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For Zeina
Love you to the moon and back tot.
Keep smiling always X
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Safiya

‘Food for table eight ready.’

‘Saf, table four are asking for the bill.’

‘Excuse me, can we get some more of the—’

Two hours.

Just two more hours until I can go back to my tiny but quiet room and flop face down on the bed. It’s been one of those days which I wish had ended at least six hours ago. Worst bit? I wasn’t even supposed to be working today, but Flavio Sousa – our tyrannical acting manager – called me in. Why didn’t I say no? Because I need this job and I could definitely do with the extra money.

My phone buzzes in my back pocket, and I know it’s either Mum trying her best to not invade the boundaries I set up after I came back from Nairobi – and failing – or Vaneeza, my ever patient best-friend, awkwardly asking if I’ll be able to transfer her the rent today. I really need to get that done.

I haul in what I hope is an energising breath, readjusting the plates of lamb tagine and a couscous salad on my arm before picking up a bowl of Moroccan lentil soup, and then I back out of the kitchen into the main restaurant, narrowly missing a little boy as he runs past me. He’s been doing that since he came into the restaurant with his parents and it’s driving me nuts.

He’s just a child, I remind myself, just a happy, if slightly wild child.

A child, who should have his little backside firmly glued to a chair, but is instead running through the restaurant like it’s his personal playground with nothing more than half-hearted protests from his parents, who are too busy in their own conversation. ‘Georgie. Buddy, what did we say about running indoors?’ Or, earlier, there had been, ‘Georgieee. Honey, what did we say about sitting in the way where people need to pass?’ Honestly. It didn’t matter what they said, he obviously wasn’t listening.

A much-welcome breeze washes over me and I look in the direction of the main door of the restaurant which opens to the bustling high street and suppress a groan when I find Haroon Saeed of all people standing there, giving me his signature grin when he spots me.

I deposit the plates I was holding on table eight and close the distance towards him. ‘What are you doing here, Harry?’ I hiss at my cousin, folding my arms across my chest for good measure to show him I mean business. Sadly, it doesn’t make an iota of difference to him as he shrugs irreverently.

‘Waiting to be seated. I’ve heard great things about this place.’ His brow furrows in concern as he eyes the space around him, presumably taking in the cacophony of noise and customers.

‘Really Harry? From who?’ I narrow my eyes at him knowing perfectly well that he’s not heard anything good or bad about this place and that’s not why he’s here.

He looks at me and after three seconds caves. ‘Fine. I might have wanted to check in.’

‘At my place of work?’ I pick up a menu and walk Harry over to the table furthest away, giving Flavio an uneasy smile so he doesn’t suspect anything, ‘This isn’t on, Harry. I wouldn’t come to your workplace—’

‘First things first, dear cousin-sister of mine, I don’t have a workplace. And this was the only way I was guaranteed to find you. Kids these days are better at using their phone than you are. When the phone rings, you’re supposed to swipe the screen and then hold the phone to your ear and—’

‘I don’t have time for your silliness right now, Haroon. Here, look at the menu. I have a job to do because I actually have a workplace.’ I thrust the menu at him and, after giving him a glare that would make our grandmother proud, I make my way towards a table where the customers are ready to settle their bill.

I get shunted from behind and turn to see the same child give me a toothy grin before he zooms off again. Please just sit down, I pray silently, but my prayers go unanswered as he rushes around nearly knocking me over, his parents completely oblivious.

I can see Harry trying to wave at me from the corner of my eye, but I ignore him as I make my way towards the bar to get drinks.

‘Saf,’ Melissa flags me down. ‘I just need to use the loo. Be a babe and take table six their drinks with yours please.’ She bounces on the balls of her feet, a desperate look in her eye.

Reluctantly, I nod and load all eight drinks on the tray. I make my way through the tiny gaps between the tables, noticing Harry, who is still trying to wave me over, mouthing something as he does. My eyes narrow as I try to lip-read and make sense of it and then—

Crash.

In life, there are sometimes those dreams … nightmares, actually. The ones which make the small hairs on the back of your neck stand up and wake you up at 3 a.m. with a pounding heart and beads of sweat on your upper lip. This is one of them. My hair is standing on end, my heart is pounding and sweat has not only beaded on my upper lip, a droplet of it slides down my spine. Except this is no dream. It’s a very real nightmare.

Georgie, who had plonked himself right in between the tables, was hitting the tiled floor, using a spoon as a makeshift drumstick. With my attention on Harry, I spotted him a little too late and lunged to the side to avoid falling on top of him and went down – with the drinks and my dignity – like a sack of potatoes. The resounding crash sends a shiver down my spine. It’ll probably hound me in the afterlife – it was that bad.

My elbow hits the floor and pain shoots through my limbs. ‘Ow,’ I whisper. And then, for a moment – just one peaceful moment – everything is quiet, like the restaurant has frozen in time. I stare at the mahogany brown walls, the lights hanging from the ceilings, the dated artwork, until my eyes land on Harry’s face. I wince as I manage to sit upright, glancing to my side. Thankfully, Georgie seems unharmed. He stares back at me with wide eyes for a whole five seconds until his bottom lip protrudes, trembles and then he lets out an ear-splitting wail, as though all those glasses have crashed on his head, making me wince again.

‘Georgie,’ I bargain, softly, like I used to with my younger cousins before one of them complained to our parents after we’d been play-fighting with each other. ‘It’s OK. You’re OK. Look I’m the one with all the drink on me.’ I hope to get him to quieten down whilst inside I’m ready to bawl my eyes out along with him.

Flavio – the complete pain in my neck that he is – bustles over and starts flapping around Georgie and his parents, while Harry swiftly makes his way towards me. ‘Saf. Are you hurt?’

The other waitstaff on the floor give me sympathetic looks, quietly relieved it wasn’t them I’m sure, and stand frozen as Harry helps me up.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just bumped my knees and elbow.’ I rub my aching elbow as I look at the carnage around me. It’s a mess. Smashed glass and liquid everywhere.

Flavio brings a yellow cone which says CAUTION and sticks it next to me. He apologises to the parents, all of them ignoring me and focusing on Georgie before Flavio turns towards me and then speaks through gritted teeth in a voice loud enough that only Harry and I hear him. ‘Go home, Safiya. You’ve done enough.’

Harry offers to drop me off at my flat and the car ride is unusually quiet. Every so often, I sigh, reliving the last embarrassing – and painful – hour of my life, while Harry clears his throat.

I drag myself to the flat I share with Vaneeza, my best friend since before either of us could string a sentence together, and pour myself a glass of water. I’ve only taken a few sips when Vaz walks in, her Pomeranian, Biscuit, following closely behind her.

‘Heyyy,’ Vaz says, in a voice she reserves for Serious Chats. ‘Did you make the transfer? Because nothing’s come through on my side.’ She leans against the small table under the window, waving her phone in the air.

I groan at the question. ‘Shit, no. I meant to but—’

Vaz frowns as she massages her temples. Guilt begins to grow in my stomach, wishing things were different – that I was different. ‘We spoke about this, Saf. I can’t afford to cover our rent for the next month and you said you’d take care of it. You know I would if I could, but—’

‘I know and I will. Let me do it now. I was going to do it while on my break, but then I got asked to cover for an extra ten minutes and it slipped my mind.’ I pull my phone out of my back pocket and see all the notifications lined up – the top, most recent one an email from Flavio.

To: Safiya Saeed

From: Flavio Sousa

Subject: Notice of Dismissal

Dear Safiya,

I am sorry to inform you that you will no longer be employed at this restaurant effective immediately—

My stomach drops as I scroll through the email. ‘Oh no.’

‘What is it? Is everything OK?’ I hear Vaz ask in the background, but I don’t respond as my eyes flit over the email.

Biscuit comes and sits in front of me, her shiny eyes on me when I look down at her. She barks and then whines softly before lowering her head to the ground.

‘I’ve been fired.’ I hear myself whisper the words and a wave of nausea washes over me. ‘Apparently, Georgie’s parents complained – adding to the list of mounting complaints against me. Whatever those might be.’

‘What?’ I block out Vaz’s shrieked question but feel her take the phone out of my limp fingers. ‘Let me see. Oh, Saf.’

I pull out a chair on autopilot and lower myself into it, dropping my head into my hands. What on earth am I going to do? I needed that job and without it … I close my eyes as a sense of defeat and fatigue washes over me.

You’ve got a false sense of superiority, Safiya. No actual substance, just a bucketload of pride. Do you think anyone else would want you?

Ejaz’s words reverberate through my head, drowning out the noise around me. My ex-husband never spared a moment in which he could point out my flaws. I thought I had brushed them off, but they’re always there at the edge of my subconscious, poking and prodding, and now I wonder if perhaps he wasn’t as much off the mark as I keep trying to convince myself he was. My family try to reassure me that he was talking rubbish, the little I shared with them, but I’m beginning to find it hard to believe that. All I have to show for myself is one failure after the next. Failed marriage? Tick. Unsuccessful professional career? Tick. Fractured relationships with family? Tick, tick, tick. And now I’ve just been fired from my waitressing job before I could complete the probation period. How abysmal is that?

I need to pay Vaz and with no job, how am I going to manage that? She’s already helped me for the past three months to take care of my share of the rent – given that I couldn’t afford the full amount and have anything left to actually feed myself. She was quite clear that this month she would need more of a contribution from me – as was only right. At the grand old age of thirty-three, I should absolutely be taking care of my own share of the rent and rates, except I have no idea how I can afford it now.

The doorbell rings and Vaz goes to answer it, leaving me with my thoughts.

I know I could go home. My parents would be happy to have me back in a heartbeat – in fact they’d be over the moon, as would Daadi, my paternal grandmother – but just the thought of that has me feeling like I can’t breathe. I can’t go home. Not like this.

But with no job, no money and nothing to fall back on, what the hell am I going to do? And I can’t cause Vaz any more trouble than I already have, I love her too much to do that to her. I could ask my parents or even my brother for financial support, but the very thought makes my toes curl.

I can’t take a step backwards like that, not after everything I’ve had to fight through. All it will do is confirm everyone’s belief that I need taking care of. I see the way they look at me. Poor Safiya. And I don’t want to be that anymore. I want to be more like how I used to be. I just need a bloody break.

I feel my shoulder being squeezed and I glance up to find a remorseful Harry looking down at me. ‘Vaz told me what happened. I’m sorry, Saf.’ He frowns. ‘It’s my fault. I didn’t mean for any of that to happen.’

I heave a tired sigh. ‘Yeah. Me too. And it’s not your fault.’ I drop my head into my hands once more and I feel Biscuit’s paws on my knees as she stands on her hind legs, whining softly. I give her a scratch behind the ears and she barks joyfully, making the corners of my mouth twitch upwards into a slight smile.

‘Right.’ Vaz clasps her hands together with a determined look in her eye. ‘Here is what we’re going to do. I’m going to put the kettle on. You are going to change out of those clothes.’ She points at me and swings her finger over at Harry. ‘And you’re going to open those chocolate-flavoured goodies you’ve just brought back with you and we’re going to come up with a plan.’

If there’s anything Vaz can do, it’s rouse motivation. Or fear. I showered, and had a little therapeutic cry, before changing into comfy pyjamas. Harry is sitting next to me on the sofa, his brief guilt having worn off as he dips his third chocolate digestive into my tea.

I shoot him a glare. ‘Get your own.’ I scoot away from him, while Vaz sips her tea from her precious cup and saucer.

The anxiety after receiving Flavio’s email hasn’t quite dissipated. I still don’t know quite what I’m going to do, but I need to come up with something, that’s for sure. And if there is anyone I can do it with, it’s Vaz and Harry.

‘Hey. Cheer up. It was a shit job. So, blessing in disguise, really.’ Harry quirks his brow.

I know he feels bad but it’s really not his fault and he’s not wrong – it was a pretty crap deal. I did it because both the restaurant manager – the actual manager – and I were desperate and it satisfied both our needs at the time. Besides, I wasn’t sure what I really wanted to do. In fact, I’m still not.

Biscuit, who had been snoozing in Harry’s lap, jumps down, clearly annoyed at the lack of attention, and makes her way to her dog bed, while Harry moves closer and throws his arm around me, giving me both a sense of comfort and familiarity. ‘I’ll make it up to you, Saf. I promise. I know you said it’s not my fault, but still. By the way, I like what you’ve done with this place. It could do with a lick of paint, but the touches you both have added are nice.’

I groan as Vaz gets her chance to jump onto the same old topic. ‘And guess who’s behind it all?’ Vaz says, pride in her eyes. ‘That wall hanging? Saf. Those gorgeous coloured cushions and the throw? Saf. This rug? Saf. Those pieces decorating the mantel piece?’

‘Let me guess. Saf?’ Harry says with a cheeky grin and I elbow him. His comforting presence moving into annoying territory as it inevitably does with my six brothers. Well, technically I’ve got one brother and five cousins, of whom Haroon Saeed is the youngest.

‘I know what you’re doing and it won’t work. I don’t do that stuff anymore. I only did it here to spruce this place up. The walls are literally grey, for God’s sake. It’s quite obvious I can’t do it on a professional level. Any suggestions I made to Flavio about making changes to the interior of the restaurant were met with a firm refusal. After he had scoffed at the idea, of course.’

‘And since when is Flavio’s unwanted opinion any authority on the subject? You’re Safiya bloody Saeed. Of course you can do it,’ Vaz retorts.

‘I said no, Vaz.’ My voice is harsh and I regret it as soon as I say it. The guilt instantly claws at my insides. ‘Sorry, hun. I’m just …’ I can’t even justify myself, and sensing the state of my mind, Vaz comes and sits on my other side, while Harry scoots closer again, laying a reassuring hand on my knee.

Vaz puts her arms around me. ‘Don’t be sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed, knowing how you’re feeling this evening, no thanks to Foul Flavio.’

I snort out a laugh, unable to stop. Soon, Harry and Vaz are too, thinking up other names for Flavio. An annoying man who had nothing better to do than constantly pick holes in anything I did because he had taken an instant dislike to me. All I did was tell him that the capital of Morocco was Rabat and not Marrakech. Maybe I should have left him in blessed ignorance.

We put on the TV, watching the next episode of Love Island with frequent breaks for commentary. I try to ignore my problems and put them aside for tomorrow, but anxiety stirs in my belly.

Do you think anyone else would want you? The words echo in my head. The self-doubt, the heartbreak, the regret – it all comes rushing back, until Harry’s raucous laugh snaps me out of it and I decide I need to stop feeling sorry for myself.

Seven summers ago, I didn’t think I’d be back here. I definitely didn’t think I’d be living with Vaz and watching reality TV with Harry. I’m surrounded by people I love. People who gave me a second chance without batting an eyelid and would probably give me a hundred more, and I owe it to myself to do the same.

I am Safiya bloody Saeed after all.
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Murad

‘It’s just not the same anymore,’ Antonella sighs, holding onto the stem of her wine glass. We’re sitting in a small, darkly lit wine bar – one of Antonella’s favourites. ‘You used to hire someone and not worry that they weren’t going to do the job. Or – what’s the word? – half-arse it.’ Her rich Italian accent comes through and I cover my mouth to hide the smile. Antonella’s in her mid-sixties and hearing her say words like half-arse will never not make me laugh. ‘It’s not funny, Murad.’

‘I know. It’s not,’ I say, genuinely, and lean in. ‘But it’s not the end of the world, Antonella. The skeleton of the place is sound, and it’d be a dream for someone to design. Now we just need to find that someone. And that’s on me. Not for you to worry about.’

‘Hmm.’ She pouts, taking a sip of her white wine, clearly sceptical.

‘I tell you what. I’ll speak to my friend, Zaf Saeed. He’s also in the property business, so he might have some contacts we could use.’

She nods. ‘Fine. I trust you, I do. But I really want this one to go through, Murad. We’ve made a loss on the last two properties we’ve sold. We don’t need this one to break even. We need to make a profit.’

I nod. While I know she doesn’t hold me personally responsible for the losses, it doesn’t stop me from feeling personally responsible for them. I need to do better for this project, otherwise she’d be well within her rights to refuse to work with me altogether.

‘You have my word, Antonella. I’ll bring in a cracking deal for this flat. But before that, we need to get it finished, so let me get that done. Try not to let it worry you – at least not yet.’ I grin at her and throw in a wink for good measure and she shakes her head.

‘Always the charmer, ready to pour oil over troubled waters.’ She takes another sip of her wine and starts talking about an impending visit to her home town in Southern Italy. I have my ears on our conversation, but my mind is trying to figure out how to get our current project done satisfactorily because failure is not an option – not for a third time.

It’s bad enough that we made losses on our previous two projects, but for her to raise it as a concern … it makes me feel a sense of inadequacy – a feeling I thought I had shaken off a long time ago. I could have done better, but I failed both her and myself. Sure, the property market fluctuates, I know that, and as a property developer I make allowances for such fluctuations. But my skill is in trying to beat these market trends. To offer buyers something that transcends what the market dictates as valuable or economically viable.

I can’t mess this up. Not again.

‘Hey Mum.’ I answer the phone as I switch the engine off and get out of my car.

‘Murad. How are you? I’ve not spoken to you in what feels like forever,’ Mum says, trying to invoke guilt.

‘Really? My phone records will probably show your forever to be three days in my universe. We spoke on Tuesday, Ma.’

‘That was hardly anything. Are you coming up this weekend?’ I hear clanging in the background, suggesting my mother has probably got her phone pressed between her ear and her shoulder and is pottering about in the kitchen. Mum considers it a waste of time not to multi-task.

‘No. I’ve got some work that needs my attention and if I come to Birmingham, you, your daughter and your granddaughter will make it impossible for me to manage anything.’

‘It’s called love, Murad. We all love you. And Sumi’s only three. She doesn’t understand the concept of work being more important than her.’

I sigh as she mentions my niece, twisting her little knife of guilt between my ribs. ‘I never said work was more important than her. I’m just saying—’

‘I know, darling. I’m pulling your leg.’ I can hear the smile in her voice and the concern that laces it with her next sentence. ‘You sound stressed. Everything OK?’

I haul in a deep breath as I take in the fresh autumn air and turn my collar up against the slight breeze that’s picked up since this afternoon as I make my way towards Zaf’s office building. ‘I’m fine, it’s just work stuff. How are things at your end? How’s Meerab and the new little man doing?’

‘They’re fine, as is everyone else. Except Sumaira, of course. She’s still put out that Irfan was supposed to be a sister, not a brother. She insists we take him back with the receipt.’ Mum chuckles as I hear the tap go on in the background. My poor little niece is having trouble adjusting to the advent of a little brother in her life. She’s trying her best to have someone take him off her pudgy little hands.

‘Poor Sumi. I might come up next weekend and take her out for some quality uncle-niece time.’

‘That would be lovely. In fact, you can meet my friend’s niece who’s come from Singapore while you’re here. Sumi really liked her.’

‘No, Mum.’ I hold back a sigh.

‘Can you at least hear me out?’

‘Not really. You’ve got nothing to say that I’ve not heard – and soundly rejected – before. I’ve said countless times that I’m a grown up thirty-four-year-old man and I don’t need you to set me up with every single woman in your orbit. Something you’ve not ceased doing for the past five years.’

‘I don’t do it with every single woman. Only the unattached and romantically available ones.’

‘Very funny. Dad’s humour is clearly starting to rub off on you. I can take care of my relationships all by myself, thank you.’ It was a completely different matter that they didn’t go the distance.

‘There’s no harm in me introducing you to someone. It doesn’t mean you have to announce your engagement that very same weekend.’

‘This is it with you. You go off like a rocket when it comes to this topic. I don’t want to rush into anything.’

‘Murad, my darling, you’ve been saying that for the last few years.’

If I don’t put an end to this, I’ll keep going around in circles with my mother and that’s the last thing I need. She’s a champion of this sport and I can feel a headache coming on after my meeting with Antonella and I still need to have a catch-up with Zafar. Thankfully, I’m right outside the entrance to his office building.

‘I’ve got to go, Mum. I’ll catch up with you soon, OK?’ I walk through the revolving door, instantly surrounded by warmth.

‘I know what a cut-off sounds like, sweetheart. I’m your mother.’

‘That’s the only reason I put up with you.’ I grin as I say it and she laughs in response.

‘Fine. Take care of yourself. Speak soon, OK?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Love you.’

‘I love you too.’ I end the call and, shaking my head, I push the button to call the lift and make my way towards Zaf’s floor, where his assistant gives me a nod and points towards his office. It’s time to get a solution to my problem.

‘Good timing.’ Zafar leans back in his chair as I close the door behind me. ‘I was just about to head home.’

‘Since when do you leave before five? Even if it is a Friday,’ I say, amused, taking the seat opposite him as I theatrically check the time on my watch.

‘Since I’ve discovered the joys of being married. You should try it.’ Zafar shrugs, ‘What happened to that anyway?’

‘What happened to what?’

‘Your dating life, slowcoach. How are things with Evie? Or was it Aisha?’

I shift from leaning on my left side to my right and Zafar raises an eyebrow in question. If it’s not my mother, it’s Zaf who’s determined to interrogate me on this. ‘It’s Evie. Or was. We parted ways week before last. I’ve not met an Aisha yet.’

He hangs his head, as though I’ve failed us both.

‘Sorry to disappoint you, Dad.’ I pair my sarcasm with a grin. ‘But we did part on good terms.’

He appears more bothered than I feel, which doesn’t reflect well on my commitment to the relationship.

Zafar scoffs. ‘Don’t you always?! What happened this time? I thought things were going well.’

‘They were. But she wanted more and I wasn’t ready for it.’ What he doesn’t need to know is that I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for it and that’s not something I can explain to myself fully, let alone share with anyone else, so I move on swiftly. ‘I need to pick your brain on something.’

He nods, leaning forward. ‘Sure. What’s up?’ Thankfully, he accepts my subject change.

‘The flat I’m working on with Antonella has come to a standstill.’

‘Again?’ he asks incredulously. ‘That place is like the gift that keeps on giving.’

I let out a sigh. ‘The interior designer has bogged off and left us with nothing more than a mist coat on the walls.’

‘Had you paid up?’

‘Give me some credit, Zaf.’ I lean forward and pick up a pen, flicking it through my fingers.

He grunts in response as he steeples his fingers together, leaning back. ‘Is the building work sound or does it need clearance from a surveyor?’

‘It’s sound. The one silver lining on this thunder cloud, but that’s not what I need your help with.’

‘Well, that’s something. I—’

The door swings open and Harry, Zafar’s youngest brother, swaggers in without a care in the world. ‘Perfect. I was hoping you hadn’t already left.’ He fist-bumps me and then his brother. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Me?’ I ask incredulously.

‘No. Him.’ He grins as he points at Zafar. ‘I was in the city. Need a lift home.’ He shrugs as he throws himself down on the small sectional sofa against the wall.

‘You’ll have to wait. We’ve got something to work out and then we can be on our way shortly,’ Zafar says as he opens his laptop again.

Harry shrugs again, clearly used to listening to instructions from his older brother, and pulls out his phone.

I turn back to look at Zafar. ‘It’s fine, Zaf. We can do this next week. I’m in on Monday, so we can see what to do then. It’s not like we’ll find an interior designer right now. Besides, I want to be absolutely sure about the person we work with now. I can’t afford any more glitches with this project.’

Zafar nods. ‘I know you’re worr—’

‘Are you talking about interior designers? I have an idea.’ Harry strides over with a grin. ‘One that’s going to fix your problem and, more importantly, mine.’

‘Go on,’ I say, intrigued.

‘Safiya. She’s an interior designer. You need one and she needs work aaand, most importantly, I kind of owe her one.’ Harry enumerates his points on his fingers, oblivious of the impact they’ve just had on me.

Icy tendrils snake down my spine at the mention of that name, but with an iron will, I don’t let so much as a flicker of an eyelash give me away. I haven’t for seven years. And don’t intend to start today.

Safiya. Saf. My Fiya. Or, at least, I had once been naïve to think she was, but I had fast enough been dispelled of that notion.

‘I’ve already suggested she come and work with us and she refused,’ Zafar says, momentarily taking his eyes off his screen. ‘I’m not going to keep harassing her to do something she’s made clear she doesn’t want to do. Not until she says otherwise herself.’

I swallow down the dryness in my throat as the brothers talk to each other. Both of them oblivious to the fact that the mention of Safiya – even after all these years and countless attempts on my part for it not to be the case – has my heart stuttering in its rhythm and my breath hitching.

‘I think you’ll find things have changed since yesterday. Saf lost her job at the restaurant and she’s going to need to find something else. She’s desperate, Zaf, and I hate to see her like that,’ Harry explains.

‘How do you know?’ Zafar frowns, the concern on his face probably visible from Mars.

‘Because I saw her last night. When it all hit the fan.’

I clench and unclench my fist against my thigh a couple of times before mentally shaking myself out of my thoughts and clearing my throat, breaking into the conversation. ‘I need this project resumed sooner rather than later, so let’s see what we can come up with and we’ll reconvene on Monday. Yeah?’ I stand up, completely overlooking Harry’s suggestion and keeping my eyes on Zafar until he nods in assent.

‘I’ll put a shortlist together over the weekend and then we’ll take it from there. I’m sure we’ll get it sorted.’ He says it with more confidence than I’m feeling right now.

‘Yeah. I’ll see you on Monday.’

We say our byes and, with a sudden leaden feeling in my limbs and chest, I make my way out of there, grateful that I only had to deal with the mention of her rather than come face-to-face with Safiya.

Only God knows how I would have dealt with that!
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Safiya

Is it possible to be sick if you haven’t had anything to eat?

My palms are cold and clammy and I feel like curling up in bed and sleeping the entire week away, but that’s not an option. Not when you’re wearing big girl knickers on a Monday morning. It’s the time for action.

I push the button on the panel and the lift doors silently close before the lift begins its ascent. Had things worked out differently, I likely would have been doing this journey on a daily basis, or at least as often as I came into the office.

This is the building where my much-esteemed paternal grandfather set up the headquarters for his family business as property developers, which moved to the eldest sons in the family. When I was younger, I had always thought that my elder brother Qais, Zafar and I would work for the business in some capacity, gradually joined by the rest of our brothers. It is the family business after all. But I hadn’t factored in that my grandfather had favourites and a strict hierarchy.

But I can’t let my aversion for what this place represents and the man who set it up affect my decision-making in the present. I can’t let my pride do the talking for me. I’ve spent the whole weekend trying to come up with some other option – any other option – to try to meet my financial obligations without becoming more of a burden on Vaz – or any of my family members for that matter. But London is expensive and I took that for granted when my parents were taking care of me. Now, I have no choice. I can’t leave the flat, because, firstly, it would mean staying with my parents, which I don’t think I’m ready for and, secondly, it would leave Vaz in the lurch and I can’t do that to her, not when she opened her arms and door to me when I needed it most.

So here I am, cap in hand, hoping that the offer Zafar made me when I first got back might still be on the table.

The lift doors open and, wiping my palms on my washed-out jeans, I step over the threshold for the first time in over seven years.

I stare at the sign on the glass doors in front of me.

Saeed & Sons – Property Developers

Sons. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, and I haul in a shaky breath, nearly coughing as dry air hits the back of my throat and makes my head pound. I really should have eaten something before coming, a banana at the very least.

Being here makes my skin feel too tight, but I make my way to the reception desk anyway, where a man in a suit and glasses is giving the keyboard a run for its money.

‘Good morning,’ the man says, politely. His brow quirks as he gives my favourite, and perhaps overworn, hoodie a once-over. ‘How can I help you?’

‘Hi. Morning.’ I’m not sure why I’ve offered him two greetings, but it’s probably a window into the state of my mind right now. ‘I was wondering if I could see Zafar Saeed, please. I’m Safiya Saeed.’

‘Of course. If you just take a seat in the waiting area, I’ll see if he’s free.’ I pretend not to notice the slight straightening of the guy’s back when I say who I am before he picks up the handset beside his keyboard. He speaks softly and, barely thirty seconds after he’s put the handset down, I see Zafar striding down the corridor towards me, a broad smile on his handsome face.

‘Saf! What a lovely surprise.’ Zafar just about comes to a standstill before I’m being held close against him, his arms secure around me. I allow myself a moment of self-indulgence as I burrow against his big frame, letting my ever-present sense of stress take a back seat while I soak in some comfort, until Zafar eases back, keeping his hands on my shoulders as he looks at me. ‘Come on. Fancy some breakfast? I was just about to order some for myself.’

He leads me into what I assume is a meeting room and within thirty minutes – while he catches me up on the latest goings-on about the extended Saeed family – he has a small breakfast spread before us, along with a pot of tea for me and coffee for him. My stomach gives an inelegant rumble and my cheeks go warm as he chuckles.

‘Here, dig in.’ He pushes a plate towards me which is piled high with an authentic Pakistani breakfast – a potato and chickpea curry, kebabs, parathas and a creamy semolina pudding.

‘Bit much for a Monday morning, don’t you think?’

‘That’s the best part about being an adult, Saf. We can actually do whatever we want, whenever we want. If that means a big desi breakfast on a Monday morning, then so be it.’

I love how he’s become more carefree and less highly strung than he used to be before I got married, but I can’t help but scoff at what he’s said. ‘If only that were true.’

I break off a bit of the flaky paratha and scoop up some potato and chickpea curry with it, closing my eyes as the herbs and spices explode in a burst of flavour on my tongue. It tastes like home.

It doesn’t take me long to do justice to the food on my plate. I finish my meal off with the sweet semolina pudding with crushed nuts on top and my tea, a feeling of satiation making me feel pretty content for the moment. At least, until I have to tell Zafar why I’m here.

‘How are things?’ He cuts straight to it as he pushes his empty plate away and picks up his mug.

‘If you tell me how much Harry’s told you, I can fill in the gaps.’

He shakes his head with an indulgent smile as he takes a sip of his coffee, his cheek dimpling.

‘There’s no way he’s not said anything to you. He might hide a lot of things from a lot of people, but he sings like a canary for you. I know I’ve been away for a while, but there are certain things I know haven’t changed.’ I allow a genuine smile to make an appearance and his broadens.

‘OK. Fine. He told me you left the restaurant.’

A snort leaves my mouth. ‘More like was let go.’ I swallow hard as I lower my cup in its saucer and top up my tea from the pot, taking my time as I spoon in some sugar and stir it slowly. Zafar doesn’t rush me, sitting there calmly as I muster up the courage to ask him the one thing I had hoped not to have to. ‘I was wondering …’

‘Hmm.’

I swallow once more. ‘How’s Reshma?’ My voice is more high-pitched than I intended for it to be.

‘She’s fine, Saf. And you asked me this while we were waiting for breakfast to arrive.’ He covers my fidgeting fingers with his warm palm and I let them go still. ‘What’s up?’

I try to find the courage to let go of my pride and to ask for a job in a place which has never welcomed me before. ‘I need …’ My voice drops to little more than a whisper, so I clear my throat and try again. ‘I need a job, Zaf. I was … Is your offer of one still open? It’s just temporary. Once I figure things out, I’ll leave. I promise, I just—’ I look at him, partly in hope and partly in dread. This isn’t what I wanted, but it’s what I need. I think back to what he said about being an adult and doing whatever we wanted, whenever we wanted. I can’t even begin to articulate how much I wish that were true and how far I feel from a sense of such autonomy and freedom. I feel like a puppet on strings being pulled one way and then the other.

‘Hey, hey.’ Zafar squeezes my hand and I realise I’m breathing heavily, as though I’ve just sprinted here. ‘Relax, Saf. Everything will be OK. We’ll fix it together. You don’t have to do this by yourself, we’re all here with you every step of the way, whenever you need us. Or don’t. I’ll admit I’ve found it hard to give you space. It makes me feel like I’m failing you as an older brother. Again.’

I shake my head. ‘You’ve never failed me, Zaf. I just … There are things I need to do for myself, by myself. And I do appreciate how much you’re doing for me … or not.’ I smile at him and he huffs out a short laugh.

When I came back from Nairobi four months ago, after the divorce, I asked every member of my family to back off and give me space. I know they all love me and want to help me, but I just felt suffocated by that at the time, when I needed to build a life for myself. Not one that was handed to me, and not one that was expected of me. A life for me, chosen by me, earned by me. And, right now, the fact that I’m having to ask Zafar to help me with work rankles because it’s at the very place where my prejudiced grandfather used to sit and reign. The man who caused me so much damage and loss that I can’t even begin to undo it. But, damn it, I need to.

I look at Zafar, trying to see the similarities between him and our grandfather. He smiles at me gently, his eyes full of love and compassion. It doesn’t matter how hard I look, aside from having the same name as him, I can’t find any similarity between them. I feel a sense of reassurance at the realisation, only now accepting that a small part of me had feared I might.

‘What sort of work would you like to do? I know you’re not keen to venture back towards interior design, even though I’ve got something I think could be right up your street. We could find something administrative, legal, financial, or I could even speak to other business contacts about—’

‘Actually, I’ve changed my mind on the interior work front. If you’re up for giving me a chance, I’d like to dip my toes back into that pool.’ See if I’ve still got it, I add silently.

‘Really?’ He holds his hands up in surrender. ‘Have I just forced you?’ He looks adorably puzzled and I can’t help but giggle.

‘Zaf! You haven’t done anything of the sort. Now, what design job have you got?’

‘It’s a period conversion flat, some original features, some modern ones and a complete blank canvas to do whatever you want – within budget of course – and it’ll then most likely be sold on.’

‘You have a team of workpeople I can use once designs are finalised.?’ I narrow my eyes, making a to-do list in my head already, feeling the tiniest flicker of interest slowly begin to unfurl inside me.

‘It can be arranged by the end of the week. I just need to—’

‘Here you are. I’ve been wondering where you were. I thought we were supposed to catch up in your office.’

I freeze. His voice stops me in my tracks, even though I wasn’t moving. Deep, assured, familiar. Though it has been seven years since I last heard it, I would always recognise it. Always. My blood feels like it has turned to ice and my jaw locks. Thank God I’ve got my back to the door.

‘Ah, just the man I needed.’ Zafar, oblivious to my immediate rigidity, cheerfully gets up and moves out of my line of sight. ‘I was just telling Saf here about the period conversion.’ I hear back thumping and then Zafar comes back towards his chair, waving his arm towards the chair on his other side. ‘Come and take a seat. I’ve got some good news for you.’

There’s a stillness in the air, only a sense of tension permeating it, which Zaf seems immune to as he picks up his phone which just buzzed, smiles at it and then taps at the screen.

Time seems to have frozen, as I wait with a sick sense of dread in the pit of my stomach for the man standing behind me to come into my line of sight.

I close my eyes as darkness creeps in around the edges because I’m holding my breath. I take in some much-needed oxygen and will my heart rate to drop from its punishing pace, because right now it feels like it’s going to beat right out of my chest. And when I open my eyes, there he is.

Murad.

I take one look at him and instantly feel adrift. His tall frame, certainly broader than I remember and with a hardness about it that wasn’t there before, the softness gone. His clean-shaved jaw is clenched, and he is frowning with creases around his big brown eyes. Clearly not happy to see me, but what else should I expect? There is something else different too. A presence which I don’t think was there before. He walks with purpose, but casually like he doesn’t care I’m here. It stings, though I hate to admit it.

He unbuttons his suit jacket and takes it off, placing it, neatly folded, on the chair beside his before sitting opposite me, as though he has all the time in the world. His expression gives nothing away as his eyes rove over my face, from the top of my messy bun, down to where my hoodie disappears under the mahogany conference desk.

He doesn’t care, I think. And I should be happy about that, but I’m not.

I unclasp my fingers that are tangled together tightly under the table as I try to find my own sense of control and make an effort to look at least somewhat relaxed, as though Murad’s sudden appearance – after seven long years – hasn’t affected me in the slightest.

‘This is perfect.’ Zafar puts his phone down, looking between me and his childhood friend. ‘The period conversion is Murad’s project, so he can tell you all about it himself.’ He faces Murad. ‘Didn’t I tell you we’d work something out on Monday? Meet your new interior designer.’ He waves his hand my way in presentation. ‘Saf’s interested in taking on the project.’

‘Is that right?’ Murad murmurs, as if he is completely disinterested. The deep cadence of his voice skates along my dead nerve endings, my pulse quickens and I try to pace my breathing. I don’t remember the last time I felt this way.

I raise my chin as a corner of his mouth turns up like he’s become sparing with his smiles. Smiles which used to light up my entire day at one time. I mentally try to shake off the thoughts that are bouncing around in my head like a rubber ball.

I need to focus.

I need to not be near Murad. I need to find another way to work things out for myself because there’s no way I can take this job now, is there?

‘I was just asking Zaf what he needed. Nothing’s confirmed yet.’ My voice doesn’t come out as strong as I’d have liked, but at least it’s not shaky.

‘Pfft. Those are just formalities, Saf. Murad was on the lookout for someone to take over the design of the flat and you walked in this morning. Perfect serendipity.’

Murad’s slight smile turns wide as he glances Zafar’s way. ‘You sound like Reshma,’ he says, which makes Zafar
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