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PART ONE








One

Yusuf

You first come to me on the night that people burn just before dawn. I know you chose this night out of spite. It is to remind me of you in the most brutal way. Years have gone by and I don’t dream about you any more. I don’t look at your pictures. I don’t say your name. I sometimes pretend that you never happened. That is why I am still here, an old man pushing through his eightieth year. Not thinking of you is essential. That is why I have survived.

I wake up coughing, like I usually do, but this time I can feel ash in my mouth, smoke in my hair. A little trick of yours, I assume. Every part of me aches, just like it has been aching for the past ten years. I grab the handrails at the side of my bed and heave myself up. I groan at the pain in my left leg and attempt to straighten it. Slowly, the stiffness wanes and I sigh with relief. That is when I see your small frame standing by the window, a giggle escaping your lips. I blink and you disappear. The edge of the curtain moves from where your hands touched it. I rub my eyes violently; I need to see what I am up against but you are so quick. You always were. I pull the covers around me for security. My trembling fingers reach out for my glasses. I put them on and check again with clearer vision. There is nothing there, but I stay still, eyes darting around the room, just in case you decide to come back. I need to be sure.

It is two o’clock in the morning and the night is warm. Prayer and solitude beckon me out of bed. That is all I have, after all. Prayer and solitude. And bucket-loads of peace. So much peace. My toes inch towards my old slippers. They need replacing. I moan at the sharp pain in my knees as I stand. Stumbling to the bathroom, I hold on to doors and walls as I pass by. I splash cold water over my face, rinse my mouth three times, let water trickle down to my elbows. Two fingers pass over the curve of my skull, the tufts of white hair flatten against my head, the paper-thin skin. I step into the bath and splash water over my feet. Why can I still hear a child laughing? I shake my head, hoping the sound will disappear.

I potter down the stairs and switch on the lamp in the living room. Glancing through the net curtains, I notice all the lights brightening up the street. It is not usually like this at two in the morning, but Ramadan ensures that everyone is up for the pre-dawn meal. My prayer mat is in its usual place, so is my foldable stool. I place it at the foot of the mat and sit down, relief spreading through me as it takes my weight. Gone are the days where I can pray an entire namaz standing up. Gone are the days where I can prostrate myself and let my head touch the floor.

Fajr prayers are short, so I am done ten minutes later. By now I am wide awake but comforted by the fact that for this month only, everyone, the young and the old, are doing the same thing as me. I switch on the television to listen to a Quran recitation or watch a charity appeal. It normally stays on in the background whilst I make a cup of tea. I want to be awake with the rest of the world. I am still standing with the remote control suspended in mid-air as the screen comes into focus. That is when I see it.

A tall building is engulfed in flames. It is so bright that I have to raise my hand to cover my eyes. Everything is falling apart, debris is tumbling to the floor. There are people screaming and crying out for help. Fire engines surround the building whilst shooting at it pathetic, ineffective jets of water. That is when I feel like a small hand has reached inside of me. Your hand. Gripping my heart. Tight.

I fall onto the sofa and listen to the newsreader’s commentary. Their words barely register. I hear the gasps of the crowds and see the black silhouettes of people that are stuck inside the tower. They are tapping helplessly against their windows just as an orange glow threatens to engulf them. I bring my hands together. ‘Ya Allah,’ I breathe. ‘Save them. Please save them.’

An hour passes by and I cannot bear to look at it any more. I rush back to bed, without switching off lights, without changing my clothes. I hide underneath the covers, shivering, yellow flames blurring my vision, your laughter still echoing in my ears.

I wake up some hours later. First, I remember the burning building. Then I remember the dream I was having just before I woke up. I was a child again in this dream. Like you. It was so real that I was almost certainly there. My bare feet running through a deserted village. The sky blood-red. The air, still and foreboding, almost as if I am the last survivor of an apocalypse. And then there are the holes in the ground from where we fetch water. I run towards one of them in desperation before stopping and realising that there is no water any more. Because the wells are filled with bodies.






Two

Rubi

It must be a bad omen that when I finally decide to get my ass out of bed and keep a fast for Ramadan, a whole bloody building goes up in flames. I’m not going to lie, I didn’t have the purest of intentions. I was doing it more for the weight loss. Still, I did intend to get out of bed and eat a whole meal on my own in the middle of the night. My friends will be up with their entire families, huge feasts with mothers making parathas in the kitchen and dads laying the table. No chance of that happening here. No chance at all.

Anyway, I get, sorry, roll out of bed with GCSE revision guides stuck to me. Can’t function in the morning without listening to my ‘Purple Rain’ but that’s not the right attitude, I’m supposed to be all spiritual right now. I make a cup of tea and surround myself with biscuits. Golden Crunch Creams, Jammie Dodgers, milk chocolate digestives. What’s the point of keeping a near twenty-hour fast if I can’t indulge beforehand? I’m hoping to lose at least a tyre of fat around my middle, and maybe a double chin or two. Mum says I don’t have a double chin but when was the last time she looked at me proper in the face. Hmm? Okay, okay, I know. No need to get too deep at two o’clock in the morning. I shoot a message across to my mate, Harris, who sends me a snap of himself with a zombie filter. I take one too and send it back. Then I realise we’re not being very holy so instead, I start googling how to offer the Fajr prayers, just as a refresher, of course, as I haven’t prayed in a while.

A news notification comes through on my phone just as I type ‘how to read namaz’. My first thought is that hell has opened up to swallow mankind but no, it’s a tower block. A whole tower block that has turned into an inferno. How did this happen?

I switch on the telly box for an update. I squint my eyes at the sight. There are people, like actual people trapped inside. How fast did the flames travel that they couldn’t get out in time? My stomach starts doing somersaults. I imagine myself inside one of those apartments. What would I do? Maybe fill the bathtub with water and hide in there. I saw that in a movie once. Or I suppose I could jump out of the window.

FFS. Get them out.

I totally forget about eating and my tea grows cold in the cup. I’ll regret it in the morning when I’m starved but I gargle my mouth with water and make the intention to fast under my breath. Serious mode has been activated. I better offer my prayers. Maybe Allah will accept mine tonight and save these people from burning. I wear my long abaya, a gift from the old grandparents, and start reciting the prayers that I learnt when I was a child. I know exactly what I’m doing once I get going. I then go back to the TV, my eyes growing just as large as the flames. The water from the fire engines feels so insignificant. It is barely having any effect. Like Mickey Mouse trying to fight Godzilla. I can see the crowds and the haunting silhouettes. White flags waving desperately in smoke-filled windows.

I suddenly feel an intense fear and wrap myself up in the fancy throw that Mum has draped over the sofa. I can’t take my eyes off the blaze. I’m constantly refreshing my Twitter feed, hoping that the news on the TV is old and out of date. The fire has stopped by now. Surely it has. WhatsApp messages are coming in from my Muslim friends who are also awake in the middle of the night. We’re saying a collective mega prayer, asking God for mercy.

I stay like this for ages, my eyes beginning to ache from too much staring. But I can’t go to bed. It feels like abandonment. I have to stay with these people. I have to see this through.

A few hours later, Dad shakes me awake. His hand is on my shoulder, but his eyes are fixed to the TV screen in horror. Just as I adjust to the morning light, I see flames flickering inside the blackened building. I wonder how many people are dead. I watched them die. Like literally watched them die on the television.

‘What happened?’ Dad asks me, but I can’t speak. He’s running late for work so rushes out of the door in a daze.

I wait for him to start the engine and pull out of the driveway before I start weeping.






Three

Yusuf

Ashraf is here today. My friend. I don’t have many left any more I don’t think, neither of us do. Some have passed away or returned to Pakistan to live out their final years. Others have lost their minds. Ashraf, however, is currently sitting in my living room whilst I prepare a drink in the kitchen. We’re too old to fast now, too old and diabetic, so instead I’m making us both a cup of tea. English tea. I’m finding it harder to stand for over twenty minutes brewing desi chai in a pan. My legs start aching. A handful of times, I forgot that I’d left the pan simmering away on the hob, only to return to the kitchen absent-mindedly and find that the tea had boiled over. It took me ages to clean the stove of the cinnamon-smelling liquid. To avoid this, and much to my disdain, I’ve switched to English tea. It’s super quick; you simply ‘pop the kettle on’ like white people say, and it’s ready in a few minutes.

I’ve known Ashraf for fifty-five years. The first time I met him, he was prodding me to wake up so he could sleep in my bed. Yes, that’s right. I remember his magnified face hovering over me, almost in slow motion. My blurry vision focusing on his indignant expression.

‘It’s my turn now, get up!’ he said.

‘Okay yaar, give me a chance,’ I replied.

I had just moved into a terraced house in Bradford where sixteen of my countrymen were sharing four bedrooms. It was my first night at this new house share and I considered four men per room to be quite a luxury. It was much better than my last housing arrangement, where seven of us shared one room. Of course, this was only made possible by good old shift work, otherwise we’d have been piled on top of each other. I thought things were going quite well at my new lodgings, that was until Ashraf barged into my room after his night shift at the local mill. It was his turn to sleep in the bed. He’d done his night’s work and would take the mattress during the day whilst I did my shift, and vice versa. We’d rotate this pattern for months. I didn’t appreciate his scent in my nostrils when I buried my head into the worn-out pillows. I’m sure he felt the same. But it was the Sixties, and that was the way it was when we first came to England.

Fifty-five years later and Ashraf is taking up my space again. He looks ever so comfortable in my favourite armchair. I normally sit there but I’ll let it pass. He’s wrapped up in a duffle coat, white salwar kameez and a Jinnah cap. His feet barely touch the floor. I don’t remember him being so small. I remember him being strong and handsome with slicked-back hair, broad shoulders and an impressive moustache. He was at least six foot tall back then and could heave huge bales of wool at the local mill that I’d never thought a man capable of. He was tough and resilient, not the scrunched up little bag of bones being swallowed up by my armchair. Talking of heaving, I can’t carry both cups of tea into the room together. I’ll spill it everywhere. My balance isn’t so good these days. I’ll take one at a time. Even if I use a tray I’ll cause a mess.

‘Not fallen asleep, have you?’ I ask Ashraf.

‘No, no,’ he says, trying to appear more alert.

I pass him the tea, my shaky hands to his, then I head back into the kitchen. I reach for a packet of digestive biscuits. Crumbs litter the worktop as I empty them onto a plate. I decide to clear them up later, if I remember, and hobble back to the living room. Again, carrying two things together is not a good idea. My tea drips on to the cream-coloured carpet joining the other assortment of stains.

The television is on, but not the Pakistani news channel we usually watch; this time I’ve left it on BBC News. The tower is no longer burning to the same extent, but flames are flickering inside many of the windows. It is a blackened tomb, and for some reason, it is not distressing me as much as it did last night.

I don’t know what happened last night.

‘Inna lillahi wa inna ilayhi raji’un,’ says Ashraf, gesturing to the screen. To Allah we belong and to Him we shall return.

I repeat the same, my head bowed.

Ashraf’s eyes are bloodshot. He sips his tea gently, the liquid streaming across his lips.

‘What happened here?’ he sighs.

I shake my head and we both mutter prayers under our breath.

‘There were people awake for Ramadan, thank Allah,’ he says. ‘They woke the others up.’

We actually have something different to talk about today and I realise how mundane our conversations have become. We don’t have much to discuss any more. Our wives are gone, we have no jobs, family visits have reduced. For me anyway, Ashraf lives with his eldest son, but he’s hardly the most important member of the family. He sits quietly in his corner taking up as little space as possible.

Conversations were abundant in the old days, the topic always politics. Work politics, money politics, Pakistani politics, British politics, family politics, tribal politics, village politics. We’d debate and get into arguments. We’d joke and cry with laughter. That was a different life and we were different people. We don’t talk as passionately nowadays. Instead, we focus on prayer. Speaking of which, Ashraf is at it again, his hands cupped together, lips moving silently. I join in.

‘What a horrible death,’ he says.

A weight presses down on my chest. I shift my eyes from the television and focus on the net curtains, hoping somebody passes by so I can watch them instead. A few minutes later, I reach over for the remote control and put on Geo News. Five small people appear, a mixture of TV anchors, politicians and journalists. They are fighting as always, shouting over one another. Headlines flash at ten times the required speed. They take up most of the screen.

‘Ah, look at this,’ Ashraf begins. It’s another one of our favourite topics: the unprofessional conduct of Pakistani news channels. Too bright, too loud, too quick, too much of everything. If all the people on screen were in the same room, fist fights would break out.

‘Don’t even give you a chance to look at the headlines,’ Ashraf wheezes. 

‘Well, it would help if you could read, old friend,’ I reply.

Our eyes meet and we both chuckle. Ashraf, still holding his cup, drops some tea down his front. I pass him a tissue.

‘Do you remember Abdul?’ I ask.

Nostalgia twinkles in Ashraf’s eyes. ‘Of course, he was a good man. Allah rest his soul.’

Ah … death again.

‘Ameen,’ I say.

Good old Abdul was the only formally educated one among us back in the day. He was in charge of the house that Ashraf and I shared with fourteen other men. The rest of us couldn’t speak English, never mind read or write it, and so Abdul was our elected leader, the one who dealt with the administration of our lives. We didn’t even have records of our birthdays; nobody wrote them down when we were born. The NHS has an influx of Asian elders with made-up dates of birth. An alarming number of us popped out on 1 January, the year being the only variable.

‘What is the building called again?’ Ashraf is talking.

I sigh. He won’t drop it.

‘Grenfell,’ I say, hoping he’ll leave it there, but he indicates with an arthritic finger that I should switch back to the English news. Ashraf’s eyes widen as though the heat from the flames is radiating through the television. I wonder if I should tell him about what happened last night. I think of my dream, how vivid it was, how real. I could almost feel the earth underneath my feet as I ran. The thirst suffocating me as I spotted the wells that should have been filled with water. And then, the terror. I wonder if Ashraf has ever experienced the same.

‘Ashraf,’ I say. 

‘Hmm.’

‘Do you ever … remember?’

‘Remember?’

Do you remember running for your life, Ashraf? Do you remember not even having the chance to glance back?

‘I mean dream. Does it ever come in your dreams?’

Do you dream about them, Ashraf? The ones we left behind?

Ashraf is transfixed by the TV. I don’t think he’s listening so I say no more.

‘Do I still dream?’ he suddenly asks.

I clear my throat. ‘Do you ever think about the past?’

The past, Ashraf. The one we have all tried to bury.

Now he turns to me. ‘About what?’

Under his gaze, I panic. I’ve put myself on the spot. I look at my friend, his lined face, his white beard, his droopy eyelids. He is too old for this.

‘Never mind,’ I finally say.

Ashraf frowns and turns his attention back to the TV. He shakes his head at the sight of Grenfell Tower.

‘How did this happen?’ he asks once again.






Four

Rubi

I can’t eat breakfast because I’m fasting so now seems like a pretty good time to make a vlog on my long-neglected YouTube channel. I’m pretty sure my five followers will appreciate the content. I don’t need much persuading to dress up as Adam Ant and ramble on a ‘life update’ or whatever it is that other YouTubers do. I’ve already copied their ‘My Morning Routine!’ and ‘Shopping Haul!’ videos. They went down really well with my five faithful followers. Bunch of lies, of course. No, I do not burn incense every morning and listen to Ravi Shankar. And I definitely do not write down affirmations about my beauty and self-worth before attempting a new make-up look. Or keep a poncey gratitude journal.

When I’m not at school, I don’t get up until midday. I doomscroll for an hour, stumble down into the kitchen to steal food and avoid my parents at all costs. I then come back into my room, doomscroll for another hour before deciding which mask I want to wear for the day. And that always results in me poking my eyeball with mascara or smudging my lipstick. Sometimes I forget to brush my teeth until after I’ve applied all my make-up which is annoying, but it’s not like anyone will notice. I have nobody to kiss. Oops, shouldn’t be thinking about kissing when I’m fasting. My bad. Anyway, I do get a few likes on my videos from time to time. At least I’m not promoting yucky green smoothies and yoga before 5 a.m. That’s why my five faithful followers follow me, for the honesty. Sort of.

I’ve been running out of ideas and have decided to do a quick video explaining my absence of three months. First though, I record a segment offering my thoughts and prayers for the victims of the fire last night. Grenfell, the building was called. I light a candle and quickly explain how I was awake for Ramadan and watched everything happen in real time. I don’t dwell on it too much because I will burst into tears. I’m feeling a bit shaky and the fact that I’ve been glued to Twitter all morning reading tweets about it hasn’t helped. Hence the video, it will take my mind off things.

Once I’ve finish recording the tribute, my transformation begins. I can do Adam Ant in about fifteen minutes. My hair is already curly. I only need my black and gold military jacket, a ruffled white blouse and a steady hand to paint a white stripe across my face.

‘So guyssss,’ I begin, putting on my fake bubbly personality. ‘I’ve been so busy revising for my GCSEs.’ Okay, so there is no bullshitting going on there, I am actually revising for my exams. And I’m forcing myself to do it because Mum and Dad keep going on at me about the future and college and all that annoying stuff that I don’t want to think about. Just leave me alone with my make-up and my music and I’ll be aight. Unfortunately, you need money to live though, which means I have to revise and get a good job. Even my friends are putting their heads down now so I better follow suit.

I only have the last three papers of science, history and maths to get through and then I’m ready for summer! I’m totally not ready for summer, the thought of it gives me anxiety. I prefer the cold, dark, rainy days where I have no choice but to stay holed up in my room and no one can bother me.

After the YouTube video is done I quickly upload it. Not much editing is required, which is a shame, because I could do with something to help me take my mind off the hunger pangs. I’m surprised I managed to keep a fast last night despite being caught up in all the fire business. I realise now that it may have been a bad idea as I’m starving and it’s only 2 p.m. and I have to stay hungry until 9.40 tonight. Thinking about it makes me want to collapse, but I have the science paper B to revise for. How exactly am I supposed to do that when every thought of mine is interrupted with screams and fire engines and burning buildings? I sit at the end of my bed, eyes closed, not knowing what to do with myself.

Screw it, it’s been a heavy day. Revision can wait. I need to go back to sleep.


[image: ]


I wake up and check my vlog straight away. There is always the same desi auntie who comments, ‘You look lovely, sweetie.’ No idea who she is but at least I get a comment. And a fat woman who writes ‘Big girl energy!’ on all of my videos. Like seriously eff off and stop killing my vibe. I don’t want to be known as that, thank you very much. I never film below my shoulders. How can she tell I’m fat? Gosh, do I really look that big in my videos? I check my tummy in the floor-length mirror I have in my room. Fairy lights surround it. I check from the side and sigh at the lower belly fat that hangs over my pyjamas. I see a new stretchmark. Purple and plump, like someone has coloured in my tummy with a crayon. I bet I’m the only girl/woman in the world who has stretchmarks and no screaming infant to show for it. How embarrassing. I’d normally apply some Bio-Oil now and sink into a low mood, but I’m too hungry. I check on my plant babies on the windowsill. A flamingo plant and a mango plant are my latest additions. Both require hot, humid conditions and will probably be dead by autumn. Sad. But despite the fact that they are difficult to look after, I’ve kept them alive throughout spring. I stroke their leaves like a loser and check the time. It’s only four in the afternoon. How am I going to get through the rest of the day? Obviously nobody has been to check on me. Dad can’t, he’s at work and Mum is still in her room, methinks. My Uber Eats app is calling me. I see there is free delivery at a local dessert shop if I order in the next fifty-eight seconds. Normally I would have done just that, but I’m fasting, so instead I watch the seconds slip by as the offer ends. Nothing else to do around here, is there?

Oh, I hear a creak of floorboards as my mum visits the bathroom. I hide under the covers and pretend to be asleep, not that she comes into my room often, but just in case. Oh, I can hear my door being opened.

‘Rubi? Are you awake?’ Mum asks.

Right. I’ll have to communicate. I murmur in response.

‘Will you go and pick up my medication from the chemist please? I need it today.’ 

Should have known. I glance over the duvet and see Mum at the door smelling of sleep and sadness. Pale as a ghost, hair askew and dark circles under her eyes. She’s even wearing mismatched pyjamas and her toenails need clipping. I wonder if I should point that out but think better of it.

‘Yeah, sure,’ I say.

‘It closes at five so you’ll have to hurry.’

Sigh.

I’m not particularly chuffed about having to walk when I’m starving but here goes. I listen to my Eighties playlist and bop my head as I walk. I think I’ll give this fasting business a miss from now on. I really do need to revise and make it to college. I mean, imagine if I just did this day in, day out: sleep, make-up, eat, sleep, YouTube, eat, hair tutorial, sleep, eat, sleep. I don’t want my days to stretch out like this before me, hollow and empty and with no end in sight.

The walk to the chemist is as exciting as a walk to the chemist can be. I can’t even call my friends as they’re all revising. We promised we wouldn’t venture out anywhere until the end of exams. While the girl behind the till goes to collect my mum’s medication, I text my dad to let him know how my fast is going. He could have texted me to ask, of course, but he’s too busy for any of that. I think I startled him this morning, with the tower burning on the TV and me snoring on the sofa. If he hadn’t found me in a slump he probably wouldn’t have even noticed that I had woken up for Sehri and kept a fast all on my own.

Mum doesn’t know obviously. I hand her the medication and a glass of water when I get back and we exchange four words with each other. ‘Thank you’ and ‘You’re welcome’. And that is that. There’ll be no meal prepared tonight so I’ll be back on Uber Eats closer to the time. I can’t think of anything worse than picking up my physics textbook so instead I google how to pray the next namaz. Again, I know how to, I just need a little refresher, that’s all. No need to make me feel bad. I wash the last remnants of my smudged make-up off in the mirror as I complete the ablution step by step. I’m struck by how quiet the house is. I should be used to it by now, but sometimes it still gets me.

I collapse onto my bed after prayers. It’s nearly 6.30 p.m. and Dad won’t be back for another hour probably. He always gets delayed and has to stay behind. Time to nap again. What else is there to do?
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Uber Eats lets me down by telling me I have a ninety-minute wait. That’s the problem when everyone is eating at the same time: 9.42 p.m. to be precise. Argh, I feel like I’m about to die. I can’t even open my eyes and my belly is rumbling non-stop. How am I going to scrape together a meal in this condition? I hear the key turn in the lock and Dad walks in, tired but beaming. Woah. What’s that all about? I don’t remember the last time he beamed at me. With teeth and everything. He’s holding a bag and the aroma hits me as soon as he walks into the kitchen.

‘Chick pea daal, keema and peas, chicken curry,’ he says, pointing at each tub before pulling out some foil-wrapped garlic naan. The old tummy starts screaming.

‘There’s still forty minutes left,’ I groan. 

‘No worries, we can wait.’

‘But you’re not fasting,’ I say. Dad is an asthmatic and hasn’t fasted in a while. He has to use his inhaler loads of times during the day.

‘No, we’ll eat together,’ he replies, rolling up his sleeves.

I feel like texting my friends to tell them that my dad has brought home a feast for me. But I know I won’t. Erm, he’s your dad, is the response I will get. And it’s kinda true. It shouldn’t be a big deal, but it feels like it is.

‘I’m so proud of you for waking up this morning and fasting on your own,’ he says.

‘Really?’

He frowns at me. ‘Of course I am.’

We chop lettuce and cucumber as the side salad and organise cutlery and plates. There is movement in the kitchen. Like actual sounds.

‘Is Mum asleep?’ he asks.

‘Yeah,’ I say, not knowing if it’s true. I feel bad, but if she comes down, the atmosphere will change. We’ll have to tiptoe around and not make a noise, keep the telly on really low so as not to contribute to her headache. I want it to be just Dad and me.

He switches on one of the Islamic channels and we wait for the call to prayer. His tummy rumbles.

‘Excuse me,’ he chuckles. ‘I did have a small lunch.’

The prayer uttered just before fasting ends is a special one. That’s what Dad reminds me of before I take a bite out of my Medjool date.

‘Pray with all your heart, Rubi,’ he says. ‘Allah will listen.’

And so I pray that Dad beams at me more often. I pray that we share food together more regularly like we used to, before he became so busy with work. I pray that I make him proud and that he tells me so. I pray that Mum’s health improves. I pray that I pass my exams with flying colours. After that, I eat three more dates and gulp down two glasses of water while Dad hurries into the kitchen to heat up the curry. I hear the ping of the microwave and descend into a food frenzy. I’m ravenous but can only manage half of the portion I would usually eat.

‘Fasting makes the stomach shrink,’ Dad says.

He’s snoring by 10.30 p.m., head lolling backwards as he sits on the sofa. He’s always so tired after work. I clear the table and wash up with my newfound energy. I have a warm feeling in my belly and it’s not just from the food. I watch Dad sleep a little while longer before I shake him awake and we both head up to bed.

‘Goodnight,’ I say, smiling in the dark.

‘Goodnight baby.’ Dad yawns before closing my bedroom door.

Baby. I think he’d love me better if only he had the time.






Five

Yusuf

Ashraf’s visit earlier has really broken the day up. Usually I would be doing my chair aerobics by now, something my son, Hassan, insists I do every morning. He bought some 3kg weights for me to lift too. I can just about manage a few bicep curls before it becomes painful. I have resistance bands for my legs which he said I can use whilst watching TV. I usually forget about them and only remember when he asks how I’m getting on with them.

‘Oh, just fine,’ I lie. ‘I can feel the strength coming back to my legs after every use.’

‘That’s great, Abbu,’ he says. I can feel him smiling through the phone.

My sweet, trusting boy. He is easy to fool with such things. Not like Fozia. That’s my firecracker of a daughter. She rings every evening around six o’clock just before dinner. I almost have to give her a daily report, military-style. She wants a breakdown of my meals and medication, as well as my exercise regime. Did I complete a brisk walk or some strength exercises today? What foods are in my fridge ready for tomorrow’s meals? Have I interacted with another human being other than the men at the mosque whom Fozia isn’t so keen on. It’s getting difficult to keep a tab on what exactly I have told her – she catches me out easily.

‘I thought you were having aubergine and potato curry?’

‘Oh yes, erm … but I was in the mood for chicken today.’

I don’t tell her that I asked the neighbouring children to get me a small portion of fish and chips from down the road, and devoured that instead.

My other son, Farooq, called yesterday too. He lives in Dubai so only rings once a week due to the time difference. Our conversations are much more relaxed, though they always end with me asking him when he will be returning home to visit. I know I shouldn’t do this regularly, I don’t want to worry him or make him feel guilty, but the words just spill out of my mouth sometimes before I can even catch them. I am blessed with good children, Alhamdulillah. They all take it in turns to make sure I’m okay, to make sure I’m still alive.

Ah, I shouldn’t be bitter. It’s not their fault that I’m alone. After my wife, Zareena, passed away over a year ago, each of my children begged me to go and live with them. What would the community say about us as a family? What would they say about me, an elderly Pakistani man, choosing to live alone and away from family in his old age? What would they say about my children? What kind of people were they to abandon their father and continue living hours away from him? I couldn’t move to Dubai though, could I? Or to Croydon, for that matter. That’s where Fozia lives with her husband and kids. Hassan is in Manchester with his family. That is doable I suppose, only an hour away from Bradford. But the children all have jobs and families and tasks and responsibilities of their own. I would not, I decided, be a trespasser on other peoples’ lives. Nor did I want to leave the small remnants of mine behind. Not when I was perfectly well and capable of living on my own.

They visit as much as they can. Hassan comes over as he’s driving around the country. He’s a social worker. Fozia makes it up at least once every two months. She’s a science teacher. Farooq flies home twice a year. He’s a radiographer. So, in between these phone calls and visits, I’m left with ample time to do my own thing. This is mostly filled with the five daily prayers. A visit to the mosque up the road for the namaz at noon. Three small meals spaced out over the day. And television. Plenty of television. That is the life that I have chosen since I rejected the offers of my children to live with them. That is my life since Zareena left me a year ago.

After my chair aerobics session it’s usually time for a second breakfast. Nothing fancy, of course, just tea and a few biscuits. I drank two cups with Ashraf, though, so another one now would be wholly unreasonable. I don’t want my teeth to stain. Just because I am old doesn’t mean I don’t take pride in my appearance.

Today I am feeling well and my joints are not too achy. I could finish painting the fence in the back garden that didn’t really need painting. I found an unopened tub in the shed the other day and decided to give the fence a good going over. My shoulder started hurting after doing those long sweeping motions that are required of painting, and I haven’t quite recovered. Best not to.

I pray my midday namaz at home for a change as I know I will get drawn into the chatter of the congregation and hours may pass by if I visit the mosque. I get dressed, white salwar kameez, grey jacket, black shoes and black Jinnah cap. My usual ‘going out’ attire. The bus leaves from down the road. I have the number, 618, written on a crumpled piece of paper in my jacket pocket, just in case I forget. This is a recent thing, a mere precaution. Only last month, I caught the 615 bus twice and ended up on the other side of town. It was foggy on those mornings and I didn’t read the number properly, that’s all it was.

I jump on and head into the town centre. I may bump into an old pal or two. We get together sometimes, not for shopping, but just to watch the world go by. This is a much more enjoyable experience since the opening of the new Broadway shopping centre. Kirkgate was getting rowdier and more depressing by the day with its out-of-date decor and faulty lifts and escalators. All I ever saw were gangs of scruffy youths smoking suspicious-smelling cigarettes, tired-looking mums and their gaggles of ill-mannered children, and more homeless people than one could keep tabs on.

‘Are there no smart people left in Bradford?’ we often ask each other, tutting.

I buy a Kashmiri pink tea from a new stall in the food court, something that Fozia definitely does not need to know about. I take a seat outside the Holland and Barrett’s and begin my people watching. A group of boys bicker over which stall to buy food from. A couple argue over which floor they parked the car on. They look like they are both fasting for Ramadan, hence the irritableness. I keep an eye on the entrance in case an acquaintance of mine shuffles in through the doors. I make a mental note to buy a new dustpan and brush from the Poundland opposite. A lady and her child search for somewhere to sit, and I move up to allow them space. I don’t receive a ‘thank you’, just the woman huffing and puffing whilst her daughter follows her anxiously. I wonder what has made the woman so stressed. She’s rummaging through her handbag. Ah, a lost phone it seems. I glance at the entrance in case an acquaintance of mine shuffles in through the doors. The woman gets up and snatches the girl’s hand a little too harshly before stomping off down towards Debenhams. That was Zareena’s favourite shop. She loved collecting perfumes from there.

Nobody comes. I switch benches too, to the one outside Marks and Spencer. Not to worry, we do miss each other at times. Not like we had made a plan to meet up. At least I don’t think so. I leave the shopping centre two hours later feeling just as invisible as when I entered it. The bus is already at the stop (definitely 618) and a young lady offers me her seat. I sit down and just as the bus pulls away, I remember that I forgot to buy my dustpan and brush. Oh well, next time.

On the way back I stop off at the food store near home. I am about to wander over to the butcher’s section at the back of the shop when I think better of it. I don’t want to get harassed again by old Matloob. I only ask for a chicken to make a curry for myself in the evening, but he insists on the special offer – 3 baby chickens for £6.99. What am I to do with three? I already have a freezer full of chickens. It’s my own fault, I always forget to take one out the night before so it defrosts for me by the morning. Instead I do a detour to the fruit and veg aisle. Preparing meals for one person is hard. I don’t do it often. The neighbours keep me well fed with dishes, may Allah bless them. They are always delivering food to me on an evening. But it is bad to rely on others. If Zareena knew, she would be less than impressed. I pick up a small cauliflower and a handful of potatoes. There. No hassle. Nobody poking around in my business. By the time I have made this and eaten. I will have just enough time to watch a little TV, and then head off to bed.

As I walk in through the door, I hear the chorus of ‘happy birthday’ echoing through the walls. Ah, it must be one of the children’s birthdays. Not Hamza, who turned two a couple of months ago, but Aleena, the eldest child. If I’d have known, I would have bought her a gift from town. They’ll be knocking on the door soon.

Sure enough, Khaled is standing at the doorway with a plate of samosas, lamb pilau and birthday cake.

‘You didn’t have to,’ I say, gladly taking the food from him. I pull out a ten pound note from my pocket.

‘Give this to the birthday girl.’ Khaled resists but eventually gives in.

‘If it wasn’t Ramadan we would have invited you over. It was just something small for the kids.’

Of course, the adults will be waiting until sunset before any of the cake passes their lips. The rice is still warm when I take it into the kitchen so I tuck in straightaway, suddenly ravenous from my trip into town. No cooking for me tonight. Perhaps I will watch an extra hour of TV before offering my Isha prayers at sunset.

I snuggle up in my armchair, dozing off occasionally whilst watching a Muslim charity appeal. I switch over to a programme where an imam tells stories from the Prophet’s life, peace be upon him. I avoid the English news, not wanting to be confronted with images of the Grenfell Tower. After Isha prayers, I head upstairs. It was a rather packed day for someone like myself. A visit from Ashraf. A trip to the shopping centre. A slice of birthday cake delivered to my door. I am still okay, I think as I listen to the clock tick by. Alone, yes, but still able to adequately pass the time.

I come back downstairs for a glass of water to take to bed. There is a pot on the stove which I’ve only just noticed. I lift the lid to find a defrosted chicken. I’m sure I avoided Matloob today and didn’t buy a chicken from him. Maybe I didn’t forget for once, and did take it out from the freezer last night. This needs cooking first thing in the morning. I head back upstairs and place my water next to the other, full glass.

Oh, I realise, I’d already taken one up.






Six

Rubi

Somebody is obviously dead because the phone is ringing at two o’clock in the morning. No one rings at that time unless someone has popped it. Probably in the most brutal manner too. Like a car crash or a suicide or something really, really messed up like that. My heart has started pounding at twice the speed. I don’t know what is louder, the drumming in my ears or the jaunty ringtone piercing the still night. Shit, shit, shitty, shit. Why won’t someone go and answer it?

I have a textbook practically stuck to the side of my face. Yuck. I pull it off and wipe away the dribble. Sitting up in bed, I contemplate for ten seconds whether I should go and pick up the phone … Contemplation over. There’s no way I’m going downstairs in the dark. I shuffle around and there’s a loud thud as the rest of my GCSE revision guides fall to the floor. Just what we needed, more strange noises in the middle of the night. I must have left them in a pile on my bed and fallen asleep because of course, nobody was going to come and check up on me. Not saying I want to be tucked in like a baby but I am still wearing my jeans and have books stuck to me so it would have been nice if someone had just come into my room and … oh, I think Dad is already downstairs. He must have fallen asleep on the sofa. Again. The banging seems to have done the trick because I can hear him moving.

I suddenly feel bad because whoever is ringing probably thinks we’re all awake because it’s Ramadan and we should be awake. But we’re not. I haven’t kept any more fasts since the other day. Not that I’m telling everyone at school that, I don’t need to give them all another excuse to find me weird. I needed to focus on my exams, science and history of which are out of the way. Most of my fellow classmates are still going strong. Fasting and revising. They used to do that at my old school too. Become all pious for a month and then beat the crap out of you the day after Eid. But let’s not get into that.

The phone has stopped ringing. Great. Now we won’t find out who it was or what it was until the morning. And proper morning is hours away. We’re not going to get any sleep now, are we? We’re just going to lie here wondering what the phone call was about. But then again, if it’s urgent and someone has died a brutal death, then whoever it is will carry on trying. Oh, there you go, it’s bloody ringing again. Hurry up, Dad. Ah, he’s picked it up … He’s said ‘Hello’ …

Oh God.

It’s gone all quiet now.
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NATURAL, NO MAKE-UP, MAKE-UP LOOK WITH FAUX FRECKLES

Well, that was the plan anyway. I even had my skinniest, skinny brush and black/brown gel liner set out on the table from the night before. Faux freckles, you will have to wait because this morning has just been absolute shit. My grandmother is dead. That bloody phone call last night. I knew it was something bad, and to top it off, my button won’t fasten on my second favourite pair of jeans. I haven’t listened to ‘Purple Rain’. I haven’t put any make-up on so I literally have no eyebrows. And I don’t want to keep banging on about the faux freckles, but that too.

The neighbour discovered my nanna lying in a heap at the bottom of the stairs. She was gone before they could even get her to the hospital. We’ve been up since two o’clock in the morning. I heard Mum scream in the bedroom next door. As I went rushing in, Dad was trying to console her. He told me the bad news and I cried too, but he carried on hugging Mum for another five minutes before it was my turn.

Since this morning, I’ve been moping around not knowing what to do with myself. I suppose I should be ‘comforting’ Mum, but I don’t really know how to go about that. I probably wouldn’t be very good at it anyway. I just keep out of the way for as long as I can, that is until Dad orders me to make porridge while he makes important phone calls. I drag out the process of making breakfast for as long as possible. Browning the oats with butter, adding the milk, simmering on the lowest heat possible while Mum sits sobbing at the dining table. I think I do an okay job. The porridge isn’t that lumpy. Might have added too much sugar though. 

I place the bowl in front of Mum.

‘Eat, Mum,’ I say. She pushes it away from her without a word. I shuffle back into the kitchen and force myself to eat a bowlful while standing by the sink. The sobs continue. Shit. Another fifteen minutes, then I go back into the room. We sit in silence for a bit, me wondering whether I should rub Mum’s back. That’s what people do to comfort each other, right? Rub each other’s backs. I don’t know. In the end, I reach out for her hand. I almost brace myself, expecting it to be slapped away. It isn’t though. She lets me hold her hand. To my surprise, she holds on pretty tight and a few moments later, begins caressing me with her thumb. We stay like that for a while, with Mum stroking the back of my hand gently. I should say something, but I don’t. I am too busy savouring every second of her touch. It has been a while.

My thoughts
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