
Chapter One

			Jody always knew which drink marked the line between pleasantly tipsy and full-on drunk. It was somewhere between six and eight, and this time, it had been the double vodka and Coke that had done it. She had to concentrate hard to open and shut the cubicle door.

			When she finally made it onto the toilet, she let out a sigh of relief. It took a moment to register that there was someone crying in the other cubicle. Not sobbing, rather a low, soft weeping. It wasn’t unusual to find crying girls in the toilets of the Royal Oak; one look at the cracked and stained sinks made you want to bawl your eyes out.

			“Hope you’re not crying over a man, love,” Jody called as she pulled up her jeans. “They ain’t worth it.” She cranked the handle, and the roar of the pub’s plumbing momentarily drowned out whoever was crying. She washed her hands in one of the cracked sinks and peered at herself blearily in the mirror. Her mascara had miraculously stayed put, and she was pleased that she didn’t look as drunk as she felt. She was rubbing her hands together under the drier when the other cubicle door opened, and a small Asian woman stepped out.

			She didn’t look at Jody as she went straight to the sink to wash her hands. Jody stared, something stirring at the back of her mind. She knew this girl from somewhere, she was sure of it. The woman became aware of Jody’s scrutiny and glanced over at her.

			That quick, darting glance from the black eyes was immediately familiar.

			“I know you. You’re Chatty Chatterjee,” She grinned, pleased that she had remembered despite the vodka slopping messily around inside her brain.

			“That’s not my name,” the girl replied icily.

			“Yeah, I know that.” Jody laughed self-consciously. “Your actual name is…is…bollocks. I can’t remember, but we was at school together, right? You were one of the geeky girls.” A small part of Jody’s brain shouted through the alcohol that this might not be the best way to re-introduce herself.

			The woman looked at her witheringly, her eyes puffy from crying. “Yeah? Well, I remember your name, all right. You’re Jody Turner.” Her voice dripped with contempt, and Jody blinked rapidly. This didn’t seem to be going well. The girl took a step toward Jody, jabbing her finger at her. “And you were a massive bitch.”

			Jody felt as if she had been slapped. “Was I?” she asked stupidly.

			“You and your mate, Tia. You were the worst of them all.”

			Jody opened her mouth, not yet sure if she was about to agree or to defend Tia. Then the door swung open, and Tia herself appeared with her usual impeccable timing.

			“What’re you doing in here, Jodes? We’ve got a taxi waiting.” She glanced briefly over the other girl and moved away without a flicker of recognition. She motioned with her head. “Come on, let’s go.”

			Jody felt that last drink curdling in her stomach. “I dunno, T. I might just head home.”

			Tia rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a wet blanket. We’re all going, and you can’t go home without me. Come on, before the taxi goes.”

			Jody smiled apologetically at the other girl, as if Tia had been interrupting a special moment. “Sorry,” she said.

			“What’re you saying sorry to her for? Come on.” Tia grabbed Jody’s arm and ushered her toward the door.

			Jody looked back, and the fog of alcohol shifted just for a moment. “Asha,” she shouted triumphantly as Tia pulled her through the door.

			By the time they’d taken the taxi to the club and queued in the cold night air for fifteen minutes, Jody was feeling distinctly more sober. The release of Asha’s name from her memory had been like the opening of a floodgate.

			“Were we proper bitches at school?” she asked Tia.

			“What?” Tia was bobbing up and down in her high heels, trying to keep warm.

			“That girl in the toilets was Asha Chatterjee from our year. Do you remember her?”

			“No.”

			“She said I was a massive bitch.” Jody tried to inject a note of indignation into her voice, but she had a nagging suspicion at the back of her mind. “We were a bit mean sometimes, I guess.”

			Tia shrugged. “That’s just the way school is.”

			They’d reached the front of the queue, and the bouncer looked them up and down before waving them through. Inside, the music was the pumping drum and bass that Tia liked. They went to the bar, did a round of shots, and then headed onto the dance floor.

			Tia was in her element. She was a naturally good dancer, able to move her body with an effortless fluidity. Jody always felt awkward on the dance floor, which was usually why she liked to be drunk by the time she got there. Tonight, the alcohol had failed, and she swayed back and forth, feeling ill at ease. Inevitably, it wasn’t long before Tia had a man sidling up to her, swinging his hips next to her in a questioning way. Tia looked him over and clearly decided he would do. She ground against him, and Jody knew that Tia would now be occupied for the rest of the night. That meant she didn’t need to stick around pretending that was she loving every moment.

			She went back to the bar, ordered a rum and Coke, and took up position at one of the small sticky round tables that surrounded the dance floor. She kept an eye on Tia and her man whilst her thoughts wandered back to the brief encounter in the Royal Oak toilets.

			She hadn’t seen Asha since she’d left school, and she couldn’t fathom why bumping into her again was so unsettling. Was it because of what Asha had said? Was she right? Jody took a swig of her drink as uncomfortable memories rose in her mind. She could remember plenty of times when she’d said mean things to Asha and her friends. She had been a bitch at school; it was no use pretending otherwise. And even after so long, it had been the first thing Asha had remembered about her.

			It was the third rum and Coke that tipped her into maudlin drunkenness. Tia came over at one point and shouted the name of whoever the man was into Jody’s ear. Jody nodded and shouted back that she wanted to go home. Tia looked annoyed but eventually disengaged from her new friend and came outside with Jody to wait for a taxi.

			“He was really into me,” she said reproachfully.

			“Go back in there if you like. I can see you at home.”

			“No, it’s okay. If you want an early night, that’s fine.”

			Jody closed her eyes, but that made things spin alarmingly, so she opened them again. She stared out the window on the ride home, watching the groups of other revellers spilling onto the pavement clutching cartons of chips and kebabs.

			“Are you pissed off with me?” Tia asked.

			“No.”

			“You could’ve pulled too, you know.”

			“I didn’t want to pull.”

			“Then why are you in such a mood?”

			“I just feel bad about Asha.”

			“Who?”

			“That girl I saw in the pub toilets. I’m remembering how horrible we were to her at school.”

			“Were we?” Tia drew her perfectly plucked brows together as if she was trying her best to remember.

			“Yeah. We called her and her friends names.”

			“Was she one of the ugly geeky ones?”

			“They weren’t ugly. I always thought Asha was really pretty, actually.”

			“What?” Tia wrinkled her nose. “Well, they were definitely geeks.”

			“I bet they’ve all got good jobs now.”

			“She can’t have if she’s back here,” Tia said triumphantly.

			“God, she was crying as well. And I didn’t even ask her what she was crying about.” Jody pictured herself as she must have appeared to Asha, and she felt self-pitying tears prick her own eyes.

			Tia made a disgusted noise and turned aside to look out her window.

			




Chapter Ten

			Asha was almost dropping off when she heard her phone vibrate loudly on the bedside table. She knew that in the interests of good sleep hygiene, she should ignore it, but old habits were hard to break. She picked it up and peered at it.

			It was a message from Jody: Hey, hope your weekend’s been good so far. Lost 4-1 at home, so not a great result. J x

			It took Asha a moment to recall that she had liked Jody’s picture. She thought about replying, as it seemed the polite thing to do, but she decided she was too sleepy and put her phone on silent.

			* * *

			Her mum was more depressed than usual the next morning because Nish was heading home. It felt to Asha as if a cloud had closed in around the entire house. She could see Nish trying to lighten the mood, joking about the kids having wrecked the place in his absence.

			“I’ll be back soon. And if you need me, just give me call.”

			Mum nodded, and Asha could see her fighting back tears. She clasped Nish to her for a long while before finally letting him go. Asha hugged him.

			“You’ll call me, right? If he gets worse,” Nish murmured into her ear.

			“Yeah. Of course.”

			Asha released him, and she and her mum waved as he backed his car down the drive. He beeped his horn as he drove away, waving his hand out the window. Her mum took a big, shuddering sigh.

			“He’ll be back, Mum.”

			“I know. But even a few days feels like a lifetime at the moment.” She turned and shuffled back toward the house, and Asha thought, not for the first time, how old her mum was looking.

			They went to the hospital that afternoon and sat by her dad’s bedside. Mum talked to him about Nish, about how wonderful it had been to see him and that he would be back soon. She told Dad that she would be video calling his sister Bhavini in India that evening too.

			“And you know how much she talks,” she said. “I’ll be there till midnight.” She smiled at him and slipped back into Bengali, talking about the times they had visited all his family.

			Asha sat on a hard plastic hospital chair and felt useless. The trips to India to see the extended family occurred every few years. The last time Asha had been was just before she’d gone to university. She had felt gangly and awkward, no longer the small child who had been exclaimed and fussed over but now an almost-adult who was questioned relentlessly about her future, as if she should have it all mapped out. And there were endless questions about boyfriends that made her squirm with embarrassment.

			The suspicion that she might be gay had been growing steadily since she had started secondary school and had gradually hardened into certain knowledge. It was knowledge that terrified her with its implications. At first, she had dealt with it by simply ignoring it and hoping it would go away. When it didn’t, she began guarding herself carefully, trying to make sure that no sign of it leaked out. She had heard enough of her dad’s comments to know that he would consider a gay daughter a disaster.

			Her guarded awareness increased tenfold whenever they went to visit family in India. She scrutinised every sentence before she spoke, policed every expression on her face. As a result, she found the visits stressful and exhausting.

			When the next trip was being planned in her last year of university, she had pleaded the pressures of studying for final year exams and hadn’t gone with her parents and Nish. And now, it was possible that had been the last family trip with her dad

			With a sudden, panicky feeling, she wondered how many possible last times had slid by without her knowing. The last time she’d hugged him, the last time she’d heard him laugh. She took a deep breath and gripped the hard edge of the chair, forcing her thoughts away from that spiral. There was still a chance that he could recover, she told herself. And besides, she couldn’t break down in front of her mum. She needed her to be strong.

			They got back from the hospital and had tinned soup for dinner. Afterward, they set themselves up in the living room with the iPad and FaceTimed Auntie Bhavini. Asha chatted with her aunt for a while, talking about her job and how well things were going. As expected, Bhavini asked about boyfriends, and Asha gave her stock response.

			“Oh, I don’t have time for that at the moment. I’m focused on my career.”

			Her aunt’s face creased with concern. “But you don’t want to leave it too long, beti. You know that a woman’s fertility falls off a cliff at age thirty-five.”

			“I’m twenty-six,” Asha reminded her tightly.

			“There is plenty of time,” her mum said soothingly. “Anyway, Asha has to get going. She is meeting up with friends tonight.”

			“Am I?”

			“Yes,” her mum said pointedly. “You better go and get ready so you’re not late.”

			Asha realised that she was being given a way out and took it. “Yeah, I suppose I should. Lovely to speak to you, Auntie.”

			“You tell your father he needs to get better soon. And he can’t scare us like this again.” Despite the tinny audio, Asha could hear the catch in her aunt’s voice.

			She waved as she left the room and heard her mum carrying on the conversation in Bengali. She went up to her room and sat on her bed, feeling discontented and restless. She hated the obfuscation that came into every conversation she had with her family. She longed to be able to simply be herself in front of them, as she had been when she was a child. But her dad’s position had always been clear: having a gay child was one of those unfortunate things that happened to other families. But their family was not like that.

			Asha looked at the faded carpet of her room and felt a surge of anger toward him. He always talked about the love he had for his children, yet, it was a conditional love. A love that rested on shallow foundations.

			She stood abruptly. She couldn’t feel angry with her dad, not now. She walked downstairs, the restlessness only increasing. There must be something useful she could do besides making endless cups of tea. She went downstairs and opened the cupboards and fridge. She would do some shopping. She did a quick stock check before grabbing her jacket and leaving the house. She needed to be busy; she needed to have something to do.

			The afternoon light had already taken on a faded and melancholy aspect as she walked across the car park of the big supermarket at the top of the high street. She picked up a basket and walked slowly up and down the aisles, picking up things she thought her mum might find useful.

			She turned down the aisle where the pasta was, thinking that her mother would always be glad to have an extra packet of rice in the cupboard.

			She stopped abruptly. A few feet in front of her, Jody was staring intently at the packets of rice on the shelves. Asha’s first impulse was to turn on her heel and walk away; she could not deal with seeing Jody just now. But part of her resisted because Jody looked as she’d looked in the photo with her dad: more relaxed and natural than Asha remembered. And prettier without the hard defensive expression that she’d habitually worn.

			As if she could feel Asha’s gaze, Jody looked up. Their eyes met, and Asha felt the blood rush to her face. Jody smiled uncertainly. “Hello,” she said.

			“Hi.” Asha shook herself and walked over. “I’m just doing some shopping,” she said as she reached for some basmati rice.

			“Really? I thought you were here for the banging tunes they play.”

			“What?” Asha looked at her sharply. “Oh, right. You’re joking.” She forced a smile.

			Jody seemed to pick up on her mood. “Sorry, it was a shit joke. I’m doing my shopping too, as it happens. But I’m stuck on what rice to buy.”

			“What sort do you need?”

			“I mean, just the sort you eat.”

			Asha looked at her again, unsure if this was another joke, but Jody looked genuinely perplexed. “Well, yeah but what are you eating? Like a curry, a risotto, or what?”

			“I dunno. Tia told me to get some rice, but I never make rice so I don’t—”

			Asha held up her hand. “Wait. What do you mean you never make rice?”

			“I mean I never cook it. Tia has it with baked beans but—”

			“Baked beans?”

			“Yeah. Says it’s better than a potato.”

			Asha shook her head. “Right, well, if she’s just putting beans on it, then buy the long grain rice.”

			“Not the arborio?”

			“No, that’s for making risottos.”

			“Wow.” Jody put a packet of long grain rice into her basket and looked at Asha admiringly. “See, this is why you’re a hotshot IT bod.”

			“Because I know about the different types of rice?”

			“Exactly. You’re a woman of the world.”

			Asha smiled. Although she was loath to admit it, part of her was enjoying Jody’s admiration. “The Hornets didn’t win at the weekend, then?”

			“Urgh, no. I know it’s only one game, but it feels like a bad omen for the cup final. My dad says I’m overreacting.”

			“It looked like you guys had a good time.” Asha could hear the envy in her voice as she spoke.

			“Yeah, we did. How’s your weekend been?”

			“Oh, well…” Asha’s instinct was to give the usual expected response: fine or not too bad. She was Asha Chatterjee, after all, the woman who was always calm in a crisis, who always knew exactly what to do. This was who she was with everyone at work and with her friends. But here was Jody, essentially a stranger, someone who had no expectations of her beyond knowing about triangles and rice. And that felt refreshing. “Actually, my weekend’s been pretty shit.”

			“Oh.” Jody blinked. “Sorry to hear that.” She waited as if expecting Asha to say more. “Would a drink help?”

			Asha sighed, feeling a great relief that she hadn’t had to pretend everything was okay. “Maybe. The booze is a few aisles down, right?”

			“Yeah, but I mean, no. What I meant was…a drink with me.”

			“With you?” Asha was so taken aback that the words came out with more force than she’d intended. A few other shoppers glanced over at them.

			Jody’s face went bright red. “Yeah. But obviously, only if you want to. No pressure or anything. It’s just…seems like you’re having a hard time.” She looked at her feet, looking more awkward and ill at ease than Asha had ever seen. This wasn’t the hard, coldly contemptuous Jody she remembered so well. This Jody seemed more like a stammering teenager asking someone out for the first time.

			Hang on, surely that wasn’t what was happening here?

			“Are you talking about a date?” Asha demanded.

			Jody shrugged with overdone nonchalance. “If you like,” she muttered.

			Asha looked at her and felt as if reality was shifting before her eyes. The person in front of her was so far removed from the girl she’d known that her brain was struggling to keep up. “But you’re,” she began and then stopped. “You’re not…”

			Her clumsiness seemed to have emboldened Jody, for she looked at Asha with a smile playing on her lips. “I’m not what?”

			“You’re, you know. Straight.”

			Jody raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t think we did labels anymore.”

			“No, I know, but, I mean, you’re like the straightest girl in the world. Aren’t you?”

			Jody seemed to be actively enjoying Asha’s discomfort. “You want me to lend you a spade, or can you dig this hole all by yourself?”

			Asha’s skin prickled with heat. She had no idea how she had ended up here, having this excruciating conversation in the middle of the pasta aisle, but she was flailing, big time. “Sorry, you’re right. I don’t know anything about you, really. And I shouldn’t assume.”

			“Quite right.” Jody grinned, seeming to have fully recovered her composure.

			“But you’re telling me that you date girls?”

			“Yeah. Why’s that so hard to believe?”

			“No, it’s not, of course it’s not. I mean, what girl wouldn’t want…no, the point I’m trying to make is that I never would’ve…I mean, at school you never—”

			“Well, that was school. None of us knew who we were at school.”

			“That’s true.”

			“I wasn’t a good version of myself back then. But once I’d left, it was like I was free, you know? I didn’t have to stick to being Jody Turner from school.”

			“Fair enough. I guess we don’t really know each other anymore.”

			“We can change that. By going for a drink together. Just as an example.”

			Asha moistened her lips, still not quite believing that she had ended up in this situation with Jody Turner, of all people. “Okay,” she said, the word escaping before she’d had time to think about it.

			Even Jody looked surprised. “Really?” And then, as if she regretted giving Asha a chance to back out, “Awesome. I’ll, um, message you sometime, yeah?”

			“Yeah. Sure. Good luck with the rice.” Asha almost ran down the aisle. She wasn’t sure exactly how that had happened, but she thought she’d better clear off before she agreed to anything else.

			* * *

			Asha found herself shaking her head in disbelief at multiple points throughout the following day. She did it so many times that her mum asked her what she was doing.

			“I was just thinking how different Jody is from when we were at school,” Asha said. They were making samosas together. Her mum had an obsessive need to always have a stock of samosas available “for emergencies.” Asha was frying them as her mother passed them to her.

			“You said she wasn’t very nice at school.”

			“She wasn’t. But she seems different now. Like a completely different person almost.”

			“I told you people could change.”

			“It’s annoying when you’re right.”

			Her mum smiled, a rare sight these days, and passed Asha another perfectly proportioned samosa. “I was thinking about Katie last night.”

			“Katie?” Asha dropped the samosa into the pan and yelped as the oil spat.

			Her mum tutted. “Did it get on you?”

			“No, I’m fine. But why were you thinking about Katie?”

			“Oh, I suppose because she’s a doctor. And your dad liked her, you know.”

			“Right.” Asha lifted out the crispy samosa onto the squares of kitchen paper they had laid out on the side. She did not understand what her mum was getting at. Her mum hadn’t seen Katie since that awful weekend several years ago, the weekend that had spelled the beginning of the end. Mum and Dad had loved Katie, which wasn’t that remarkable because everyone loved Katie. And she had been at her absolute best that weekend, charming and gracious. She had made them both laugh, devoured all the food put in front of her, and talked knowledgeably with Dad about politics. To her parents, the weekend had been a great success.

			Katie had driven her back to London on that Sunday evening, and Asha could tell by the set of her jaw that she was furious. Asha had sat miserably in the passenger seat, watching mile after mile of motorway flow by and knowing that she would have to have this row with Katie, that there was no escaping it.

			They had sat in sullen silence for almost an hour before Katie had said, “You didn’t tell me you weren’t out to your parents.”

			“I know. I’m sorry, I should’ve thought.” And it was true that Asha had never seriously entertained the idea of introducing Katie as anything other than her friend. To show up at her parent’s house with a girlfriend was unthinkable.

			“I couldn’t believe it when you introduced me as your friend. I thought you were joking.”

			“Sorry.”

			“I felt like a teenager being made to sleep in the spare room.”

			“Well, to be fair, you would’ve had to sleep in the spare room if you were a boy.” Asha had tried to lighten the mood, but Katie was having none of it.

			“Why haven’t you told them you have a girlfriend?”

			“Because. It’s a big deal. I’m not ready to tell them yet. ’Specially not my dad.”

			“Right. But you’re ready for me to meet them and spend the weekend with them?”

			“Yeah, I wanted them to meet you. And they really liked you.”

			“As your friend, Ash. They liked me as your friend. And that’s a lie.” Katie had shaken her head angrily. “When are you going to tell them?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“But sometime soon?”

			“I don’t know, Katie, I need some time.” There had been more silence after that, silence that had lasted for days, until another row after a night out with Katie’s friends from her medicine course. The medics were renowned for being heavy drinkers, and Asha had known after the first few drinks that it would end badly. She couldn’t even remember much about that night except for one memory as clear and cutting as a blade: she and Katie arguing by a bus stop in the early hours of the morning.

			“You’re a coward!” Katie had yelled at her. Even now, Asha could still feel the mixture of anger and shame that had consumed her like a fire burning everything in its path.

			“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” she had screamed back. “Your mum’s a bloody hippie. She’s delighted to have a gay daughter. It’s totally different for me. My grandparents lived through Partition and all that imperial crap—”

			“What are you even on about? You’re blaming the British Empire for why you can’t come out to your parents?”

			“No, I’m trying to get you to use your fucking imagination. Could you try, just once, to conceive that things might be different outside of your cosy, middle class life?”

			“It’s excuses, Ash. That’s all it is. Trumped up excuses because you’re scared to have a difficult conversation. Grow up, for fuck’s sake.”

			“It’s not me that needs to grow up, Katie. You’ve got all the empathy skills of a toddler. Great doctor you’ll make, huh?”

			That was the thing that had hurt Katie the most. Being a doctor was all she had ever wanted to be, and Asha had seen the cold pain in her eyes. She knew in that moment that it was over.

			“That one needs to come out,” her mum said.

			“Hmm?” Asha looked into the oil and fished out an overly crunchy samosa.

			“Why don’t you call Katie?”

			“Why would I do that? I haven’t spoken to her in ages.”

			“Now might be a good time to get back in touch. She might be able to give some advice as a doctor. And the two of you were very close, weren’t you?”

			Something in the way she said this made Asha pause with a samosa still balanced precariously on the fish slice. Her mum was apparently focused on packing the samosas into a perfect triangle within an old ice cream tub.

			“Yeah,” Asha said, cautiously. “We were very close.”

			“And then you suddenly weren’t anymore,” her mum observed. “You stopped talking about her, and if your father and I ever asked, you snapped at us.”

			“Did I?”

			“It was like you’d broken up.”

			Asha put the samosa onto the kitchen paper and looked at her mum.

			After what seemed an age, her mum finally raised her eyes. “Is that what happened?” she asked.

			Asha held herself very still. Any time she had pictured coming out to her parents, she had always imagined big emotional scenes, exactly like something from a TV show. Her mum was always crying in these imagined scenes or wailing in an overdone, Bollywood way that Asha knew was absurd. But it had been oddly comforting to imagine these overwrought, outlandish scenarios. They were a million miles away from her mum’s quiet question in the kitchen with the sound of the neighbour’s dog barking outside.

			“Yeah,” Asha said slowly. “We broke up.”

			Her mum nodded and put another samosa into the tub. “She was your girlfriend? In a romantic sense?”

			Asha had never imagined that it would happen this way round. “That’s right.”

			Her mum nodded again as if confirming something she’d already known. “Was she your girlfriend when she came to stay that time?”

			“Yes.”

			Her mum stopped packing samosas and looked at her. “Why didn’t you say?”

			Although there was nothing accusatory in her tone, Asha felt it as such. She felt exactly as she had when Katie had asked the same question through clenched teeth on that interminable drive to London.

			She went back to the pan and carried on lifting out samosas. “I just couldn’t. I knew you wouldn’t like it. But Katie wanted me to tell you. Well, she thought I already had. She was really angry with me about it.”

			“I liked Katie,” her mum said, opening a new empty tub. “And your father did too.”

			“But not as my girlfriend.”

			Her mum sighed. “I don’t say that he would have found it easy.”

			“Mum, he would have freaked out.”

			“Maybe. But he would have been pleased you had a doctor as a girlfriend.”

			“Yeah, imagine the scenes if she’d been a plumber.”

			“He will get used to it, beti. After all, we had to deal with something similar when we were married.”

			“Did you?” Asha asked, surprised.

			“Oh, yes. My father was adamant that I shouldn’t marry Debu. He wanted me to marry a boy from his village in Bengal, you see. He had arranged all the flights, and I refused to go.”

			“You refused?” Asha had only vague memories of her grandfather, but most of them were of a forbidding old man who never smiled.

			“I did, and there was an almighty row. But my mother took my part. She told my father that I should not be forced into marriage with a boy who would expect me to behave exactly like one of the girls from the village. In the end, I agreed to meet suitable British Bengali boys. But my father never quite forgave me.” There was a hurt in her voice, and Asha felt indignant on her dad’s behalf.

			“But you and dad have such a happy marriage.”

			“Well, exactly. And Debu was the dream son-in-law. He was hardworking, with excellent manners. It seemed absurd to me that my father should still harbour a grudge when he could see how happy we were. Your father and I,” she said, her voice swelling with pride, “are proof that love is not just some lightning bolt moment. It is a thing you have to work at, with patience and persistence. Like scoring a century.”

			“Mum, did you actually just use a cricketing metaphor?”

			“Hush, don’t tell your father. I will never hear the end of it.”

			Asha laughed and lifted out the last few samosas. As her mum packed them into the tub, Asha said, “How long have you known? About me, I mean?”

			“I think I knew for a long time. But it wasn’t until you brought Katie home that I really acknowledged it. Because I saw the way you looked at her, the way you were around her.” She shrugged. “I knew you’d brought her to meet us for a reason, even if you couldn’t say it in words.”

			Asha felt tears gathering in her eyes. She felt an enormous sense of relief tinged with guilt that she had underestimated her mum, had underestimated her sensitivity and kindness. She took a moment to get her emotions under control before asking, “Why didn’t you say something to me?”

			“I kept thinking you were going to tell me. Every time your father or aunties asked you why you didn’t have a boyfriend, I felt sure you were going to come to me afterward and tell me.”

			“Sorry,” she mumbled.

			“You don’t need to be sorry, beti. I understand it’s not an easy thing to have to explain to your parents.”

			“You never mentioned it to Dad, then?”

			“It wasn’t my place to tell him.”

			Asha wasn’t sure whether there was a note of reproach in her mother’s words or if she had just imagined it. “I’ll tell him as soon as he’s better.”

			And now she was impatient for him to get well. She wanted him to wake up so that she could talk to him properly. She’d spent years being terrified of that conversation. She’d lost Katie because of that fear. And maybe there would be scenes, maybe her dad would never speak to her again. But her mother’s quiet revelation that she had known all this time had dispelled the fears as if they had been nothing more than cobwebs clinging on to ruins.

			* * *

			On Monday evenings, her mum went to her yoga class, as she had done for the last ten years. There had been no change in Dad’s condition, but Mum still fretted about whether she should go or not.

			Asha encouraged her, assuring her that she would be around if the hospital called. Her mum finally made up her mind to go and, as she came down the stairs dressed in her yoga gear, Asha could see how much she was looking forward to it.

			At the bottom of the stairs, she hesitated and said, “Do you think—”

			“You should go and do your yoga, Mum. You don’t need to feel guilty about it.”

			Asha watched her drive away down the road. As she turned from the window, she was struck by the emptiness of the house. She could hear the faint hum of the fridge and the gurgling of water through the pipes. She sat on the sofa, scrolling on her phone.

			She checked her work emails but saw that Dom had successfully removed her from the previous chains, and all she was getting now were the standard circulars about the latest training courses and the CEO’s weekly update.

			She went to her messages, meaning to post some replies in the conversations she was having with her friends. They had asked how things were going, and she sat for some moments, trying to work out what to say. The problem was that she wasn’t used to talking about things that weren’t going well. Her friendships had been formed during university, when she was actively trying to reinvent herself and dispense with the old Asha. She had spent most of her time going out clubbing with her new friends. and despite the fact that she had never really enjoyed it, the habit had persisted even after they had graduated. She was more comfortable messaging them about hangovers and clothes than about anything emotional.

			When she and Katie had broken up, she hadn’t told her friends immediately because it felt like admitting failure. When they finally noticed and asked her why Katie wasn’t around anymore, she had shrugged off the breakup as if it had been inevitable.

			She looked up from her phone into the darkened living room with the framed pictures of her and Nish at their graduations hanging above the mantlepiece. The old carriage clock that her dad had inherited from his father marked the seconds passing with its inexorable ticking. If she was at home now, she would still have been at work, and then there would have been the gym or dinner with the girls before getting up early for work the following day and doing it all again. She didn’t like the feeling of time hanging so heavily on her hands. It felt like she was wasting it, that there were surely a million useful things she could be doing right now, but she couldn’t think of any of them.

			Her phone lit up with a message from Jody: Hey, it was nice to run into you earlier. The rice went well with Tia’s baked beans, btw.

			Asha saw that Jody was typing and waited. She appeared to stop and start a few times before another message eventually popped up:

			If you want to go for a drink to get over your shitty weekend, let me know. Another stop-start series of typing and then: But obvs no worries if you’d rather not. Followed by a smiley face.

			A few times, Jody appeared to be typing something again but clearly thought better of it. Asha looked at the message for a long while. What would it be like to go out for a drink with Jody Turner? Would she spend the whole evening explaining about the different types of rice? Well, even if she did, what did that matter? It was something different; it was something that wasn’t this house or the hospital. And she’d get to look at Jody all evening which, she had to admit, wouldn’t exactly be a hardship.

			She replied to Jody’s message quickly, before she could change her mind: Are you around tomorrow evening?

			Jody replied immediately: Yeah I’m around. You wanna get a drink at the Oak?

			Asha grimaced. The Royal Oak wasn’t her scene anymore, but she didn’t know where else to suggest so she wrote back, Okay. About 7?

			Great. See you then. J x

			Asha put her phone aside and turned on the TV. She was going to go for a drink with Jody Turner. A snort of laughter escaped her. It really was ridiculous the way things turned out.

			

			




Chapter Eleven

			“What about this one?” Jody turned slowly in a circle.

			Tia was painting her toenails, her bare feet propped up on the coffee table. She looked Jody up and down. “Isn’t that basically the same as the last one?”

			“No, this one’s a bit baggier.”

			“I think they both look good.”

			“That’s not helpful.”

			“I dunno why you’re getting your knickers in a twist. You’re just going. To. The. Pub.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m nervous, though.”

			“Why? ’Cos you fancy her?”

			Jody blushed. “I mean…yes. I did always think she was cute. But I don’t want any pressure on. This is just a drink.”

			“Then you are dressed exactly like someone just going for a drink.”

			“You wouldn’t wear this to the pub. You’d wear some skintight dress and heels.”

			“Yeah, but you ain’t me, babes,” Tia said kindly. She turned her attention back to her toes, frowning as she delicately applied the pink polish.

			“But I look all right?” Jody pressed.

			“Sure. I’d snog you.”

			“That’s not reassuring. I’ve seen you snog someone’s grandad.”

			“He was a very young grandad,” Tia retorted, waving the nail brush at her. Jody grinned. She never tired of reminding Tia about this famed incident. “Shouldn’t you be going?” Tia said pointedly. “You don’t want to keep Chatty waiting.”

			Jody looked at her phone and saw it was seven fifteen. She hurried out the door, stopping only to take a final look at herself in the hallway mirror. She looked pinched and tense. She blew her cheeks out, trying to relax her face. It’s just a drink, she told herself.

			She arrived before Asha and ordered a large glass of white wine. She sat at a table facing the door. The Oak was quiet on weekday nights, and there were only a few other patrons sitting around. The thumping music of Friday and Saturday had been turned down, meaning that it was possible to talk without shouting.

			Jody sipped her wine, hoping it would calm her nerves. She saw Asha come in and almost knocked her glass off the table as she raised her arm to wave. Asha came over, and as she got closer, Jody could see the tiredness seeping out of her.

			“Hello,” Asha said with a polite smile.

			“All right?” Jody said and then winced at how high her voice sounded. She cleared her throat. “What would you like to drink?”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll get myself one.”

			“You sure? I still owe you for those books I chucked in the canal.”

			“Let’s just call it quits on that, okay?” She went to the bar and came back with a gin and tonic. She settled into the seat opposite.

			Jody raised her glass. “Cheers,” she said. “Here’s to…forgetting our school days?”

			“I’ll drink to that.” Asha chinked her glass against Jody’s. “Not a great game at the weekend, then?”

			“Urgh, no. It weren’t all bad, but we were pretty crap. All those new signings made no difference. You’re not a football fan, are you?”

			“Is it that obvious?”

			“You just don’t seem the type.”

			“I was never into it. Cricket is more my thing.”

			“Cricket?” Jody repeated, dismayed. “The most boring sport in the world?”

			“Hey.” Asha held up her hand. “That is a common misconception. It is slow, but that’s not the same as being boring. You can never tell which way it’s going to go. Just because one team has a good innings doesn’t mean they’ve won the game. There’s so many variables: the weather, the pitch, the way the field is set. And that’s all before the individual players come into it.” She was alight with enthusiasm and, for the first time in her life, Jody wished she’d paid more attention to cricket.

			“Wow. I think you could convert me.”

			Asha sipped her drink. “I used to sit in the garden and listen to the matches with my dad.” Her face clouded, and Jody instinctively changed the subject.

			“You went off to uni after school, right?”

			“Yeah, I went to London. Did a maths degree and then a master’s in computer science.”

			“Well, you were great at maths.”

			“I liked that there was always a definite answer.”

			“Did you stay in London after you graduated?”

			“Yeah. I had a…partner at the time who was studying medicine.”

			Jody noted her stumble over the word “partner” and sought at once to make things easier for her. There already seemed to be areas where the conversation couldn’t go, and she didn’t want to create another one. “Is that the girl who’s in all your Instagram pictures?”

			Asha looked both surprised and mildly alarmed. “You went through all my pictures?”

			Jody channelled Tia as hard as she could. She smiled and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a nosy cow.”

			“You must have gone way back. Me and Katie broke up over a year ago.”

			“I’m nosy and thorough.”

			Asha laughed self-consciously. “Fair enough. I had a look through your pictures too.”

			“Oh, did you?” Jody grinned. “And what skeletons did you find in my closet?” Even as she said it, she was racking her brains about whether there was anything revealing in her feed.

			“Nothing. It was all just you and Tia on nights out.”

			“Huh. Well, that’s a pretty accurate picture of my life.”

			“But you go to the football with your dad as well.”

			“Yeah, that too. Nights out with Tia and football with my dad. That’s me.”

			Asha nodded and glanced around the pub. “You decided to stay local?” she asked.

			Jody shifted in her chair. She could see how the Oak looked to Asha. Dingy and stale, and she felt a sharp stab of fear that maybe her life looked like to Asha as well. “Yeah,” she said. “You’ll never find a better pub than the Oak.”

			“Literally every other pub I’ve been to is better than the Oak.”

			“Okay, okay. I didn’t stay for the Oak. But my dad’s here, and I’d miss going to the footy with him.”

			Asha’s face was grave. “That’s a really special thing to have.”

			“Yeah. Yeah, it is.” They both sipped their drinks in silence for a moment. Jody sensed that there was something on Asha’s mind, something that seemed to be pulling her back to it time and again.

			“You said you’d had a crap weekend,” Jody said gently.

			Asha was looking somewhere over Jody’s shoulder. “Yeah.”

			Jody waited. If she had been channelling Tia again, she would have filled the silence with words, but she was content to let it deepen.

			Asha’s gaze finally rested on Jody’s face. She seemed to make a decision and took a deep breath. “My dad isn’t very well. That’s why I’m back home right now.”

			“Shit. I’m sorry to hear that.”

			Asha took a gulp of her drink and nodded. “It’s been rough. Specially for my mum, you know?”

			“Yeah, I can imagine.” Jody was silent for a moment before asking the question that was on her mind. She was aware that she didn’t know Asha. So much time had passed since school, they were essentially strangers to each other. Yet, she could sense that Asha wanted someone to talk to. “How bad is it?”

			Asha’s face was still, and Jody could read the mix of fear and hope. “He had a stroke,” Asha said so quietly that Jody had to lean forward to catch her words. “A massive one. He’s been in a coma since it happened and hasn’t regained consciousness. But me and my mum go to see him every day so, hopefully, he’ll wake up any moment now.”

			Jody’s heart ached for her. She at once pictured her own dad in that situation and felt the pain of it in her chest. She reached out and took Asha’s hand in her own. “I’m so sorry. What a horrible thing for all of you.”

			Asha nodded, her eyes filling with tears. She looked away and took a deep, shuddering breath. “I just don’t know what to do,” she said, the words rushing out of her. “I don’t really know what to say to him. I go with Mum to the hospital, and she talks to him, and then Nish chats away like he’s awake. The doctors say he can probably still hear us so I feel like I should talk to him, but I don’t know how. I’m messing this up and disappointing him yet again and—”

			“Hey.” Jody squeezed her hand. “You’re not messing it up. It’s not a driving test or an exam
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