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			By Hina Belitz

			Set Me Free

		

	
		
			About the Book

			Addy Mayford has always struggled with her identity. Brought up in a household of stories, food and faith by her Irish mother and Pakistani Nana, she feels constantly torn between the two sides of her upbringing. Since the death of her father, she’s found contentment cooking delicious recipes from his home city of Lahore, despite the protestations of her mother that being a chef is no career for a young woman. It’s only with the love of her gorgeous husband, Gabe, that she’s truly found happiness.

			When Addy stumbles across a secret that shatters her world, she desperately needs to escape and is drawn to the sights of Lahore and the family she’s never known. Waiting for her there is Addy’s final acceptance of who she is, and a long-buried family secret that will change her life for ever.

		

	
		
			For my mother and grandmother,
awe-inspiring matriarchs and immensely 
talented cooks.

			And for Zak and Haris, always.

		

	
		
			My formula for greatness in a human being is 
amor fati: that one wants nothing to be different, 
not forward, not backward, not in all eternity. 
Not merely bear what is necessary, still less 
conceal it . . . but love it

			Friedrich Nietzsche

		

	
		
			Prologue

			There is something different, unfamiliar in the entrance hall. She breathes in slow and deep as she closes the front door behind her. The scent of earth, equal parts musk and saline, rides above the familiar notes: ribbons of air freshener, traces of an earlier meal, Gabe’s particular smell still hanging ever-present in the air like a promise. And his scent is strong, stronger than usual. She places her shopping, the ingredients for this evening’s meal, on the kitchen worktop, ever so quietly. Christ Church clock framed in their kitchen window says it’s 6.00pm. Gabe will still be at work. She’s planned a special meal tonight, a dish to elicit amorous inclinations, this being her ovulation ‘time of the month’. One of her three fertile days for scheduled lovemaking. She dismisses her misgivings and strikes a match to light the stove. It’s a moment she loves, a rite of passage to her mysterious world of cookery. She is hypnotised by that explosive moment before the ebb and sway of flame.

			She draws back. Something is still troubling her. She waves out the flame and sniffs like a tracker dog, sensing something beyond the char of snuffed match. It’s there. That spectre of human presence: warmth, moisture, the disturbance of air. She knows she’s not alone. In the hall, the line of wedding photos to her right, stairs to her left, she hears it: the creak of floorboard upstairs. A familiar sound she recognises as the spot at the end of their bed, the spot they avoid if they rise at night.

			Someone is upstairs.

			Gabe, she thinks, but it can’t be. He’s still at work. She considers. Should she call out? Something stops her. She takes one stair at a time, breaking between to gather nerve. The silence is dense and full, like a breath held in. That unfamiliar scent lingers in pockets here and there. The top step creaks.

			‘Who’s there . . . Addy?’ a voice says. It’s her Gabe, his pitch higher than usual.

			She releases her trapped breath in a long slow stream, goes limp with relief. ‘Gabe. What are you doing home?’ she says, stepping into the bedroom.

			And that’s when it hits, at once, thick as a wall.

			She gags at the warm fug of cheap floral perfume and curdled sweat. Gabe’s in bed. It’s not his familiar sprawl, arms and legs akimbo, sheets in a mess. He’s propped on his elbows, rigid, limbs aligned, sheets pulled up to his neck like a child in hiding, pretending he’s not there. There’s no move to welcome her, none of his usual lifting of the sheets to invite her in.

			‘Why are you home so early? . . . And in bed,’ she says, voicing thoughts more than questions. Her hand strokes her belly.

			‘I’m sick, Ads. Some fluey thing.’

			Liar! He is flushed but there’s no weight of fever on his eyes.

			‘You should have phoned,’ he says. ‘Weren’t you supposed to be out tonight?’

			Why would I call?

			She scans the room without answering. Beside him, her pillow lies punched in an unfamiliar way. Dented, so it’s half inside itself like a cup fallen on its side. As she steps forward, the scents strengthen. Salt, damp leaves, sweat. Her neck begins to tingle. The same feeling when her cookery is going well. The feeling that tells her that her instincts are right.

			The wardrobe door is ajar, but the clothes she’d left in a spill that morning are gone. Then something catches her eye behind the frosted glass panel of the wardrobe door. A shift so slight you could persuade yourself you didn’t see it. But she is certain she did. For a moment she holds it in. The fury and shame. The humiliation and hurt. All that is about to unfold. A scene enters her head, one imagined a thousand and one times: caught red-handed. She takes a small step forward. Towards the wardrobe. And then one more. Next, three intentional strides.

			She sees Gabe’s knuckles whiten as his fists tighten.

			‘Addy,’ he says, his voice urgent. ‘Addy.’ Louder now.

			In a moment she’s there by the wardrobe, her breath jagged. His voice reaches her as if in a tunnel.

			‘Shall we go downstairs?’ he says. ‘Have some tea?’

			She reaches out, her hand now resting on the wardrobe door. She leaves it there. Enjoys the power.

			There is a sliver of a gap. From it, the ooze of sweat. A thread of cocoa butter. She can almost feel the woman’s heart beating on the other side of the wardrobe door.

			She grips the knob so hard the cold metal hurts.

			‘Addy,’ he says. ‘Addy.’

			She tightens her grip, her fingers white, bloodless.

			Then she pushes the door closed.

			A reassuring click.

			Lies. Deceit. Hurt. Locked away and hidden.

			He is shocked. His jaw loose, lips apart.

			And she knows.

			After a beat, she looks at him square on.

			‘Tea,’ she says, turning to leave. ‘I’ll nip out for milk.’

		

	
		
			BEFORE

		

	
		
			1

			Commitment Cake (page 9)

			For love and tenderness, the kind that leads to commitment, take:

			260g butter, melted and warm
200g sugar
500g semolina
300g yogurt, made foamy and quivering by stirring in 1 tbsp baking powder
1 lemon or lime, juice only
300g sugar, dissolved in 200ml water
1 tbsp orange blossom water for the attar glaze

			The taste: sweet, buttery and floral but with bite. These flavours will surprise you.

			The artistry: the power of the meeting of East and West.

			The purpose: to introduce unfamiliar tastes through the familiar vessel of cake so the taster becomes open to that which they may not otherwise accept.

		

	
		
			Two years ago, I was getting ready for the most important evening of my life. It was an overcast mid-October day in London and I was eighteen years old. This is the day my life begins, I told myself. It felt as if everything that had come before had been to prepare me for this moment, the moment Gabe proposed. As it happened, I was entirely wrong.

			That night I wore black eyeliner with an upward sweep, which suits the almond shape of my dark eyes, and hair piled high with diamante pins. I needed a good few because even though I have my mother’s pale Irish skin, I also inherited my father’s thick Asian hair. I chose a little black dress (of course) combined with one of Nana’s sequined scarves. When people ask me where I’m from – receptionists, shopkeepers – I reply, ‘Where do you think?’ or often, if I’m feeling tired, ‘London,’ knowing that’s not what they mean. They’re really asking about my parentage. I’ve long known my looks confuse people.

			The evening started with a Commitment Cake I’d prepared earlier and brought over to Gabe’s. As long as I can remember, I’d liked nothing better than to cook. You could say I was obsessed. I was currently working as an apprentice chef at a local eatery called Arabian Delights but dreamed one day of setting up my own kitchen or even working at some famous Michelin-starred restaurant.

			It is unconventional to start an evening meal with dessert, but not if you have experienced the scent and taste of this dish. The taste of everlasting love. I busied myself in Gabe’s kitchen, heating up the cake and completing the preparation. As it emerged from the oven, I set it before him on the dining table, moistening a pinch of it with a dewy attar glaze, the scent of orange blossom laced with caramel and lime, then raising it for him to take a bite. I purposefully missed his mouth a little, so he was forced to lick his lips. His eyes rolled up in his head as he turned the flavours around in his mouth and then he released such a forceful moan you’d be forgiven for mistaking it for pain. It was a total success. But then as I started preparations for the rest of the evening meal, he shuffled me out of his house.

			We end up at this toff’s restaurant, one we can’t really afford, and I start moaning about the meal – pasta beyond al dente, no hint of truffle in the tagliatelle al tartufo bianco d’Alba, and most telling of all, onions diced instead of sliced. We don’t normally eat out, due to my obsession with cookery, but Gabe had insisted. He has a confident way about him that makes people do as he says. Moving the subject away from my disappointing pasta, I say, ‘Talk to me about physics, Gabe.’ I always love it when he talks science at me. He weaves his fingertips into an apex, then does that motionless stare of an academic deep in thought, the kind that brings heat to my face.

			Somewhere behind me I hear an old Spandau Ballet song Mum loves. Oh, I want the truth to be said, it bemoans, a ringtone which abruptly cuts off.

			Gabe says, ‘It’s the study of what’s real, Ads. We live in a universe so big that no human mind can comprehend it. There’s this massive force holding it all together in the endless dark’ – he sweeps the air – ‘but we can’t see it, hear it, smell it, taste or touch it. We don’t know anything about it and like all things we wish to know, we name it.’

			(I pout the letter G before I realise the question is rhetorical.)

			‘Dark energy,’ he announces. ‘So,’ he says, looking about the room as if following the trail of a fly, ‘here we are amongst billions of suns and planets, alone. Tiny beings balancing on the dry crusts of a wet planet in a corner of this endless expanse, observing, measuring. And all this is out there, Ads.’ He takes my hand and says, with the slightest tremor on his lips, ‘Yet since we met, I can think only of you.’

			It is the happiest day of my life. Not because of his Addy versus the universe compliment, that I am tested against the very universe and win, or because he follows it with a proposal of marriage. But because it is then that I know my plan has worked: my plan to make him fall in love with me. I, Addy Mayford, chef extraordinaire, magician of food, have cooked up his love. Literally. Each dish – its taste, scent, sizzle, texture, colour, and my very own dark energy, the invisible power of intention I fry, bake and knead into every bite – has brought Gabe to this moment. Him loving me.

			As we left the restaurant, hands clasped, I cast my eyes up to the night sky, the stars bright points of light breaking through the dark. I remember the feeling of heat, light and electricity; the effervescent elation which shortened my breath and sent unsettling tingles to my toes. In the restaurant, I had responded to Gabe’s proposal with a smile, nothing more.

			On the street he walks me back against a wall, his eyes devouring me. Tracing the curve of my lips, my jaw, my neck with his fingertip, he says it again. ‘Marry me, Addy.’ I smile, say nothing. And then, placing my palm on his cheek, ‘Perhaps,’ I say, my tone nonchalant as I enjoy my superhero powers over him. He takes my hand and kisses the centre of my palm. Inside, every part of me is screaming Yes! and Thank you, Lord! Thank you, Commitment Cake! for I am in no doubt I owe it to the special recipes I’d prepared with empirical precision.

			Since then, I have come to better understand matters of the heart and the many reasons we choose to marry. Whatever the reason, whether it’s money, good looks, security, one thing is certain: we all marry for love. It’s just we all love different things; and not only the person we are marrying.

			And I was no exception – I just didn’t realise it back then.

			Of course, by the time we’d reached my home, I’d said yes. Yes, yes, yes!

			I grew up in the kitchen of our red-brick mid-terrace house in East London, because that’s where Nana spent all her time. I started cooking with Nana from the moment I could stand, first by helping spoon ingredients into pans and later preparing entire meals like a virtuoso. Cookery was the most important activity in our lives.

			But there was more to it than that.

			Nana’s recipes had powers beyond the marvel of human sustenance. The recipes handed down to her through generation upon generation of mothers could cure any emotionally delicate state or ill mood. Like the time I returned bullied and bruised from school, when Unpleasantness-Cancelling Lentils fixed my smarting and hurt heart. Or when I was overtaken with examination fears and Stay Cool Yogurt Dumplings settled my nerves as if I’d just returned from holiday.

			And more still. There were recipes that we believed could actually change people, guaranteeing a desired outcome as reliably as those unbreakable laws of nature. They worked. Every time. And so I fried and dried and glazed and boiled to fulfil my particular aims. Food became my vocabulary, so where others used words and sentences to express or persuade, I used the power of taste and the curved satisfaction of a full belly. A calming Cloud Lentil to build resolve to face a thorny dilemma, a Brave Chilli Chicken for courage to accept a challenge, or a Red Rice Soup to soothe a troubled mind. But the thing is, most people don’t believe in such things, even if they work. And why should they? They haven’t seen what my Nana’s diced lamb and cauliflower can do, or her butter maple flatbreads. Wah!

			From our kitchen window in Spitalfields, brilliant sunshine would be magnified by the angular white walls of Christ Church. Its clock face, set on a single tall steeple above its entrance, gave it the look of some sphinx-like creature on its haunches watching over me. It would watch as I sat cross-legged under the table, dangled my legs on the worktop, crouched on the floor gazing into the oven, or stood on a chair staring into Nana’s bubbling pans. I liked nothing better than cooking with Nana. Countless times as a baby, I’d narrowly escaped death by fire with my Moses basket practically butt up against flaming cooking pots. At least that’s what Mum would say. And when Mum would complain, on the few occasions she wasn’t working, Nana’d just say, ‘Eh! Stop your buk-buk . . . tsk.’

			I was raised by a Catholic mother of Irish extraction and a Muslim grandmother from Pakistan under the same roof, both handing me back and forth as if I were two separate people, each never making reference to the perfectly circular world of the other. So, church service on Sunday followed mosque on Friday for Jumma prayers; confession followed a group Dhikr remembrance of God; a rosary of Hail Marys followed tasbih-bead recitation of the ninety-nine names of God; styled hair followed headscarves. And so it went. Over the years I came to consider myself neither fully Christian nor completely Muslim, being more a fusion of the two – a Mustian or Chrislim, I’d tell Jen, my best friend, chuckling as I mouthed the portmanteau. (But that’s not a religion, she’d reply. Jen’s not the brightest.) Whether Christian, Muslim, agnostic or atheist, one thing was certain: I was at all times and without exception a devout chef. My religiosity in the conventional sense had fissures in a way my commitment to cookery did not. When I was cooking, there would be no such laxity. My cookery was precise and controlled while at the same time being artistic and expressive, sponges rising to even perfection, onions browned as if by an artist’s brush. And I was an artist on a mission, which, as with all art, was to affect a permanent change in those who interacted with it. Cookery was to me like faith itself.

			My Nana had been a legendary beauty (her words), so beautiful she would draw a crowd whenever she left the house (also her words). This she told me as I gazed upon her tan-leather-coloured skin and halo-white hair. I would try to picture Nana as young, but I never could. She’d always looked old, a little witch-like with her grooved skin and Roman nose. Even in my earliest memories, I cannot remember a time she looked any different. It was as if she didn’t age.

			Nana had grown up in North Pakistan, where she said you could see lush green meadows and clouds pouring over high mountains. For the Yousafzai tribe, Nana’s tribe, the given name of a child and what it means is a matter of great importance, said to influence the child’s personality. As a young girl, I never thought of her as having a name other than Nana, but in later years I came to know that her actual name was Asiyah. She loved it because her namesake was considered one of the greatest women in history. Asiyah received this accolade for standing up to her husband, a brutal pharaoh who reigned at the time of Moses, when he insisted she worship him as God. She died in the name of her cause. Since hearing this, I’ve often pondered: are women destined to forever suffer at the hands of men? Nana was proud of her name, although she had wondered if that was the reason she had ended up marrying an arrogant pharaonic loser who had left her, mainly because when he struck her at will for some trivial concern, Nana deployed the retaliatory maxim ‘an eye for an eye’, and struck him right back. But there had never been any hope for her marriage. It was a wonder it lasted as long as it did, bringing into the world my Aunty Gulu, Uncle Musa and my father.

			Unfazed by the disappointments of her life, Nana had decided her future lay with her younger son. And so she moved to the UK to be with him around twenty years ago when he married Mum. Mum said Nana arrived wearing a shimmering sky-blue sari in some diaphanous material, layers of which were quivering over her Dr Martens-shaped boots. Everyone made way for her without question, because that’s what you did in her presence.

			The thing I loved best about my Nana’s kitchen was the big black pestle and mortar we’d had for as long as I could remember. Its bowl base was rough-cut black stone, deep and wide, and the pestle was a long wooden club which reminded me of a baseball bat. It had the look of a dark, rough boulder sat there on our kitchen worktop, even when it was being used to pound herbs and spices for our evening meal. Nana told me it had been a bargain because the stonemason who’d made it had slipped, chipping its perfect upper edge. But that was what I loved best about it. I would run my fingers around the rim, feeling the ellipse and the sharp indentation where the maker had slipped. It was a witness mark. Proof of hands at labour; that it hadn’t been churned out of some factory. She would tell me of the many weeks it would take to make a single one, of the tap-a-tap rhythms at Urdu Bazaar where she’d bought it, and how no two pestle and mortars could ever be the same. Like the soul. And how after so many hours of sweaty hammering and shaping, one slip, like a misdeed, could ruin the whole thing. I think she saw it as a metaphor for life.

			Everything for Nana had deeper meaning, even mundane things you wouldn’t give a second thought to. Events you’d see as chance, such as the wrong turn at a junction, a spoiled meal, an unexpected visitor . . . for Nana, they happened for a reason. There were messages everywhere – hidden in the shape of steam issuing from a broth, in the scent of first rain on parched earth, the patterns the sun drew on our walls through our netted panes. Our lives were full of mystery and magic in that way; the possibility of the impossible was always there at the edges. It gave Nana a visionary quality, like an oracle or fortune teller, as she went around the house mouthing prayers in a whisper on the beads of her tasbih. And that’s the way I think of her. Wise old Nana who was partly here and partly in some ephemeral plane, a momentary unseen world only she could perceive, separated from ours by the finest of veils. That’s perhaps why she knew things she shouldn’t know. Like her visionary dream of me marrying an angel, just before I met Gabriel, a name shared in the Abrahamic tradition with the highest-ranking angel of them all. We didn’t think it strange, though. That was just Nana.

			Nana was also a feeder. Feeding others was in her DNA (and consequently in mine). She would feed anyone and everyone who came within a few metres of our home. Neighbours were frequently plied with Nana’s latest creation. She even fed the haters. Like old Mr Jenkins, with monastic tonsured hair, who’d come to complain about the cookery smells, his face a knot of anger; after a bowl of Lose Your Anger Chicken and a big cup of tea, he left full-bellied, a baggy grin on his face. ‘It’s important to feed your foes,’ Nana said after he left, ‘because it may just loosen their hate.’ Then Mrs Dennison from three doors away, a permanently bitter witch of a lady greatly versed in the art of spite. She had great
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Starting again never
tasted so sweet





