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1

Zulekha Forbes opened her curtains and peered out on to the back garden. For the first time since she’d returned to England it wasn’t raining and the sun shone clear and strong through the window of her old attic bedroom where she’d hoped to never sleep again.

She pulled up the sash. The panes were filthy, she noted, before reminding herself this was not her problem any more. Leaning over the sill, she had a bird’s-eye view of her father Tony’s thinning brown crown as he laid out plates and glasses on a trestle table. A large ice-bucket and a collection of Pimm’s, lemonade and beer bottles stood on the overgrown grass behind him. The lawn was decorated with a selection of footballs and a trampoline, now rusting and hardly used, which no one had the energy to get rid of.

Zu stretched and yawned. It was tempting to go back to bed, but she knew she should show willing. She turned back to the room, which was like a museum of her teenage self – the self she’d hoped she’d left behind forever. Bob Marley gurned from the wall. In the dressing-table drawer she’d found a dried-out pot of Clearasil. In the bookcase, her well-thumbed Jacqueline Wilsons rubbed shoulders with the titles by Sartre and Camus that had obsessed her during her A-level years when she’d been searching desperately and unsuccessfully for answers to the chaos around her.

So much had happened in the intervening years, Zu thought, sitting back down on the narrow bed with its brightly patterned duvet cover Mum had bought in Debenhams, probably trying to make it up to her after some misdemeanour. It had come in a packet labelled ‘Santorini’, part of the ‘Greek Island’ range, she’d told her, which Zu had found wildly exotic.

She dragged a comb through her hair. Last time she’d slept in this room her hair had been spiky and short; a handful of impressive passport stamps later it now grew past her shoulders, though she usually wore it tied in a messy ponytail. Her cousin Anjali, not to mention her naani – or grandmother, to use the non-Hindi word – were always urging Zu to put it in a neat French plait, but really, who could be bothered?

She sniffed: ghee, frying ginger, garlic and onion. Naani must be here and cooking already then. From the twins’ bedroom came the thud, thud of their stereo. Zu had no idea what they were playing; in her teens, music had been her obsession, but for years she’d been far too busy to follow it properly. Instead she’d developed not only an embarrassing, middle-aged fondness for classical, but also a sneaky affection for the cheesy Europop that was played in bars all over the former Soviet Union. Roxette’s ‘It Must Have Been Love’ was her favourite. When she was drunk she had even been known to perform a karaoke version that she secretly considered pretty fine.

She dolloped Leela cocoa butter on to her arms and legs. It was one of the bestsellers of her grandmother’s beauty range and, annoyingly, it was the only thing that worked on Zu’s otherwise dry and itchy skin. Zu prided herself on happily using washing-up liquid when she ran out of shampoo, meaning that most of Leela’s beauty range was wasted on her. The little tubes of eyebrow gel and blusher had come in very handy though as gifts and bribes to the Chechen authorities.

Her clothes were still in the suitcases where she’d hastily thrown them when she’d left Chechnya ten days previously. Automatically she reached for her jeans and least dirty T-shirt, but then she reconsidered. Better wear the pink sundress Leela had given her for her birthday.

Zu didn’t really understand dresses. Sometimes she wondered if she’d have been more girly if she’d been able to talk to her mother more – if they’d had the kind of relationship where they’d done each other’s nails and hair, like her cousin Anjali and Auntie Renu. Zu’s mother, after all, had loved to dress nicely when she was sober. You knew she was having a bad day when the sweatpants and old shirts emerged and she didn’t bother with the make-up.

Sometimes some guy Zu was having a fling with would urge her to wear skirts, going on about what a tiny waist she had (her teenage self had been chubby from comfort eating but several bouts of dysentery had long put paid to that). ‘Fuck off,’ Zu had thought, and sometimes said it too.

She squinted in the dusty hand mirror she’d fished out of a bedside drawer. She supposed she should wear make-up, again to keep Leela happy.

‘Zu!’ Leela’s forceful voice came up the stairs. ‘Zu-le-kha! Sweetie. Where are you?’

‘Coming, Naani!’ Zu ran downstairs, glancing into the boys’ room. Both were lying on their beds engrossed in their phones; Rohan probably playing some game, Kieran on Facebook. The room smelt sweaty; both were in the T-shirts they’d slept in. Zu remembered them in the cute gingham pyjamas she used to iron because she wanted them to look as neat and innocent as possible in the face of what was happening all around them. Shortly after Mum died they’d rejected them as babyish and Zu hadn’t bothered trying to make them change their minds.

‘Boys!’ Zu tried and failed to sound authoritative. She could coerce strangers to build schoolhouses and repair roofs and undergo HIV tests, but with her own family she was useless. ‘Could you start getting dressed, please! The party starts soon. Dad could do with your help outside.’

‘Yeah, yeah, whatever.’ Kieran didn’t take his eyes off the screen.

Rohan yawned and swung his feet on to the ground. ‘Tell him I’m coming.’

‘Zuzu! I need you to help make the chapattis.’

‘Coming, Naani!’

Leela Sangar stood at the bottom of the stairs, resplendent in her best gold and blue sari and matching sandals. She’d aged dramatically since her only daughter died eight years ago, but at sixty-five she was still a splendid woman – less than five-foot tall but straight as a lamp post, with a neat nose, huge hooded eyes and lustrous hair. She scanned Zu thoroughly.

‘You’re wearing a dress. To what do we owe the honour?’ Before Zu could reply, Leela clicked her fingers. ‘Come on. There’s still a ton to do.’

As usual, she was exaggerating. Everything was well in hand. The curries were sitting under kitchen foil, waiting to be warmed up (golden rule of curry cooking – always prepare twenty-four hours in advance to allow the flavour to emerge). Not that Zu ever made a curry, or cooked at all if she could help it, for that matter.

The rice cooker’s red light was on. The bhajis stood ready to be chucked into hot oil and the large ball of chapatti dough was waiting to be rolled out into round plates. Zu knew she’d make a handful and then Naani would ttch at her cackhandedness and take over. Apples, oranges, lemons, limes and a large bunch of mint sat on the table waiting to be chopped up and added to the Pimm’s jugs.

‘How many people are coming?’ Leela asked.

‘About forty.’

Leela frowned. ‘Hmmm, not so many.’

‘This isn’t a wedding, Naani, it’s a small party to say goodbye to the boys. We can’t fit more than forty people in the garden.’

‘We should have had it at my house.’

Tony poked his head round the back door. He was dressed in an open-neck lumberjack shirt and jeans. Zu’s heart twanged with the mixture of irritation, protectiveness and guilt her father always provoked in her.

On the surface, if you didn’t know his history, you wouldn’t feel sorry for Tony. He was still a handsome man, albeit on the short side. At primary school Zu had been proud of her good-looking parents. Mum had been so pretty, with her thick raven’s-wing hair that she used to spend hours straightening before they went out. Her skin was flawless and she never appeared to be wearing any make-up, though Zu knew she did, because she’d sat at her feet watching her apply it.

Later, of course, it had all been so different: Deepika had spent her days in her flimsy nightie, often not even bothering to cover it with her stained and torn dressing gown. Her eyes were red, her hair matted and her breath stank. Oddly, Zu preferred it when she was like that because she knew it meant Mum wasn’t going anywhere. It was worse when she did put on smart clothes and make-up and went out because then you never knew when she’d be back, what state she’d be in and who she might bring with her.

Zu shook her head. Even long dead, Mum was dominating her thoughts when she should have been focusing on what was going on around her.

‘Crikey, Leela,’ Tony was saying. Zu cringed. Crikey! What decade was he living in? ‘Are you trying to starve us or what? Why do you never bring enough food?’

Naani laughed and swatted him round the head. ‘Get away with you, silly boy.’

Rohan stood yawning in the doorway, in track pants and grey hoodie. ‘So what wants doing?’
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The guests started arriving around noon. Zu stood in the kitchen spooning out the curries into serving dishes and watching neighbours and various friends of the boys talking and laughing through the French doors. Tony had threaded bunting across the rose bushes and hung fairy lights in the elderly elm tree. Too cheesy for Zu’s tastes but still very pretty, she had to admit.

The boys were wandering around, clutching beers and clapping their mates from college on the shoulder. Tony was standing by the trestle table. He was holding a paper plate containing an assortment of Naani’s curries and chatting to Barry, who worked in his instrument repair shop. Zu spotted Marta from three doors down, looking so pregnant she might pop at any second, and her husband Willem, looking sweaty. Gina from across the road was in a severe grey trouser suit, looking as if she were applying to become the Governor of the Bank of England rather than attending a suburban barbecue. Naani sat on a bench with her best friend, Neelam, plates of dosa on their knees, glasses of home-made lemonade perched on the arms of the bench. Their eyes scanned the crowd, heads nodding happily, as they gossiped about the guests in loud, guttural Punjabi.

Where was Beth, Zu wondered. She was Dad’s other employee and, Zu was certain from odd remarks dropped here and there, his bit on the side. She always appeared at the summer barbecue and, although she’d never stayed the night, she habitually stayed on later than the other guests. Zu approved of Beth: she was single, pretty but not too girly-looking and the boys liked her – they said she was a devil on the Wii. Best of all, she wasn’t an alcoholic, even if she did enjoy the odd beer.

When she did show up, Zu resolved to engage her in proper conversation for the first time: find out more about her: where she grew up, how she’d ended up working in an instrument repair shop in Edgware, what her dreams were. Beth would be charmed and would eventually reveal what was going on with Tony and – assuming the signs were promising – Zu would give them her blessing. Then maybe Beth would move in and Zu would feel less guilty about leaving again, which she intended to do as soon as possible.

‘Wotcha, gorgeous,’ whispered a voice in her ear.

‘Anj!’ Zu whirled round and hugged her cousin. Anjali was Uncle Mahesh’s and Auntie Renu’s daughter – the only members of Mum’s family who’d secretly kept in touch during the wilderness years. She was half a head smaller than the already-miniature Zu, two cup sizes bigger and wearing more make-up than Zu had applied in the whole of her life. Zu didn’t have that many close friends – she didn’t like people knowing too much about her – but with Anj she felt completely safe.

‘How are you?’ Zu didn’t really notice what people wore, but she computed that Anj was in an orange silk T-shirt over a floaty white skirt and wearing heels that could double as North Sea oil rigs.

‘How can you?’ Zu asked, indicating the shoes.

Anj laughed. ‘Yeah, yeah. We know you’ve got one pair of trainers and one pair of heels that you only put on when you need to charm a favour out of the head of the KGB.’ She sighed at Zu’s lack of fashion sense. ‘At least you’ve made some effort today. That isn’t mascara, is it?’

‘Possibly.’ Zu’s hand reached self-consciously to her eyes. ‘Where’s Raman?’

‘Over there.’ Anjali nodded in the direction of her husband. He was wearing a hot-pink polo shirt tucked into chinos, and was in jovial conversation with a group of neighbours. Zu grinned. Anj had known Raman all her life, their families were great friends. Everyone had always agreed he was an utter buffoon, albeit an amiable one. So Zu had been shocked when Anjali’s parents had announced that she was twenty-five and should therefore settle down with him, and Anj had immediately agreed.

They’d had the full Hindu wedding last August: temple, two hundred guests, Raman arriving on a white horse, you name it. Of course, Anj hadn’t been a virgin but she didn’t sleep with Raman until their wedding night. Zu wasn’t sure she’d ever really get her head round what Anj had done. Her mother had brought her up on horror stories about arranged marriages: brides chained to sinks and beaten nightly. But Anj was obviously happy and Raman was clearly no more likely to beat her than start camping outside St Paul’s with anti-capitalist protestors, so why worry about them?

‘All right, Zu?’ he boomed now, as he approached her. ‘How is it being back in Edgware? Bit of a change from … where was it … Grozny? Which is the bigger shithole?’

‘Rams!’ Anjali nudged him as Zu laughed and said, ‘Good question.’

‘So the recession’s hit you do-gooders. Well, about time. What those people need is to learn how to help themselves.’

‘What people?’ Zu raised a disdainful eyebrow, something she excelled at.

‘The starving and needy. They should get off their butts and start growing some food. Or get on the boat. Make better lives for their children. That’s what our grandparents did.’

‘Oh, stop it!’ Anjali slapped his arm. Raman patted her firmly on the bottom.

‘And what about your brothers? What are they up to?’ he asked.

‘Assuming they get the grades, they’re both off to uni.’ Zu couldn’t help the pride that snuck into her voice. Her boys! ‘Rohan’s got a conditional offer at Salford so he’s off on a lad’s holiday to Thailand while he waits for his results –’

‘Why does that not surprise me?’

‘– and Kieran’s hoping to go to Sussex. Before that he’s spending a year off working in an orphanage in Malawi.’ This was like a bag of glass in her stomach. Her little brother far away doing the kind of thing she loved, while she festered in Edgware. She had to find another job as soon as possible.

‘Like sister, like brother,’ Raman said. ‘What is it with you lot and saving the world?’

It wasn’t anything to do with saving the world, it was about saving themselves. Anyone who’d spent any time with aid workers knew that. Much easier to distract yourself with other people’s problems than brood on your own. But Raman wouldn’t be interested in such psychobabble.

Leela advanced on them like a purposeful buffalo.

‘Raman! You made it from the office.’

‘I said I would, didn’t I, Leela?’

Leela pinched his cheek. Raman winced as his flesh was scraped by her sharp nails. ‘You are a good boy to keep your promises. I know it’s hard for you when work’s so busy.’

‘Did you hear the one about the constipated accountant?’ Zu said softly to Anjali. ‘He couldn’t budget so he had to work it out with a pencil and paper.’

‘Just because you’re jealous that I’ve bagged a rich husband and never have to work again.’

‘You’re not going to stop work, are you?’ Zu was aghast. Anjali was a make-up artist specializing in horror films. There was nothing she didn’t know about fake blood and the most realistic plastic eyeballs. She loved her job.

‘No plans for now,’ she said, to Zu’s relief. ‘But you know. When the babies come along.’

‘What are nannies for?’

‘I’m not having a nanny. What are you like?’

‘You’ll end up like Marianne. Remember her? Once a wisecracking gal about town.’

‘True, and the next it was all, “Oh, I can’t come out, it’ll mess with Dorrie’s routine.” ’ They giggled. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t be like that. Anyway, there’s no rush. We’re not going to start trying for at least a year.’

‘A year ?’ That was nothing.

‘Now where is that nice young lady Betty?’ Leela said, interrupting Zu’s disquiet. ‘You know, the lady who works with Tony. She’s always at this gathering.’

‘Beth? I was wondering myself.’

‘Zu, love,’ trilled Elinor, Barry-from-work’s wife. Elinor ran a Weight Watchers franchise and hadn’t touched sugar for ten years now. ‘Great to see you. I know Tony’s thrilled you’re back in one piece.’

‘Mmm.’ Zu smiled.

‘He worries so much about you being kidnapped. Or beheaded. Every time I hear a story like that on the radio I say to Barry, “Please God let that not be Zu.” ’ She took a sip of still water; she never drank fizzy as it gave you cellulite. ‘I don’t know how you do it, I must say. Isn’t it depressing?’

Well, yes, sometimes when drug addicts’ babies are dying of Aids, but it’s also often a huge giggle back at the compound when everybody’s pissed and we’re playing nude Twister.

Fun had been another big factor in attracting Zu to that life. She hadn’t been much good at having fun before. Far away from home was the only place she could really let loose.

‘At least we’re trying to make a difference,’ she replied blandly.

‘Don’t you miss home?’

No. If I could never come back to the place where my mother lived, I would be absolutely fine about it. ‘Well, you know.’ Zu shrugged.

‘You must be a saint.’

‘Hardly. Ha ha.’

At the far end of the garden, the noise of a fork tinging against a glass could be heard. They all moved out through the French doors and into the garden. As the hubbub died down, Barry cleared his throat.

‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. Now, I know you’ve just come here to scoff as much of Leela’s delicious curry as possible. But Tony wants to tell you something.’

‘No, I don’t.’ Tony reddened. Zu felt for him. She’d always hated public speaking too, although few would have guessed it from her unflappable exterior.

‘Yes, you do, mate!’

‘Come on, Tony,’ cried Raman, hands cupped round his mouth as if he was cheering on the boat race. Zu shot him her dirtiest look. But, one by one, the guests took up his chant.

‘All right, all right,’ Tony cried over the din. As it quietened down, he continued. ‘You know I don’t like to make a show of myself. But since you’ve all so kindly come along today, I’ll say a few words. As you’ll all know, this is a knees-up to mark my boys, Kieran and Rohan, finishing their A levels –’ scattered clapping and cheering and cries of ‘good luck’ – ‘and starting the next chapter of their lives.’

More applause. Zu looked at her brothers. Rohan had his arm draped round Kieran’s neck. How could it be possible that those two children, whose wounds she had cleaned, whose faces she had scrubbed, one of whom (Kieran, obviously) still secretly slept with his old toy gorilla, were heading off alone into the world, armed only with their passports, their iPhones and a packet of Diareze? But then again Zu had done it, as soon as she’d had the chance. The boys had turned out so well, everyone said so, but Zu knew the scars were just well hidden. They were even more eager to escape than she’d been.

‘And we’re also toasting the return of my gorgeous daughter, Zu. Just in time to keep her old dad company.’

Zu grinned and waved sheepishly as every head turned to inspect her. About time too, she could almost hear the Indian guests thinking. Leaving her poor father to bring up those two boys while she worked with other children in far-off countries. What kind of daughter was she? Another bad one like her mother? Zu tilted her chin defiantly.

‘Zu. You’ve been an inspiration to your brothers. You got a brilliant degree. You’ve had some amazing jobs. You’ve travelled to places most of us have never heard of. But it’s great to have you home.’

Zu’s stomach churned. There he was, putting pressure on her again. Tony had never ever asked her not to do her job, but she knew he hated it – the boys told her so, apart from anything else. But in the past few days he’d talked continuously about how lucky he was to have her back, just as the boys were about to leave. She knew it was heartfelt, she knew Dad loved her – though why exactly she didn’t understand – but still, on another level, she hated even the faintest suggestion that she should stick around for a bit. Dad knew why she didn’t want to be here. If he didn’t want to be left alone, then he was free to go too now.

‘To Zu!’ Dad yelled.

‘To Zu!’ everyone cried as Zu smiled and nodded, while thinking how wonderful it would be if an asteroid were to choose that moment to obliterate her.
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After the speeches, the day dissolved into a whirl of handing out food, topping up drinks, and endless hugs and congratulations. When darkness began to fall, Rohan put on one of his mixes – surprisingly for him, he’d been tactful and chosen a selection even the most elderly could enjoy – and the whole garden, even Leela and Neelam, got down to Gnarls Barkley, to OutKast, to Kylie, to the Jackson Five, to the Killers, to Sophie Ellis-Bextor.

Zu always feared she looked like an electric cable in a puddle when she danced, but after a few beers even she made some silly, over-the-top moves in the hope that irony would hide her lack of coordination.

They were having fun. It was ages since Zu had seen the whole remaining family looking so carefree. Even Tony was do-si-do-ing with Elinor. For a second she found herself wishing that Mum was here to witness the scene. But then she’d have spoiled it all by falling flat on her face or making a pass at Barry. They were better off without her. Zu always told herself that.

It was nearly midnight when the guests began peeling off, children draped over their shoulders, women carrying their heels, everyone sweaty and bright-eyed. When the last guest had finally stumbled out and the music had been turned off (amazingly, the neighbours hadn’t complained, but then they’d all been at the party), Tony called a cab for Leela.

‘I’ll be back early to make everything shipshape,’ she protested as he escorted her to the door.

‘Don’t worry, Naani, I’ll do it,’ said Zu.

‘Don’t be silly, darling.’

‘Not too early.’ Tony looked understandably alarmed as the prospect of his lie-in disappearing.

‘Let’s say nine. I love you all, darlings. It was a great party. By the way, Tony, why wasn’t Betty here?’

‘Betty?’

‘I think you mean Beth, Naani.’

‘Oh. Beth! She couldn’t come. I don’t know why. Doing something.’ Tony reached up and scratched the back of his neck. OK, something had been going on, Zu thought. But now it was over. Damn. Her best hope of making Tony happy receded like the last bus pulling off just as you panted up to the stop.

Leela merely nodded.

‘Pity. Nice girl, though I wish she’d do something with her eyebrows. Goodnight then, everyone.’

‘Goodnight, Leela.’

‘Goodnight, Naani.’

Sun streaming in through the flimsy curtains woke Zu just before seven. As always, it took a couple of seconds to position herself. Edgware, rather than her flat in Grozny. Eleven days ago, she’d been at work, trying to sort out who to bribe to fix the roof of the orphanage when, without warning, she’d been summoned into the head of the programme’s office and informed that the British government were cutting aid to Chechnya and therefore fifty per cent of AidInt’s staff had to be laid off immediately.

Zu was on a plane that evening and the following afternoon she was on Tony’s doorstep. She hated going back to Farthingdale Road – the memories it brought back were just too bleak – but an indefinite stay at Leela’s was even more of a no-no, she’d be trying to match her with one of her buddies’ grandsons; and Anj’s was out too, she was a newlywed and needed space. Anyway, Zu reasoned, it would be good to spend a bit of time with the boys before they flew the nest. Logically, Zu should have resented her brothers, since their birth – or the hormones it triggered – was what sent Deepika loopy. But from the first time Zu had seen them in their little cots in the hospital she’d adored them – adored their banana mouths and thick forests of eyelashes – and with every year that passed she’d loved them more and more for what they’d gone through.

But this time next week they’d be far away. It would be just Zu and Tony in Farthingdale Road, a far scarier prospect than the thought of Grozny under rebel shelling. It was the silence that she dreaded. In Chechnya she’d been surrounded by people all the time at work, and at home too, where the agency flat was occupied by a carousel of Australians, Armenians, Austrians, Americans – and that was just the As – hogging the bathroom and filling the shelves with their weirdly named toothpastes, eating their funny cereals at breakfast. There was permanent company and you never had a chance to be alone with your thoughts, but at the same time no one ever stayed long enough for you to get properly close to them. It was Zu’s ideal.

What would the house be like without the boys’ music playing, their shouting, their phones pinging? Tony might want to fill the silence by talking about Deepika and that was a conversation Zu was never going to have. What was the point? Mum was dead, it was sad, it was over, they needed to move on.

She rolled over and was just about to plummet back into sleep again when her phone rang. Not unusual, probably one of her mates calling pissed from a bar in a distant time zone. She grabbed the handset from the bedside table. NAANI flashed on the screen.

‘Naani? Is everything all right?’

‘Everything’s fine, darling.’ As an afterthought, Leela added, ‘I didn’t wake you, did I?’

‘No, I was –’

‘It’s after seven. I’d never call anyone before seven. I understand they need their sleep. It’s how I got where I am today, by knowing how to deal with others, even though I’ve never needed more than five hours, like Lady Thatcher. Anyway, Zu, I’m worried. About Tony.’

‘Really? Why?’ Zu sat up and reached for her cigarettes. Of course Tony said no smoking in the house but she’d open all the windows in a minute and spray the place with Leela Room Fragrance.

‘Will he be able to cope on his own?’ she asked.

‘Of course he will, Naani. He’s nearly forty-eight and we’ve got a washing machine and a microwave.’ Zu kept her tone light but a stone had suddenly been placed on her heart as her fears were voiced.

‘I was watching him at the party. Your father is lonely.’

‘Oh, Naani!’

‘He needs a new wife. Is anyone on the cards?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘Are you seriously telling me he’s been a monk these past eight years?’

‘I don’t know, Naani.’ Zu wasn’t going to discuss her father’s sex life with her grandmother.

‘That’s ridiculous. Why not? I know, he was probably trying to protect you. And me. But that’s silly. It’s been eight years. Deepi wants him to be happy, I know she does.’

‘Right.’ Zu hated Naani saying she knew what Deepika was thinking. Because (a) Mum was dead and, in her view, vaporized rather than, as Naani believed, floating around reincarnated as a butterfly and (b), more pertinently, Naani had had no time for Deepika’s opinions when she was alive.

‘Things have obviously fizzled out with that Betty, so I want you to start looking for him.’

‘Where would I look?’ Zu exclaimed. ‘I’m not going to fix up Dad with one of my friends.’

‘Just look around you. I’ll keep an eye open too. But he needs someone. People shouldn’t live alone. It’s unnatural. I should know.’

Violins. Hankies. ‘You can always go and live with Uncle Amit, you know that.’

‘I know, Baccha. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I can manage on my own, but women are capable. Men not so. Could you ever have imagined your Naana coping by himself?’

‘The world’s moved on a bit since then. Dad’s British, not Indian. He wasn’t brought up with ayahs wiping his bottom until he was ten and rushing around picking up his toys.’

‘He still needs a woman’s love. I can’t believe we’ve neglected that fact for so long.’

‘All right, Naani.’ Zu knew she was right. ‘We’ll put our minds to it.’

‘Excellent. How is the job hunting going, by the way? I didn’t get a chance to ask yesterday.’

‘All sorts of things on the cards,’ Zu lied. The aid business was in dire straits. She’d called in every favour, phoned everyone she’d ever met; they were all very sympathetic but they were all saying nothing was out there.

‘You could come and work for me,’ Leela wheedled.

Leela Sangar was not exactly a typical Indian grandmother. Well, she was in that she’d come here forty-nine years ago, from the Punjab, newly married to a virtual stranger, dreading the English cold, apprehensive about coping without armies of servants, but also certain that Britain held more opportunities than home.

While most Indian wives had been ambitious for their husbands, Naani – spoilt only daughter – had been ambitious for herself. Naana Amit was an enlightened Hindu husband who saw no problem with his wife working, and just months after Uncle Amit was born Leela had set up a business doing facials and massages near their home in Southall. By the time Uncle Mahesh was born, the business had expanded to four more outlets, and by the time Uncle Arun and then Deepika arrived she had opened a West End salon offering full beauty services, as well as her magical facials, a celebrity clientele was amassing and there was a six-month waiting list to be seen by her.

Forty years on, Leela’s salon was still going strong and so was her beauty range, including a line sold by Sainsbury’s and Waitrose. She had a magazine column, giving advice on everything from cellulite to annoying husbands, she had bought a mansion in Wembley and flew first class six times a year to India to combine new product research with family visits.

Naana, who’d had his own successful career as a cardiologist, had died six years ago, but Naani kept up the role of superwoman, cooking huge feasts for her expanding family at every opportunity and making sure she was up to date with every smidgeon of gossip.

As a small child, Zu had hardly known her. Leela and Deepika hadn’t talked since Deepika had run off and married Tony, aged just twenty. Zu was eighteen, away at uni when her mother died, and her first real encounter with Leela had been at Mum’s cremation when, dressed head to toe in white, she’d wept throughout the service. At the wake back in Farthingdale Road she’d bustled about completely dry-eyed, offering food and drinks to the guests and, when they almost immediately ran out of supplies, conjuring up more.

Then she’d ushered all the guests out, sent the twins to bed, tidied up and sent Zu and Tony to bed too with herbal sleeping pills (they’d both binned them and taken some proper lovely chemical stuff). In the morning she’d returned with a batch of meals to stuff in the freezer, which Tony and the boys had lived off for months, while she took Deepika’s ashes to the airport and escorted them back to India to scatter them in the Ganges.

On her return, Leela had insisted they kept the lines of communication open. Once a month she took Zu out for an expensive dinner. Initially Zu had been frightened they’d talk about nothing but Deepika and how she’d let them all down, but in fact her mother was rarely mentioned – and never critically.

Instead, Leela had talked mainly about herself: how magnificently she’d done, how much more there was to achieve and – after a handful of meetings – had intimated that there would always be a place for Zulekha in the family firm. Although Zu would rather have gnawed through her left elbow than work for a beauty company, nonetheless, wary respect soon mutated into exasperated fondness. Leela was annoying, but there was no doubting her good heart.

Leela had tried to help Tony financially but as he’d pulled himself together he’d told her they could manage and, huffily, she’d backed off. Zu wished he hadn’t been so proud. Even though she’d told herself she was not going to let herself be troubled by what went on at home, it still bothered her that the house needed painting and the roof repairing. That aside, Tony needed a decent holiday, but with him having to put the two boys through uni, Zu couldn’t see that happening for years. And yet, now the hand was being extended to her, she too recoiled. She loved Leela, she needed a job, but day in, day out at Naani’s beck and call? No thanks.

‘I really think my skills are best suited to aid,’ Zu responded in what she hoped was her most tactful voice.

Leela snorted. ‘Well, if you change your mind the offer is still there. Honestly, what would your grandfather say if he knew that none of his grandchildren wanted to join a family business?’

Zu resisted the urge to ask how come Leela knew what Deepika was thinking but not Naana. She stubbed her cigarette out on the window sill. ‘Listen, I have to go. Dad’s calling me downstairs.’

‘I’ll be over soon. I love you.’

‘OK, Naani.’ Zu wasn’t very good at saying ‘I love you’. She did love Naani, just as she loved Tony and the boys and Anjali, but somehow saying it made her uneasy. Mum had said ‘I love you’ all the time, but she’d never behaved like she did. So Zu just said: ‘See you later. Bye.’
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Zu was far too alert to go back to sleep, so she went downstairs and unloaded the dishwasher, while feeding herself spoonfuls of cold curries (they were always even tastier the morning after) and dwelling on what Naani had said.

All the niggling fears that had been sloshing around Zu’s head since she’d come home were solidifying into icy, lumpen reality. Tony needed a girlfriend – better still, a wife. He was lonely, the boys were leaving home, Zu didn’t want to stay, so who else to fill the gap? But given that his social life was non-existent, he was going to need help finding her.

What could Zu do though? Her friends were all at least twenty years too young for him, not to mention the fact that the idea of matchmaking any of them with her father was repellent. Zu shoved the problem to the back of her mind. She’d return to it later, but for now she was going to go out for the papers and buy the ingredients for a proper fry-up. She wanted to spoil the boys while she still could.

It was even hotter than yesterday, the blue sky stretched taut like a tent over their quiet suburban street. Zu clamped on her headphones and fiddled her iPod dial until she found some Debussy harp music that perfectly matched the weather. Zu’s iPod was her constant companion; the thought of a journey without it, however short, was like Anjali going out without make-up – unthinkable. Letting the music wash over her, blocking out the noise of doors slamming, tears, and plates breaking, had always been the best way to keep real life at a distance.

She overtook a woman who could have been any age between twenty and forty, wearing cut-off jeans and a vest top, a cigarette hanging between her lips as she pushed a pram containing a screaming baby. ‘Shut up,’ the woman snapped and took another drag.

The anger that simmered inside Zu roared up as it always did when she witnessed scenes like this. Mum used to snap at her just like that. Though not when she was a baby, she reminded herself – at least, not as far as she knew.

She tried not to dwell too much on the eight years she’d had with her mother before the boys were born because it made what came afterwards seem even more bleak. But every now and then she’d recall moments of pure happiness, like diamonds in a dark mine. The pair of them snuggling up, interlocking fingers, stretching out both their arms and declaring ‘I love you this much.’ She remembered gazing at the glossy back of Mum’s head as they drove to ballet, and standing on a stool in the kitchen helping her mix a cake. She’d never been able to accept that her skin was so much lighter than her mother’s, and on one famous occasion had rectified this by covering herself all over in brown felt-tip.

The changes had come subtly. Zu was nine, so the boys must have been one, when she remembered Mum telling her she was far too old to be collected from school and she could walk home alone now. So she had, even though she’d found it scary because she had to cross a main road and cars didn’t always stop at the lights. Anyway, she remembered one day walking into the kitchen with her book bag and finding Mum at the table, holding a mug of tea. The boys, in high chairs, were rubbing banana goo into their hair. Deepika’s face was twisted and she was sobbing, her shoulders shaking. Zu would never forget the sight of her tears dripping into her mug, the noise of the boys banging spoons on their trays, oblivious.

Another time, maybe six months later, Zu had come home to find the kitchen empty. ‘Mum!’ she’d yelled, running upstairs. Mum was in her bed under the covers. The boys were gabbling to each other, Rohan’s nappy stank and the room looked as if it had been devastated by a tornado.

‘Mum, what are you doing?’

‘I’m taking a nap,’ she’d snapped. ‘Is that allowed?’

‘But are you OK?’

‘I’m fine. Just take them away from me.’ She hadn’t even emerged from under the covers. A snake squirmed in Zu’s stomach, her head felt as if it were being crushed and her breathing slowed down as she grabbed a boy under each arm and hurried down the stairs with them.

Poor Tony, trying and failing to jolly them through it all. As soon as he got back from the workshop he’d take over: make supper, tidy up, put the boys to bed, sign any school forms of Zu’s.

‘He needs a new wife, he needs a new wife.’ Naani’s words rattled through Zu’s brain like a runaway train. Of course, it wasn’t the first time Zu had thought about this, especially when Mum had been alive. Then she’d often harboured disloyal fantasies about her father eloping with one of her friend’s mothers – someone like Carina Jackson, Bella’s mum, who had apple cheeks and long blonde hair she wore in a plait, who was always in the front row at plays and concerts brandishing her camcorder. Bella had found her behaviour mortifying; Zu had been so envious that even the memory made her stomach contract.

After Deepika died, Zu had felt so guilty that her wish to lose her real mother had been granted and the stepmother fantasies faded away. Sometimes she’d wondered if Tony would like to meet someone but he’d always been so busy – working and then going to parents’ evenings and ferrying the boys about from judo to cricket to orchestra practice and their mates’ houses – that Zu couldn’t see how he’d ever have time.

Occasionally he went to the pub with people from work, but he’d always be home by midnight. As far as she knew, no one had ever stayed the night – the boys would have mentioned it. Zu did not want to dwell on her father’s sex life, but – to paraphrase Naani – had he really been living like a monk all this while? Eight years was a long time for a man to exist without a shag; some of Zu’s boyfriends could barely manage eight hours. All right, there’d almost certainly been a liaison with Beth, but she hadn’t been at the party and if it had been serious they’d surely know by now.

At the corner shop, Zu bought the papers, Marlboro Lights, mushrooms, tomatoes, sliced white bread, sausages, bacon and eggs for her surprise fry-up. Back home everyone was still asleep. Zu sat at the kitchen table with a warmed-up naan and some saag aloo, flicking through the Sunday Post.

Nothing about Chechnya, quelle surprise, just dull political rows, economic gloom, gossip about someone called Kara Tointon and her potential new boyfriend, no disasters. She flicked through and suddenly on the so-called women’s pages – the ones Zu normally skipped, so bloody patronizing thinking women only want to read about make-up and hair – something caught her attention.


WHEN SINGLES TURN TO A MATCHMAKER

With one in five single Britons now paying someone to find them a partner, using a matchmaker is quickly losing its stigma. But is it a route to happiness? Karen Drake investigates.



Zu’s scalp prickled. The article was full of examples of people who, not knowing how to meet members of the opposite sex, had turned to a dating agency. ‘All my friends were hitched with children and the social scene we enjoyed in our thirties was long gone.’ Now they had found love through the agency and were married with several children. Sounded like a living hell to Zu, but she knew most people weren’t like her at all, and thank goodness, or the human race would be extinct.

‘Perhaps we can learn something from Asian cultures where arranged marriages are still seen as the way forward,’ Karen Drake wrote.

Hmmm. Naturally Zu was unconvinced. But a marriage agency was different from Anj and Raman. It wasn’t insisting Dad married someone, it was just helping him meet some new friends. Dad, whose birthday was coming up and who was always a nightmare to buy for.

An idea began to dawn.


Juliet, 40, a doctor, used the services of the Temperley Bureau. Based in ultra-hip Marylebone with offices in Monaco and Geneva, the service was costly (annual membership starts at £1,000) but, she said, unparalleled. ‘They really took the trouble to find out who I was and to introduce me to people who shared all my tastes and interests. It was only a matter of time before the chemistry kicked in.’ Juliet is getting married next month to Andrew, a 48-year-old lawyer.



Zu bit her lip. Tony was far from being a lawyer; he repaired string instruments. But something like the Temperley Bureau, which had the personal touch, appealed much more than a faceless website. She ran upstairs, found her Mac and turned it on. Straight to the Temperley website. It had a navy-blue background, a logo with a crest and a picture of a gurning bride and groom. Probably off their faces on drugs.


Looking for that special someone? Temperley can find them for you. Scientific research shows it takes less than ten minutes to fall in love. Within seconds of meeting that special someone, your body starts producing ‘love drugs’, similar to cocaine, like adrenalin and dopamine. But how do you find your soulmate in the first place? Well, that’s where Temperley comes in!



There was a page of success stories and within seconds Zu was reading about Georgia and Alan, just about to have their second child, and about Betty and Cameron, ecstatically happy together.


We take the trouble to really know our clients. Prices start from £120 plus VAT for a trial monthly membership.



One hundred and twenty plus VAT. Normally Zu bought Dad something like a DVD box set. She was unemployed. Her bank account was healthyish, because all her expenses were covered in the field, but she didn’t know how long she’d need the cash for. But still, but still …

The mouse was hovering over contact us when Rohan stuck his head round the door.

‘Gwaargh. I feel rough. What are you doing?’

‘Just surfing.’ Zu jumped up guiltily, as if he’d caught her gazing at photos of Dominic West’s crotch. ‘I’ve been to the shops. Going to make you a full English.’

‘Really? Sweet, Zu.’ He rubbed his hands together and patted his stomach.

‘But then,’ she warned, trying and failing to sound tough, ‘you have to help clear up.’

‘Whatevs.’ Rohan picked up a colour supplement. ‘Can I have scrambled eggs, not fried?’
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Naani didn’t leave the house until after five, by which time she’d cleaned it from top to bottom and filled the freezer with half a dozen curries. Now the boys were slumped in front of the Xbox, guiding avatars through wrecked buildings and dilapidated warehouses, occasionally shooting each other in the back with an Uzi, while Tony flapped around them.

‘So, you’re sure you’ve taken out full insurance? Because if you get sick it can cost millions to have you flown home.’

‘Dad, we’re cool,’ Rohan growled, frowning as someone on the screen died an agonizing death.

‘And you’ve definitely had all the immunizations?’

‘Chill, Dad.’

Tony watched them for a moment, his face twisted with anxiety, but eventually he shrugged. ‘I need to sort out the tumble dryer,’ he said and disappeared into the minute room behind the kitchen which smelt of steam and soap powder.

He didn’t emerge until shortly before dinner. Afterwards, he said he needed an early night and about nine he disappeared to bed, the Sunday papers under his arm.

Suspicions correct. The scab over Zu’s heart which had covered up her worries about her father’s miserable life was beginning to crack; blood oozing again. Dad was lonely. He had no life. She needed to sort him out, fast. The marriage agency probably wasn’t the answer – that would be too easy – but she had to give it a chance. Because if she didn’t, she’d feel too guilty to leave home again and she and Tony would grow old together. She’d push him round in his bathchair and the neighbourhood children would jeer at them and put dog turds through the letterbox.

First thing the following morning she looked at her BlackBerry and found – amongst various missives from buddies having fun in far-flung places, lucky bastards – a reply from Temperley.


Dear Zulekha,

Thank you so much for your email, which touched us deeply. Your father sounds like an ideal candidate and we’d love to talk to him further. Would you like to come in and meet us and we can have a real heart to heart about his requirements? I hope so!

Kind regards,

Masha Temperley



Zu called straight away.

‘Temperley,’ said a husky voice with a hint of eastern Europe.

‘Is that Masha Temperley? It’s Zulekha Forbes. I emailed you and you emailed me and …’

‘Zulekha!’ Masha Temperley exclaimed. She was Russian, Zu was sure of it. ‘I cannot tell you how touched I was by your email. So sweet, looking for love for your father. And now your problems are solved. Our clients will be lining up to meet him. So when do you come in and talk some more?’

‘Er …’ Zu hadn’t expected things to move this fast.

‘Great. Ten this morning OK? Sorry, got to go, darling, phones are going crazy as usual and I’m all alone. My husband, Gary, is in meeting and Lyuba, our old assistant, has eloped with a client to Istanbul. See you at ten. Bye!’

Zu took the Tube down to Baker Street, delighted to have an excuse to escape the suburbs. Temperley was south of the Marylebone Road, in a grid of quiet backstreets lined with quirky little shops you rarely saw any more. There was an old-fashioned ironmongers, a shop that specialized in shoes for large or wide feet and another that sold clothes for tall women (not the best place for Zu, who was five foot two and a bit sensitive to teasing about how this said a lot about her personality).

Another sold Indian musical instruments. Zu gazed at the huge sitar in the window: music and India, a cheesy emblem of her parents’ union. She’d have to tell Tony about this place. When he was a child he’d taught her all about obscure instruments – zithers, mandolins, ukuleles. They’d try to spot them while listening to music from all over the world. They’d duetted, her on violin and him on piano. After the twins were born there’d been no more time for that. Maybe it was something they could do together now the boys were leaving. Zu shrugged off the idea. Who was she kidding? Those days had gone forever.

She walked on past several beauty salons, hardly of interest to Zu; ditto an extraordinary number of wedding-dress shops. Perhaps the Temperley Bureau sent all their clients there. Through the window of one she saw a woman, about her age, twirling in a frothy gown while another woman – obviously her mother – applauded rapturously. Zu imagined such a scene featuring herself and Deepika and her mouth curled wryly.

She rounded the corner into Luke Street. Number twenty-eight was a tall, grey-brick Victorian terraced town house like something out of a period drama, with black railings outside guarding steep steps to the basement. Box trees flanked the front steps and a brass plate displayed a row of buzzers: for a travel agency, a podiatrist, a graphic designer and the Temperley Bureau.

‘Hello?’ said that husky-accented voice down the intercom.

‘It’s Zulekha Forbes. I have an appointment?’

‘Zulekha! Come in!’ The door buzzed open. Zu began climbing the narrow, beige-carpeted stairs. The Temperley Bureau was on the fourth floor and, even though Zu was fairly fit, by the time she reached the top she was wheezing like an elderly pug. Maybe she should cut down on the fags, she thought, as she did about once a week – knowing that would absolutely never happen.

Standing on the landing was a shiny blonde woman, immediately recognizable from the website as Masha. She was a little older than Zu had guessed from her picture, somewhere in her forties, but in fantastic nick with flawless skin and chin-length hair the colour of freshly churned butter.

She wore a floaty patterned top belted at the waist, tight black jeans over silver stilettos and a quite extraordinary amount





















































Acknowledgements

Thanks hugely to Nisha Parti – any mistakes about Punjabi Indians are entirely my own. To the wonderful staff of the Drawing Down the Moon agency (drawingdownthemoon.com) who gave me so much advice: I’d like to stress that they are in every way superior and more professional than the Temperley staff. To Mari Evans, Lizzy Kremer, Celine Kelly, Katy Szita and Ruth Spencer. To the men and women I met in Odessa in 2009, who understandably must be anonymous. To Emöke Denes, you’re wonderful and this could not have been written without you. And, as ever, to James Watkins.


PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)
Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, Auckland 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, Block D, Rosebank Office Park, 181 Jan Smuts Avenue, Parktown North, Gauteng 2193, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published 2012

Copyright © Julia Llewellyn, 2012

Photograph © Craig Fordham

All rights reserved.

The moral right of the author has been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-14-195839-2

OPS/images/brand.jpg
0

Penguin





OPS/images/9780141048178_TenMinutestoFallinLove_001_IMGX.png





OPS/images/cover.jpg





