights forlornly into the night.

‘Are you okay?’

‘No, of course not.’ Her voice shook. ‘Y’Allah, who has done this?’

‘In the restaurant you said she was strange. What did you mean?’

‘What? I don’t know. She liked to get involved in causes. Always sure she was right. Complained a lot. Oh no!’ She clapped a palm over her mouth. ‘I’m speaking ill of the dead, I don’t mean to. And … Kamil, we were kissing downstairs while she was … she was …’

I put my arms around her and held her close. She pulled away.

‘Salim Uncle. He’ll be waiting for me. I have to call him.’

‘What are you going to say?’

She dialled.

‘Salim Uncle? It’s Naila. I’m sorry, but something terrible has happened. We came to give Salma her phone and Kamil found her dead. Yes, dead. It’s awful. We are waiting for the police. You better go home on your own by Uber, I don’t know how long they will keep us.’ I heard Salim Mian squawking at the other end. ‘No, I’m fine. I’ll see you soon.’

She hung up, hands trembling, staring at the road below.

My phone rang. Anjoli. She had heard Salim Mian’s side of the conversation and wanted to know what was going on. I told her as much as I could and said I’d be home as soon as the police had finished with us.

I put a hand on Naila’s to comfort her as we heard the sounds of a siren, and an unmarked car, lights flashing, screeched to a halt below us. Two men got out, and I shouted, ‘Up here! Wait, I’ll let you in.’

I ran down the steps and opened the door. ‘I’m the one who phoned 999. Follow me.’

‘I’m DI Rogers and this is DS Ismail,’ said the older of the two plain-clothes police officers. ‘Please step back, sir.’

Tall, toned, square-jawed with deep-set eyes, Tahir Ismail looked at me in surprise. ‘Kamil, what are you doing here?’

‘Oh, Tahir. I found the body.’

‘I know him, guv,’ said Tahir. ‘He’s a cook at Tandoori Knights. He used to be a copper. In India. Helped clear up the Bishops Avenue killing last year. Show us, Kamil.’

I stepped back as they entered and looked around the stairwell, Tahir’s wiry body a contrast to his flabbier boss. They followed me up to Naila standing at the end of the walkway, Rogers breathing hard with the effort.

‘This is Naila Alvi,’ I said. ‘Let me show you …’

‘That’s all right, sir
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