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A beautiful love story. It is modern and global in thought, yet fiercely Indian at heart.

Nik and Reena are unforgettable characters. They will stay with me for a long time to come. 

Sarah Ismail, Editor, Same Difference. 

[Saz] has a unique style of blending striking themes with her favourite songs, giving the readers a gentle feel of life and laughter. Highly recommend these enjoyable reads.

Dr Pushpinder Chowdhry, MBE, Festival Director, 

UK Asian Film Festival
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I grew up straddling British and Gujarati Indian culture. My books are stories that make you think, for readers who like the multicultural layers of South Asian family drama, Bollywood style gatherings and lots of references to food. I draw on my upbringing in England and the layers of complexity of living with my Indian heritage and my Britishness and use this to create stories to represent people from a diverse community with honest and positive life experiences.

Where Have We Come was a finalist in The Wishing Shelf Book Awards 2020, it is based on true events that has shaped my outlook on life’s trials and tribulations. My short story Broad Street Library was long listed in Spread the Word Life Writing Prize 2020.

Please visit my website, where you can read my blog and sign up to my newsletter where I will share, missing scenes, recipes, playlists and all things book related.

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Website www.sazvora.com

BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Where Have We Come - Book Two 

University Reena & Nikesh Duet

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Note from Saz
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My Heart Sings Your Song
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“Why are you afraid? We are in love and haven’t stolen anything.”

Translated lyrics from “Pyar Kiya To Darna Kya” Lata Mangeshkar, Shakeel Badayuni.

SOUNDTRACK

To enhance your reading experience, you can listen to the playlist for My Heart Sings Your Song on Spotify.

My Heart Sings Your Song
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Dedication
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To my husband, my soul mate. When I think of all the times we could have met, it is a miracle that we finally fell in love in Leicester. I love you always and forever.

To our second son, come home, I miss you. Joking apart, I am so glad to have you as my son. You’ve made me very happy.

To our youngest son, I admire your resilience and perseverance. I am very proud of what you’ve achieved.
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Late September 1984

I COULDN’T GET RID OF the ache that rested like a stone on my chest. I was not sleeping properly, waking up with a panic that made me gasp for air.

I had worked at Roop Lila again that summer, trying to keep my mind off what I had done. Even my brother, Amit, and his wife, Smita Bhabhi, gave me time to myself. Smita Bhabhi silently provided me with food and cups of tea in my room when I came home from work. The walls in our house were thin, so they probably heard from their bedroom the sobs I couldn’t control. They asked me if they could leave me alone tonight. I loved them both for not asking me why I was so sad and told them they should have a life.

My father came home later than usual. I could tell straight away he wasn’t happy. His expression darkened, and he had a look of determination to obliterate whatever had brought it on.

“Shouldn’t you be studying?” he asked angrily as he saw me slumped on the sofa.

“I’m taking a break today,” I replied, pulling my aching body up to get out of his way.

“No, sit. I want to talk with you.” He slung his jacket on his favourite armchair and stood at the sideboard, reaching for a bottle. He filled a small tumbler with the golden liquid of Johnnie Walker, his favourite tipple.

“Do you know a Dolat Mehta?” His eyes, as dark as the night, burned into me. “I’ve just had to hear his pompous ramblings on how university has made some people reach above their class. And how he knows of a family whose son was besotted with a girl who was dirt poor and should have been brought up better. Do you know who that family is, Reena?” His voice rose. “Do you want to know their name?”

I fixed my eyes on the carpet. I didn’t want to know, but I was positive he was going to tell me. He was in a dark mood, and I preferred to listen than to face the consequences of arguing.

“The late Ramprakash Raja, that’s who. I’ve told you to stop being friends with that boy. You ignore me; you carry on behind my back. You do not respect me.” His knuckles turned white from holding the glass too tightly. “When will you learn, they are indulging their son. You are never going to be suitable.” He picked up his glass of whisky and gulped it down. 

I was shocked Dolat Mehta could have said this and I found myself wondering how he knew my father and why he had chosen to say this now.

I recalled the times I’d met him at Nik’s. He was arrogant and highly opinionated, one of the rich Indians who thought too highly of themselves and took advantage of their privilege.

It brought back all my misgivings about wealthy Indians, and I was glad I wouldn’t have to see him again.

“I’m sorry, Daddy; I’ve stopped seeing him.”

My father pursed his lips. He wanted to say more but saw the hurt in my eyes. I walked out and ran up the stairs, flinging myself on the bed. Hot angry tears flooded my eyes.

I had been stupid. I’d let him get into my heart. He was just like all the other privileged types with a use-and-abuse-them attitude.

I had seen them before, the boys at my brother’s grammar school. They’d played a complicated game of conquest with girls from my grammar school. It was always the same, a little bit of skirt from the other side of the track. They would then go off to university promising to keep in touch. The girls were left devastated, waiting for a letter, a phone call or any morsel of hope, their dreams shattered. Mills and Boons had a lot to answer for with so many girls of my social class. No one wanted a working-class girl in their family. The wealthy wanted to grow their wealth, not deplete it. 

Nikesh Raja was the same. As soon as it became complicated, he disappeared. His fake love was a tick on his must-do list before he settled down with a suitable girl from an equally wealthy family. My head told me I was right, but my heart hoped he was different.

***
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I RECOLLECTED THE day he came to see me earlier in the summer break, too late to support me. I had gone up to my bedroom; I couldn’t tolerate the happy faces on the TV. It was just too much, too soon. The emptiness in my heart filled my core, blackening everything. I resented other people’s laughter.

I knew it was the right decision to make. I was in my final year at university, and I promised myself I would fulfil my ambition to be a producer. I thought Nik supported me. He should have let me make up my own mind. After all, it was my body. If he hadn’t cut the conversation in anger, I might have considered my options. But he’d done what he’d been brought up to do. His papa had warned me he wasn’t responsible.

Someone rang the doorbell; I peered at the alarm clock. I wondered who would come visiting at this late hour. I had been staying at Umi’s that week; I couldn’t face going back home and having to deal with my family. They knew nothing about the choice I made. I’d told them I was spending some time with Umi to keep her company while her father was away at a conference. The conference part was genuine, but it was only for a few days, and her father had returned. He kept patting my head as he walked past me; he sensed something was wrong.

I heard murmurs in the hallway and recognised one of the voices. My heart was in my mouth.

There was a soft knock on the door, and Umi stepped in and sat on the bed. “Nik’s come to see you.”

“I don’t want to see him. Tell him to go away,” I whispered.

“I think ... you need to speak with him. He won’t go away. He’s got that stubborn face on.”

I turned my body over in the bed and said, “I can’t do this ... not now.”

“I’ll stay with you, I promise.”

Umi helped me get out of bed; my body felt too heavy to lift by myself.

She pulled a sweat top over my head and helped put my arms through the sleeves. She wrapped her arm around my waist to prop me up, and we walked slowly down the stairs.

I felt his eyes before I saw them. He was standing at the bottom of the staircase with his hands in his jacket pockets. His hair was dishevelled; there was three days of stubble on his face, and it seemed as if he hadn’t slept for days.

His eyes lingered on my stomach, and as I stepped onto the bottom stair, he moved forward to reach for my hand. I clenched my fists together. I didn’t want him to take them in his.

I glanced up to his face through my fringe and saw his eyes were studying me, trying to gauge my mood. The golden shards in his eyes had lost some of their lustre.

“What do you want, Nik?” I asked through clenched teeth, my hands clenched into tight fists.

“Please, let me explain, Ree.” His voice was rough and low.

Umi drew me closer to her. 

He locked eyes with Umi. “Umi, can I please take Reena outside to talk?”

“It’s not up to me. Ree has to want it.”

He glared at both of us, his face tightened into a taut expression. 

“I won’t leave until you listen to me.”

“Go home, Nik. I don’t want to hear what you have to say.”

He stood with his hands stuffed in his pockets. I had seen the stance before, but he faltered, as Umi’s father’s head popped into the hallway.

“What’s happening girls? Come and sit down.”

Defeated, he turned back to the front door. 

“I’ll wait for you in my car,” he said.

Umi’s father watched the three of us with a quizzical expression.

“We’re going upstairs, Dad; I don’t think Nik will disturb us anymore. Goodnight.”

We climbed to my room, and I headed for the window. Umi followed me and we both watched silently.

My legs felt like jelly and I clasped the windowsill. Umi guided me back to the bed and told me to lie down. She sat, stroking my head in silence.

The time on the alarm clock was 12 o’clock, midnight. I told Umi to go to bed, and she lifted the curtain to peer outside and confirmed to me that he was still waiting in the car. 

I tried to sleep, lying in the darkness, hoping he would get tired of waiting and go. I heard Umi’s father come upstairs and the house finally became still; the time on the alarm clock read 1.30 a.m.

I pulled the curtain slightly to take a glimpse of the car and he turned his head up to match my gaze. I stepped back. He had a sixth sense when it came to me. So why hadn’t he come earlier; he knew I would have wanted him with me! My rage shouted back at me.

The time slowed; minutes felt like hours and hours felt like days. I rested on my bed. Sleep had deserted me. 

At 6.30 a.m. I heard Umi’s father unbolt the front door and beckon to Nik. “Come inside, son, I’m making tea.” I caught the sound of the car door shutting and I heard muffled voices from the kitchen. I’m going to have to speak to him, I thought, exhausted.

“Someone, help me! PLEASE HELP! HELP! HELP!”

“Ree, Reena wake up.” 

I was in Nik’s arms; he was stroking my hair and whispering, “It’s all right, you’re safe; I have you.” I could taste the tears in my mouth and felt them trickle down my neck and I realised I was awake.

Umi appeared at the door, wiping her face with her hand and yawning. She stepped back onto the landing. 

“How did he get inside, Dad?”

“I let him in. Come with me, Honeybee,” her father quietly instructed.

I pulled away from him, determined to keep a distance between us. His eyes filled with hurt.

He sensed the change in our relationship and his shoulders slumped as he shuffled to the bottom of the bed. We sat silently; I did not have the voice to express my feelings. The golden sparkles in his eyes dulled. I wondered, was he hurting for the same reason I was?

Umi brought up some hot drinks. She placed the mug in my hand and handed Nik his and said, “You look like shit, Nik. You both do. You need to talk and sort this out.”

I held the mug in both hands, firstly to feel the warmth and secondly to prevent him from clutching them. I was scared I would not hold my resolve if he touched me again.

“I ... I’m sorry ... I should have been with you.”

“You let me down, Nik. You’re too late ... You should have come on Tuesday.” My voice gave way and I gulped back a sob.

The dream. What have I done? I sobbed and my whole body convulsed as the last vestige of any moisture in my body flooded through my eyes.

He reached to comfort me, and my hand held his chest to push him away.

“Go, Nik ... I can’t forgive you. I can’t forget what I’ve done. Every time I see you, I’ll feel the shame. We don’t have a future together any more. I was wrong to even think we did.”

I saw the tears trickle down his cheek. I wondered if he was crying because of me or because of what I’d done.

“I love you. Please give me another chance ... I promise I’ll never let you down again.”

I shook my head slowly. “I can’t forget what has happened. You have to leave me.”

I let him hold me and kiss me but when I couldn’t respond his kisses stopped. He rested his forehead on mine. Our breath mingled, shallow, gasping. He was crying.

He pushed himself off the bed and stood with his hands hanging by his sides. 

“I will always love you, Ree. Always have, always will. Without you my heart is empty.”

I wished he had said it that day. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see him leave.

He said goodbye to Umi, and her father, and I watched from the window for one last time as he walked to his car. He had shrunk. His shoulders were hunched, and his steady athletic stride had been swapped for halting steps. He opened his car door and turned to the house. Our eyes met for one last time.

My heart broke into tiny fragments. It would never be whole again. I thought he was the only one for me. 

My mind wandered to Fresher’s Week in my first year at Warwick. The day I met Nikesh Raja and how my life had changed because of him. 
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September 1982

I FORCED MYSELF TO WAKE UP. Wake up Reena! Wake up, Reena! Wake up! 

My heart was thumping against my chest. I was gasping for breath. I opened my eyes and focused on my surroundings. Where was I? Nothing was familiar to me. I began to panic again and I felt a trickle of sweat run down my back. I sat up and willed myself to calm down. Suddenly I remembered where I was. I didn’t want my newly-made bed to become soaked with sweat, not on the first night I slept in it. I glanced at the alarm clock; it was 6 a.m. It was too early to get out of bed, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep.

I dreamt of the white box again and the feeling of dread. Sometimes I shouted for my mother; sometimes I felt the claustrophobia of the hot room. Most of the time I woke up crying.

I changed into my jogging bottoms and headed out; the sky was navy-blue, and the sun hadn’t risen yet. Rather than go for a run, I decided on a walk around the campus. I knew of the lake and made my way down the path leading to it. I came to a bench and sat to watch the sunrise. It was a peaceful time; there was a light breeze and bulrushes rustled as they brushed against each other. There was no one out at this time of the morning. It was too early in the term for returning revellers and for early risers. Although my day had started badly, the morning was unusually warm for late September and the sound of the grasses and the morning chorus was calming my nerves as I made a note of the place by the water, my new sanctuary. 

It made me feel at home and calmed me down. I was used to walking by the River Soar that ran near where I lived in Leicester. Rivers and the sound of water soothed me and reminded me of my childhood days of lingering and drawing by the river at home. I sat by the lake until I heard people begin to stir and walked back to my room in Rootes Hall. The halls of residence had a shared kitchen which made perfect sense as I couldn’t afford to buy food from the canteen every day. That would undoubtedly have made university life difficult for me. I had a student grant for the rent and living expenses, but it didn’t cover everything.

However, I made my mind up to go to the canteen for breakfast. I had decided that the only way I was going to make new friends was to eat at the canteen for at least a week. It would deplete my already meagre funds, but I was hoping to get a job to help me live away from home.

“Oops,” I said when I bumped into one of my housemates as I approached the kitchen door. 

“What the fuck!” The girl adjusted her hold on her mug of tea. 

“Sorry, are you okay?”

Ignoring me, she walked away from me, shaking her head, and stepped into a doorway further along the corridor. That’s a bit rude, I thought to myself. She didn’t spill her tea and I did apologise.

I made myself a cup of tea and went back to my room to get ready for the day.

It took me ages to decide what I was going to wear, having already discounted three outfits. I admired myself in the full-length mirror.

I was wearing a pair of sky-blue trousers that skimmed my ankles, a white T-shirt and a carnation-pink cashmere V-neck cardigan which didn’t make my breasts look too big. My long hair was swept back in a high ponytail. I had a full fringe that covered my forehead and I had applied red lipstick on my cupid-shaped lips. To complete the whole homage to the sixties, I had put on my black patent shoes with a tortoiseshell buckle. At the age of sixteen I had discovered charity shops had cheap, good-quality clothes that I could adjust and wear to keep my wardrobe fresh. How else would I have been able to afford fashionable clothing? We had a limited budget for clothes in my family. 

Before stepping out of my room, I checked my face in the mirror; my pale skin is flawless, and a tinge of pink blush sat on my plump cheeks. My nose, small and almost button-like. I do not have any Indian traits; even the colour of my hair has an undertone of Auburn running through it. My eyes are huge for my small, round face. They are as rich as the soil in winter; stained with the colour of dark chocolate, my pupils black and large. My dark lashes are thick and long. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul: mine show every emotion. That morning they showed the gnawing anxiety I was carrying with me.

I glanced to my right before I stepped out into the narrow corridor.

“Hello, I’m Umi.”

She was holding her hand out to me. It was the same girl from earlier in the morning. My first instinct was to ignore her and walk away, but I reminded myself I was going to try to make friends.

I inhaled, and shook her hand and replied, “Hi, I’m Reena Solanki.”

“Are you Indian?” Her expression was full of surprise; her eyebrows had risen, and two frown lines had appeared on her forehead.

She expanded, “It’s just you don’t look Indian. Your skin’s a bit pale and you don’t have the nose. Is your mum white?”

I had heard the implied meaning so many times, it was wearing thin, but I was shocked she would say it to my face. She had Indian features: the dark skin, the long nose, the almond-shaped eyes, the voluptuous body; she stood at five feet six inches tall which was unusual for Indian girls.

I’m five feet two inches tall and among some of the girls from the Indian community at home, I was always defined as the tall girl. 

“I am Indian. I promise,” I smiled. 

She released a chuckle, grabbed my arm and said, “Come, let me buy you breakfast. You are going for breakfast, right?”

Her naturally soft, curled black hair is her crowning glory; it cascaded down her back. It is not the same colour as mine, as sometimes in the light you can see a red tint in my hair.

Her black hair showed a hue of dark blue; I wondered if she dyed it. I didn’t mean to stare. She whispered, “No, it’s all natural.”

As we climbed down the stairs, I asked, “Is Umi short for anything?” 

She replied, “Yes, my name is Urmila Yadav.”

The canteen was housed in the Rootes Social Hall, a concrete and glass structure built at the same time as the other Warwick University campus buildings. It could be entered from the north by the student halls or from the south through University Street. 

The ground floor was completely encased in glass and the levels were held up by concrete stilts. The dining hall was laid out with row upon row of long tables with wooden chairs on both sides.

The clock on the wall read 9.30 a.m. and the room was already bursting with students. The queue for the food was long but moved quickly. There was a large lady with dyed platinum blonde hair asking people to move out of their vacant chairs and barking orders to the cleaning staff.

The serving area was laden with cereals, bread, fruit, and soft drinks. I picked up a tray and Umi and I stood at the hot food bar to fill our plates with a full English breakfast. We both declined the gloopy baked beans and took a couple of slices of hot buttered white toast. There were a couple of women serving tea and coffee from large urns. I opted for tea and Umi asked for a coffee with hot milk.

The queue to pay was as long as the queue for the food. Umi started to eat her toast, moaning about the lack of tills.

I was impressed with the way she could hold her tray with one hand and eat with the other. I didn’t have the confidence to do the same.

We searched for a place to sit in the crowded dining hall. Umi pointed to the furthest row, near the back windows. “Come on, Reena, before someone takes the seat.” She swiftly walked to the end of the long room.

There were two vacant chairs opposite a bunch of people whose backs were to us.

I concentrated on keeping the cup of tea and the glass of water from sliding across the tray.

Suddenly my tray jumped out of my hand and a sausage, a rasher of bacon, six button mushrooms and a fried egg flew upwards. The tray miraculously landed back in my hand; I gripped it as if my life depended on it. The plate and a dollop of ketchup were still there as the food landed in slow motion. I began to pray, please, please don’t land on anyone. I won’t make friends if I keep throwing food at everyone. The shattering sound of the cup of tea and the glass brought applause from everyone in the vicinity. I was mortified. I wished the floor would open and swallow me up.

“I’m so, so, so sorry. Are you okay, are you hurt?”

Standing in front of me among the shattered glass and ceramic was a pair of expensive Italian brown leather shoes. My eyes slowly rose up; he was wearing a pair of dark-blue jeans, a light-blue button-down Oxford shirt and a tan leather bomber jacket. His eyes were exquisite; they were the colour of burnt toffee, with bright golden shards that radiated from huge black pupils. My breath caught and, when I tried to speak, my voice failed me. 

“What the fuck! Didn’t you see us? What do you think you’re doing?” Umi was ranting at him.

He lifted up both his hands, palms out to her and apologised again. 

The fake platinum blonde was already by our side, asking us to move so she could clean up.

We both moved out of the way of the broken crockery and he guided me gently to a clean area by placing his hand on my elbow. He stood in front of me.

“Please, let me buy you another breakfast. It was my fault entirely. I shouldn’t have lifted my arm up without checking.”

He wore his luxuriant hair long; a short fringe fell on his broad forehead framing his handsome face. His toffee coloured complexion glistened from recent exposure to the sun. 

“No, it’s okay,” I croaked. I was sure I had seen him before, but couldn’t recall where.

My eyes rested on his lips; they were full and of equal proportion. There was a small indent on the top lip. My mind began to wonder what could have caused it. It was a very faint, barely noticeable scar.

“No, I insist. Please, let me. Do you want me to get it for you?” Concern was visible on his face.

I shook my head in reply. “I can get it.” He insisted on coming with me and walked by my side as I went back to the queue.

When I reached for the tray, he took it from me and released a soft sigh. He waited with me while the staff served me again. I added a dollop of ketchup to my plate. I placed it on the tray. He asked for a coffee for himself and asked me what I wanted to drink.

“May I have a tea, please? Thank you,” I replied quietly.

We queued to pay, and he introduced himself.

“Hi, I’m Nikesh Raja.” 

He had perfectly straight white teeth, his smile slightly lopsided.

“Hi ... I’m Reena Solanki.” I tried to raise a small smile, but failed miserably. I averted my eyes, looking at my feet and concentrated on the streak of ketchup on my shoe.

When we came back to the table, Umi was chatting with some other people and Nikesh put my tray next to hers and went back to sit at his seat. There was a plate of half-finished breakfast waiting for him. He set it aside and reached for his cup of coffee on my tray. Umi was laughing with Nikesh’s friend and smiled up at me.

“Reena, meet Peter. Can you believe it, these guys are doing Law too.” She was pointing to everyone else sitting at the table. They all shouted out their names and raised their hands as an introduction. I was reminded of school again. Finally, Nikesh waved at Umi and introduced himself.

I was so mortified at my accident that I blocked out all the talking, concentrating on my breakfast, cutting up the sausages and bacon into small pieces. It took a long time for me to eat. I chewed my food at least ten times before I swallowed. It was a habit I developed over time; my father would always refill my empty plate quickly. So, to stop him, I had learnt to take small mouthfuls.

“Come on, boys and girls! Make space for the next lot!” Ordered the platinum blonde. The future lawyers scraped back their chairs. Nikesh smiled at me and loitered briefly by his chair, then turned to catch up with his friends. Umi waited for me to finish my cup of tea.

Umi and I began to tease out information about each other’s lives. We had both lost our mothers; her mother passed away when she was eleven years old and she, too, had been brought up by her father and a friendly neighbour. But that was the only commonality between us.

My father worked in a factory; her father was a maths teacher in an affluent school. 

I loved to cook; she didn’t know how to cook.

I went to the mandir a lot; she hadn’t been since her mother’s death. 

I told her about my older brother; she told me she was an only child.

Leaning against a windowsill in the narrow corridor of our halls was Dick; his legs were crossed at the ankle, revealing the worn soles of his blue suede Chelsea boots. 

He turned towards us, and snapped the book shut, using a postcard to mark the page. 

“Hey, Reena. Thought I’d come and see if you want to go to registration together.”

He stopped. His eyes roamed over Umi who was holding my arm and laughing at how Nikesh had looked so uncomfortable at the mess he had made of my breakfast.

I introduced Umi. He held out his hand and said, “Hi. Richard Downs.” 

I was surprised as he introduced himself as Dick Downs to me. 

“So ... What’s so funny?” He asked us and we told him why we were laughing.

He scrunched his brow together and we told him he wouldn’t understand, it was an Indian thing. “Sounds a bit racist to me,” he shrugged as I opened my room to retrieve my documents.

We waited for Umi in the corridor and headed back out. The campus was full of new students heading to registration. There were bunches of students waiting on the benches, sitting on the grass verges, leaning against walls and buildings. Dick and I were both in the Arts faculty, Dick was studying English Literature and I was studying Film and Television Studies. We were heading for a huge marquee that had been put up in front of the Student Union building.

Umi needed to find the Social Science faculty. She took out her introductory pack and confirmed she, too, had to go to the same place as us.

The enormous marquee was full of students queuing at numerous tables placed along the sides. Their faces were full of anxious excitement. A couple of third-year students with badges and clipboards were pacing inside the entrance. A brunette with a breathy voice asked us what faculty we were from and instructed us to register on our courses at the tables which had large bright yellow signs with course names printed on them. She pointed to an area where single tables had been arranged into four-by-four rows and explained that was administration.

The wait to register was unbearably long and I envied Dick, who had brought a book to read while he waited. I was given some more documents to take away with me and I was instructed to show proof of address, my birth certificate and my grant documents to the administration team. I took a detour to where Dick was still waiting to register and I told him I was heading to administration and would meet him outside. I saw Umi talking and laughing with a couple of people in her queue. I wished I had her ease of talking to anyone. I decided I would find her after I had shown my certificates.

The queues were moving much faster at administration and I headed to one with the least number of students. I felt uncomfortable; the tables were small and spaced closely. I tried to make myself as small as possible. I had already touched a couple of people and it made me uneasy.

I handed my certificates to a plump Afro-Caribbean lady with a friendly face. She scrutinised my documents and took the sheet I collected at registration. 

“Date of birth?” she asked, looking up at me.

“25th September 1964,” I replied

“Happy birthday for tomorrow,” she added.

“Thank you,” I said and collected my documents. As I pushed back the chair to stand, it knocked into someone. They had been eavesdropping. How rude, I thought indignantly.

“I’ve never met anyone born on the same day as me.” 

It was the guy who knocked my breakfast tray. I gasped. He raised his left eyebrow and smiled his perfect smile. I raised a tight smile, but inside I was cross he shared my birthday. 

I had a sense that I had met him before, but the name wasn’t familiar to me.

October 1982

I HAD SPENT THE AFTERNOON in the library wasting time looking for books for my essay on the World Cinema that had already been signed out by eager classmates; I was desperate to find a copy of a book about Satyajit Ray and India’s Parallel Cinema. Unlike many of my classmates, I couldn’t afford to buy all the books from the reading list and I hoped I would find at least one to get me started, before I had to beg and borrow them. My morning had been spent in Coventry, distributing my CV in the search for a job to support me. The bright and cold late October day started off optimistically. I had managed to get a lift from a new classmate, Steve, who was heading in to visit his grandmother who lived in Hillfields, so had saved on bus fare. He also spotted me waiting at the No.12 bus stop on the way back, so a win-win for my limited purse. Steve and I parted company by the bus interchange as I had wanted to start on my assignment and he had decided he should go back to halls for an afternoon nap.

At 6 p.m. I decided I’d worked hard enough and struggled to put my new folder of notes in my old leather satchel, a cherished birthday gift that went with me everywhere. The library hadn’t been too busy. It didn’t have as many bodies in it as usual, but the long tables were full of books left unattended by students. It was a territorial marking ritual I’d observed while on my morning jog around the central campus. I had seen many of the second-year students heading into the library armed with books. It was only after the third day of my circumnavigation of Library Street and University Street that I realised the same students were heading back without books to their rooms. 

The Student Union building located in the central campus of Warwick University was a modernist building built in the 1970s and housed the bank, a coffee shop, the NUS help desk and the student bar.

I felt the eyes before I saw them; my stomach began to fill with bile and the contents of a ham and cheese sandwich and Coke I’d had half an hour before began to swirl. The acrid taste of bile and half-digested food hit my mouth. I swallowed the feeling down, gasping for air to help ease the nausea. Why was this happening now? I had always had trouble with crowded places, but, at this time of the evening, the Student Union wasn’t crowded. Besides, I needed to get some money out of the National Westminster Bank, and I’d promised to meet Dick here, too. I waited for an interminable time for the cashier to dispense the cash; I gave the teller a weak smile and grabbed the notes. Instead of opening my purse, I decided to put the money straight into my coat pocket.

“Come on, Reena, get a grip,” I scolded myself with an inaudible whisper. My lungs filled with air, but this did nothing to dispel the uneasiness. The more air I inhaled, the greater my urge to expel the contents of my stomach. I felt the anxiety in every pore of my being.

When I had an anxiety attack, my senses would heighten, and I knew when someone was watching me. What should I do? Should I stop and search for whoever is watching me, or should I leave the building? I mouthed to my myself.

The rush of adrenaline initiates the flight or fight response in most people. My usual instincts were to get away from what was making me uneasy. In this case, it was the concrete-encased building of the Warwick University Student Union. Turning around quickly, I took long strides, hoping I didn’t look like a panicked victim being chased by an invisible monster in a horror movie. I headed in the opposite direction to the set of floating stairs that led to the top-level to the Student Union bar.

I grabbed at my dark-olive parka coat, wrapped it closer to my body and fixed my gaze on the doors. The glass facade of the building was open to the elements on two levels; each exit was through glass double doors. The roof was taller on one side; constructed of rectangles around a rhomboid, it pointed upwards to the top floor bar. My eyes were drawn to a Warwick crest sticker, beyond which I could see the darkness of the night had closed in.

It’s not far. You’ll soon be safe, I told myself silently.

My hand pulled at the handle at the same time as a tall, blond-haired man; our hands met and I flinched from the touch. 

“Reena! Why are you heading out of the Union?”

Relief flooded into my core. Dick Downs’s broad smile filled his entire face; his eyes, the colour of azure, twinkled with a query. We stood on the threshold while people tutted and muttered as we blocked their way. Dick grabbed my elbow and casually steered me back into the building. We walked up the wooden stairs set in the middle of the Union and entered the bar area. Suddenly, I felt it again; someone was watching me, and it wasn’t Dick’s gaze that had me panicked. I resisted the urge to run and called on all my inner anger. Who are you and what do you want? I shouted inside my head.

I scanned the coffee tables against the concrete walls. The occupants were sitting in groups of three and four, all engrossed in conversations with newly-found friends, no-one was looking my way. Who in this building was watching me? I searched the faces, looking for minuscule twitches to reveal their secret. Nothing. My investigations failed me, not a tweak. Perhaps I had wound myself up for no reason, exaggerated the anxiousness. I was nervous about the weekend. I told myself that’s what it was, my fear of going home. 

“So, what do you think? Shall I get the tickets?”

“What? Sorry, tickets for what, Dick?”

“Reena! What’s the matter with you?” Realising Dick had been trying to have a conversation with me, I pulled all my focus back to him as we climbed up to the top level.

“Let me get the drinks. Your usual?” I enquired.

The bar in the Student Union was full of recently legalised drinkers who were on a path to discovering their alcoholic limitations. Thursday wasn’t as busy as the weekend, but it was still bustling with every hue of the student fraternity. I tried to attract the barman’s attention, by edging into a gap. A bleached-haired postgraduate approached, smiling. “Can I help?”

“Can I have two pints of lager and a packet of cheese and onion crisps?”

“Can I see your ID please?”

I swung my bag to the front and reached into it for my purse. This happened to me all the time. I had been eighteen for over a year and nobody believed me.

He took it from me and scrutinised it, holding it up to the light. You would have thought I was committing a major crime; it was only a couple of pints of lager for heaven’s sake. He returned the ID card back to me with a smile.

“Righty oh. Two lagers and cheese and onion crisps, one pound and eighty pence, please.” I handed him two crisp one pound notes and waited for the change. I quickly slipped the packet of crisps into one of the large pockets in my coat. As I turned with the pints in each hand, I felt someone standing too close for my comfort. My eyes spotted a pair of expensive-looking black shoes. Doesn’t this guy realise he’s invading my space? And why is he just standing there? Can’t he see I am armed with drinks? 

I set my face with an indignant expression and glanced up, adding my usual “Excuuuse Me!” in my best school ma’am voice. In front of me was a tall Indian man. His left eyebrow lifted up, and his soft broad lips slowly smiled. His golden eyes drifted to the two pints, revealing a glint of mischief.

“Why would a girl like you drink lager? If you were with me, I’d buy you a Martini, something sophisticated.”

“Ah, but I would never be with you,” I whispered into his ear, making sure to keep my eyes focused on his. I was not going to let him intimidate me. I knew his type: privileged, spoilt, wealthy Indians. What was his name again? Rikesh? Pritesh? Oh yes, Nikesh.” His eyes flickered first and broke the deadlock. He nodded his head slightly and stepped aside.

A trickle of sweat ran down the back of my neck as the heat rose in my body. I felt my cheeks redden and hoped he didn’t notice. He chuckled quietly and I turned towards the long bar against the glass windows, my eyes desperately seeking Dick. I spotted his hunched back sitting next to an empty stool. Pausing to steady my nerves, I took a deep breath and inhaled the acrid smell of cigarettes in the confined space.

I was surprised I made it across the room without spilling a drop and put the pint down gently. Dick asked, “What’s wrong?”

“It’s okay. I’m fine. Just some bloke,” I said nodding towards the bar.

“You’re on edge today. Nervous about the weekend?” he questioned.

Considering I had only met Dick a few weeks ago, he really did seem to have a true understanding of my moods.

Dick and I met at the bus stop at Pool Meadow in Coventry. He had helped me with my suitcase as we boarded the bus up to Warwick University. As we travelled to the Warwick campus, we had quickly struck up a conversation; making me feel comfortable straight away. We had realised that day we had a lot in common; our passion for old black and white films, ’60s fashion, art and photography.

“Reena, what’s the matter with you today?” 

My thoughts were interrupted by Dick’s concerned voice, as his gaze fixed on me. “That’s the second time I’ve asked you if you want me to get a ticket for the special screening of Gone with the Wind for you?”

“Sorry. Just worried about tomorrow and my daddy. You were there when my brother Amit told us he isn’t coping with me being away?”

“Umi’s coming with you, isn’t she?” I nodded.

He took my hand and said, “I’m sure he’ll be happy to see you and won’t even remember your argument. Come on. Drink up. I’ll buy the next round.”

Dick didn’t know that my father held onto his hurt and wasn’t quick to forgive.
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Three
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Late October 1984

IT WAS THE SIXTH DAY OF NAVRATRI, the nine-day dance festival to celebrate the power of Durga. I was going home to Leicester.

I loved going to garba, but it was also a sad time; my father drank heavily and didn’t come to the festival at all. When we were younger, it was Divya Ba who insisted my mother’s favourite time of the year should be celebrated, not mourned. I lit a small divo for my mother in the morning to remember her life. It was difficult, as my memories of her were only vague. My brother, Amit, had a few more and had told me of the times we’d been to Navratri at the mandir and how she used to hold me on her hip and twirl around and around the central shrine.

I had woken in the morning with a start, sweating and crying. I didn’t remember what the dream was about, but, looking back, it would have been the recurring dream of the white box. 

I had persuaded Umi to come with me for the weekend. I needed support. It was the first time I was going home since I left. When I told my father, I had accepted the offer from Warwick University, he had been cross and upset. The worst argument we had was the day I left for Freshers’ Week. My brother, Amit, had gone to Leicester University to study dentistry. I think he chose to stay at home because he felt responsible for me and didn’t want me to deal with my father’s issues alone.

Amit is only four years older than me, but he seems much older. He has taken on the responsibility of looking after us. My father drifts in and out through his mood swings and alcoholic stupors. 

We had taken the 1.15 p.m. bus from Pool Meadow to Leicester and reached the Narborough Road stop by a quarter to two.

As we entered Grasmere Street from the bridge over the River Soar, I knocked on Divya Ba’s door and waited. A plump but tiny old lady opened the door. “My Reena, you’ve come home.” She beckoned me into the house through her sitting room.

Umi and I stepped into the room. The furniture had been placed against the wall; a small 1960s cloth sofa set, a dark-wood coffee table, with a matching display cabinet full of china plates, trinkets and photographs of her children and grandchildren. She also had pictures of my family, one from when I was a baby and a recent photo of us at Amit’s graduation.

“Who’s this, Dikri?” She turned to ask. 

“This is Umi. She’s my new friend from university.” 

“Kem cho, Ba?” Umi replied in Gujarati.

“We thought we’d come early to help with the cooking,” I added as she smiled at us.

“You’re a good girl. First, have you eaten today?”

I told her we’d eaten lunch but wouldn’t mind a drink and we headed into the back room.

In the back room, there was a small TV, two armchairs, a dining table with a drop leaf, chairs and a small coffee table.

She had portioned the vegetables and herbs into stainless steel bowls on the table in readiness for chopping. There was an aroma of cardamom, nutmeg and boiling milk wafting from the kitchen. She headed into the kitchen to stir the dudhpak, which was reducing in a large pan on the stove. “Go get some juice from the fridge,” she turned to me.

The kitchen was neat and tidy. I reached for the glasses from the open shelves by the sink and filled them with orange juice.

“Can you make the masala for the bhinda? Your masala is so much better than mine,” she said as she entered the kitchen.

Umi asked, “Can I do anything?”

“Yes, Beta. Can you wash the mug ni dall? Usha loved it so much she would make twice as much so she could eat it for two days in a row,” Divya Ba replied.

I took the masala tin and headed back to the dining table. “Can I put on a film, Divya Ba?”

“Yes, which one are you going to put on?” 

“Guide.” 

“Ah ... good choice.” She started to sing R.D. Burman’s “Aaj Phir Jeene Ki”; her voice as good as Lata Mangeshkar’s.

I poked my head back into the kitchen and saw Umi turn to me, her jaw slack.

We have done this since I was young; she loved listening to Lata Mangeshkar and Mohammed Rafi and would take us to the Natraj on Belgrave Road to watch Indian films. Umi and Divya Ba joined me in the back room and, while preparing my mother’s favourite meal, we watched Dev Anand and Waheeda Rehman’s controversial love story of two people who break society’s rules.

Once we finished all the preparation, we headed back to the kitchen, listening to the dialogue on the TV. Divya Ba told us what to do. Umi kept asking questions and started to write notes in a little book she had taken out of her handbag.

“What are you doing, Umi?”

“I can’t cook, so I’m making notes. My dad will be surprised when I cook this for him.”

“You don’t have a mother?”

“No, she died when I was eleven. My dad does all the cooking, mostly English food.” 

“So, you’ll find this food spicy?” Divya Ba said with concern.

“No, no, we have Gujarati food. We go to Wembley to eat and we sometimes get a tiffin from the lady down the road.”

“Reena cooks really well. You must learn from her.” Divya Ba nodded, understanding why I’d made a friend of Umi. It didn’t take long to make the meal and we left the frying for later at my house.

“Okay, Divya Ba, we’re going home. I’ll come help with the food later,” I told her as I gave her a hug. She returned it, kissing me on the cheek.

“I’m so proud of you Dikri. University suits you.” She gave Umi a hug and said, “If you want to learn any more about cooking, come to my house any time.”

***
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UMI HAD UNPACKED her outfits and hung them up in my wardrobe and we were both sleeping head to toe on my single bed.

“When does your bhabhi come?”

“I think she arrives at five or sixish.”

“What is she like?”

“She’s lovely, constantly checking we’re all okay. She really loves my brother.”

“Did they study together?”

“Oh, no. She went to Nottingham ... Her parents are like your dad; they don’t object to daughters going away to university.” 

“Are they having an arranged marriage?”

We chatted about their introduced courtship. I explained to Umi that Amit and Smita had met a couple of times before they decided on getting married.

“She’s a dentist too, right?’ Umi asked.

“Yes, they’ll probably have dentist babies, too.” We both started to laugh hysterically at my silly joke.

“Hello. Is that you, Reena?” I heard a familiar voice.

“It’s Amit, he’s early. Come on, Umi,” I said as I jumped off the bed and headed for the stairs. We ran downstairs to find my brother waiting in the dining room, his arms outstretched. I rushed into his arms. He almost lost his balance.

“Woah, you’ve put on weight.” I punched him playfully on his arms and he gave me a bear hug. 

“Missed you, Sis. How’s uni?” he asked me as he pushed me to arm’s length.

“Stop it, Amit. You only saw me on my birthday.” I punched him again. 

“Ouch.” He faked an injury by rubbing his arm.

“Hi, how are you?” He leant in and kissed Umi on the cheek.

Umi told him she was looking forward to meeting his fiancée and going to the garba over the weekend. He informed us we would be going to the Sanatan Mandir with Divya Ba that night, but he had bought tickets for Navratri at De Montfort Hall with a group from India for Saturday night.

“I’m picking up Smita from the station. Do you want to come?” Amit asked.

“Yes, please. What time does her train come in?” I replied, clapping my hands with glee.

“She’ll be here at 5.30. Go and get your coats.”

Leicester Railway Station was a Victorian building on the London Road. Amit was chattering away to Umi about spending his first Navratri with Smita and how excited he was that she was coming to stay with us. I watched my brother; he was nervously running his hand through his thick black hair. He wore it long and it curled up naturally above his shirt collar. 

My brother is thin, but not skinny; he has defined muscles across his back and biceps. He resembles my father; his square face has the same prominent forehead and the same thick arched eyebrows. His cheekbones are high, and he has a small prominent chin. His complexion is slightly darker than mine, the colour of white coffee. 

His round black eyes were searching the noticeboard for information on what platform the London train was arriving on. He doesn’t smile often; I think it is to do with the burden of responsibility he carries for my father and me.

Smita Gohel is the same height as I am; she has an hourglass figure and it is fuller than mine. She wears her straight black hair exceptionally long and loose; it was pushed back off her face by a hairband. She wore subtle make-up, kohl and eyeliner that flicked up in the outer corner. Her large eyes are brown with black flecks. Her full lips were painted a pale coral. 

She was wearing a royal blue coat with black buttons, a pair of cream stirrup pants and high-heeled black court shoes. As she approached the turnstiles, she caught sight of Amit and smiled brightly from ear to ear. Her teeth were perfect, white and straight; she was an excellent ambassador for her profession. Amit ran up to her, taking her bag. I saw a rare smile on my brother’s face. A warm sensation filled my stomach as I, too, began to smile, and they stepped into a matching stride. He pointed, lifting their entwined hands towards Umi and me, as she asked him something. 

“Hello, Reena. How’s uni? All you expected?” Her voice is slightly high-pitched, like Marilyn Monroe in Some Like It Hot. She has one of those voices, the type that never loses its girlish tone.

“Hi, Bhabhi. Meet my friend, Umi.” She shook Umi’s hand and greeted her with a smile.

***
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“WAIT! WAIT!” Divya Ba shouted from the kitchen.

I was surprised that Amit opened the front door; we usually came in through the back. I never thought my brother would put on airs and graces with Smita.

“Come in Reena and Umi.” She urged us into the front room. Smita and Amit waited outside in the cold. We followed Divya Ba into the kitchen. She had prepared a large shallow stainless-steel platter with red sindoor powder and flower petals.

“The kettle is boiled. Can you fill this up and add some cold water to make it comfortable,” she directed me. “Not too much, though. Umi, can you get the white cloth. I’ve put it on the table.” She added some oil and a drop of perfume and I carried it to the waiting couple.

“Smita Dikri, you’re going to have to take off your shoes.” 

Smita was giggling, holding onto Amit’s arm as she slipped out of her shoes, standing barefoot on top of them.

“Umi, can you lay the cloth on the carpet. Reena, take the puja plate and put a tilak on your bhai and bhabhi’s forehead. Put some rice on the tilak ... now, put a piece of gaur in their mouths. Smita Dikri, you step into the platter and then step out on the cloth, right foot first.”

We watched as Smita’s first steps into our home as a future daughter-in-law were traced on the white cloth for prosperity.

She touched Divya Ba’s feet, and she blessed her by placing a hand on her head. My Divya Ba reached for a cellophane-wrapped present on the coffee table. It was a bright-yellow silk saree. “Welcome home, Dikri.” She kissed her on both cheeks.

We sat down in the front room, our coats still on, as the gas fire warmed up the room.

“So, how long are you here for?” I asked Smita.

“I’ve taken a few days off. I go back home on Tuesday.”

Amit was caressing Smita’s knuckles with his thumb. “I’m going to take her to all the garba in Leicester,” he said, his eyes smiling.

“Can you girls come and help me get the food from my house?” Divya Ba was putting on her coat in the lobby by the back door.

She had noticed that Amit and Smita would need time alone. They had only been engaged since the summer and had spent very little time together. As the date for their actual marriage approached, both sets of parents relaxed a little and allowed them more and more unchaperoned time together.

We took longer than needed to bring the pans from Divya Ba’s house and by the time we came back, the table had been laid and Amit and Smita were sitting on the settee in the dining room holding hands and talking.

The key turned in the back door and my father entered the lobby as I was reaching for the kadia to fry the puri and bhajia.

He took off his coat and asked, “You got home safely?”

“Yes, Daddy. I’ve brought a friend with me.”

“New friend? University has made you less shy.” He smiled at me. He walked to the dining room. “How do you do. I’m Reena’s father.”

“Kem cho, Kaka. My name’s Urmila Yadav. Everyone calls me Umi,” she replied in Gujarati. My father’s expression softened. Umi had called him Kaka, the word for paternal uncle in Gujarati.

“How are you Smita? Was your train journey good?” He turned to Smita.

“It was fine, Daddy.” Smita stood up and touched my father’s feet. As he blessed her, Amit handed him a small gift-wrapped box that he gave to his future daughter-in-law. She opened it to find a gold chain with an Omkara pendant. Amit asked to put it on her; she lifted her thick hair as he closed the clasps behind her neck.

“Thank you, Daddy. I love it.” She smiled at my father, and he smiled back. 

“Let me wash and we can start to eat.” He glanced at the dining table. “I know you want to go to the garba tonight.”

“Kem cho, Divya Masi? Have you made Usha’s favourite food today?”

“Yes, Naren. These girls came early to help me.”

“Did you?” He raised a sad smile at Umi and I. My mother’s death anniversary was a difficult day for my father. I do not know how my mother passed away, but I am aware of the guilt he has carried since her death. For the rest of Navratri he would not go to the garba or the mandir. He would listen to music from films he and my mother watched before they came to England. He would drink into unconsciousness and Amit would be responsible for putting him to bed. During the festival, we became the parent and my father became the child who needed to be taken care of.

I entered the kitchen and Smita came behind me. “Let me make the puri, Reena?”

“No, not this time. Go sit, Bhabhi. You are our guest today,” I replied, waving my hand at Umi.

“I can’t roll round puri, Reena,” Umi whispered.

“Don’t worry I’ll roll ... you fry.” I reassured her quietly. We made a pile of puri and then we made the bhajia and took both bowls into the dining room. Divya Ba had ladled out the heated food in serving bowls and they waited for Umi and me to bring in the hot puri and bhajia to start serving our dinner.

We ate the food thinking of my mother, the conversation full of recollection of her life and her knack for making even the most common ingredients into delicious food.

Divya Ba talked most of the time; my father’s eyes glistened as he listened to tales of my mother’s short life in England.
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When we came back at midnight, we found my father asleep in the armchair in the sitting room with an empty bottle and an ashtray full of cigarette ends on the side table.

“Daddy, Daddy.” Amit gently tapped my father’s face to wake him up. Smita and Umi stood by my side. My father slowly opened his eyes.

They focused on me and he asked, “Usha?” Confusion and joy visible in his eyes.

“No, Daddy. That’s Reena,” Amit gently reminded him. His face dropped at the realisation his wife was no longer with him. Smita and Umi squeezed my hands in sympathy. People have always said I take after my mother and when I wear Indian clothes my father’s eyes cloud over and his furrowed brows deepen as he sees the resemblance.

Amit took my father up to his room and we helped Smita make a temporary bed on the settee for Amit. He was sleeping downstairs while Smita visited. I had brought down the spare bedding from my father’s bedroom earlier in the evening and had left it in the dining room.

Amit came downstairs dressed in his pyjamas.

Umi and I said goodnight to Amit and Smita and walked up to my bedroom.

When I opened the door to go to the bathroom, I saw Smita stepping lightly down the stairs in her nightgown. I smiled to myself, thinking my brother and his fiancée would be up for a while.

***
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UMI AND I were resting in my bedroom. Smita and Amit were sitting in the front room and my father had gone out to the pub. We had eaten a big thali at Bobby restaurant after going to Belgrave Road with my brother and his future wife to choose sarees, jewellery and shoes for their forthcoming wedding.

My door opened. Smita poked her head through. She had a friendly face, open and inviting. She asked, “What are you girls wearing tonight?”

“I’m wearing this, Bhabhi.” I held up a purple and yellow striped chaniya choli and Umi showed her the parrot-green and maroon chaniya choli.

“Can you come and help me choose what I should wear?” she asked us. 

My brother’s room was bigger than mine and he was sifting through his wardrobe looking for his outfit. He pulled out the pale blue jabo pyjamas and Smita pointed to two sarees laid out on the bed, a royal blue and cream silk one and a pale mint-green silver-embroidered chiffon one. 

“Good, we’ve been discussing which saree Smita should wear.” Amit greeted us as we entered the room.

“Don’t tell them which
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