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For my father


One

The house where Harris lived was on a hill. After four years in the north of England, he had become adept at hill-starts, managing the steep gradients in that part of the world with a deft combination of clutch control and handbrake operation.

The neighbourhood was mainly Pakistani, yet this fact did not make Harris feel at home. Home was the Home Counties, where he had once lived with his wife and daughter; now that chunk of his life was over. His real name was Haaris, but upon arrival from Pakistan in the 1970s, he had found that people baulked at its pronunciation, recoiling from the long, flat vowel sound. So he had obligingly adopted the name Harris instead, after the celebrated tweed whose label was stitched inside a cap he had bought from the Scotch House on Piccadilly. It was stamped with the British royal crest, suggesting that Prince Philip owned one too, and Harris was convinced he had seen that very royal sporting something similar on a Christmas television programme.

He was a slight, elegant man of five foot five – or five foot six, depending on his mood when he was filling in official documents – and he was rather keen on smart clothes. Within weeks of his arrival, he had made himself familiar with all the best British labels, taking considerable pride in his newly suited look: Crockett & Jones shoes were purchased, along with Gieves & Hawkes shirts, and a suit and several ties from Austin Reed. The Aquascutum overcoat he wore during that first freezing winter still carried the white label proclaiming the brand on the left cuff. After his divorce, however, people noticed he’d lost his enthusiasm for style. He’d been forced to retrench and his beloved clothes were the first casualty. To get by, he depended on a stack of credit cards he carried everywhere in an old leather wallet, hoping and believing that one day, eventually, something would turn up. But nothing quite did. Not in this neck of the woods.

Harris had always felt a tincture of pride and guilt that he had vaulted to success from a Commonwealth country to southeast England, rather than having to hole up in the northern town ghettos like his less fortunate relatives. Now he was stuck in a part of a world he had once counted himself lucky to shun, a former mill town that had seen better days. Several of the terraced houses in his street were condemned, boarded up with punched-metal sheets blanking out the sunlight. Rickety loft extensions burst forth from cramped houses that struggled to contain their denizens from spilling on to the streets. The neighbourhood was a testament to unfulfilled DIY ambition. Cheap conservatories, rashly purchased, flapped unfinished in the wind. Dilapidated sheds, relics from an older generation of dahlia growers and diggers for victory, were filled with broken suitcases and unidentifiable chunks of self-assembly furniture.

His neighbours seemed quite unperturbed by their surroundings. Come rain or shine, the women threw on rubber flip-flops, pulled flimsy emerald and fuchsia dupattas about them, and pegged out the washing in the forlorn hope that the English north wind might blow it dry before the next downpour. One or two elderly ladies tended brass cooking pots on open fires in their handkerchief-sized front yards. The braver ones ventured up the hill with old chapattis and burnt toast to feed the pigeons congregating by the swings and roundabout in the half-finished playground. At the end of the street lay an expanse of grassy wasteland bounded by a fence that trapped a billowing display of plastic bags. Here was a sodden black bench where Harris would sit on fine days, contemplating the view of the valley below, which was dominated by a disused textile mill. A number of his cousins and uncles and aunts had settled in the area during the 1950s and 1960s, and their continuing presence was the catalyst for his relocation to the rain-soaked northern town after the breakdown of his marriage.

The news that their wayward relative was returning to the fold had been greeted with unbridled enthusiasm by a coterie of male cousins. In the vanguard was Nawaz, a stocky, bearded fellow pushing forty, who waged a forceful campaign of persuasion that had resulted in Harris’s purchase of a small terraced house, with a chocolate-brown hallway and no central heating. It had been going for a song and he could no longer afford to be choosy, as Nawaz was fond of reminding him. And so, with a modest down payment borrowed from the bank, he had managed to cobble together a mortgage to buy it – a temporary staging post, he’d thought, until something better turned up.

After he had moved in, Nawaz persuaded him to take over the lease of a Spar corner shop from a cousin who had got into difficulties with the rent. The shop would occupy his time as well as generate a modest income – at least that was the plan. Before long, Harris had bought himself a nearly new Citroën through Exchange and Mart; the French car was good for the steep roads, he’d declared when eyebrows were raised at his extravagance. And so it was that for a brief period, in the new place, with the new car, he had enjoyed an optimistic outlook. The upside of the situation was that he was surrounded by relatives: he was just a short drive from Nawaz and his family, who provided hot meals, friendly company and distraction from the pressing need to sort out his own life. The downside was that considerable work was required to make the house habitable and the shop profitable, and unfortunately Harris was neither a keen handyman nor a born grocer.

For the first six months in the new house, he’d struggled with the Reader’s Digest Complete DIY Manual in an attempt to master the complexities of central heating installation. By the time his daughter, Alia, had come up from her mother’s place to visit him that Christmas, gleaming white radiators hummed with heat in every room. She was eighteen years old, in her last year at school, and the prospect of A-level exams loomed that summer. While her father pottered about aimlessly downstairs, she had occupied a room in the attic, poring over her biology and chemistry notes at a wonky Formica desk. From time to time, her attention would drift to the changing landscape outside her window and the jagged hills that rose beyond the town. When the sun shone and split the clotted sky into inky streaks, the countryside reflected a glorious slaty greenness and she would head to Castle Hill for a run. Or, if it was raining, she’d escape to go shopping, moseying up and down Market Street, in and out of Peacocks or Topshop, wondering how long it would last, this precarious arrangement of her father’s.

On Christmas Day, he’d roasted chicken in the English style for her, with frozen peas and boiled potatoes, and made a pot of hot, oily chickpea stew for himself. He’d decorated a small pine tree in a pot and ceremoniously handed out her presents from a festive Marks & Spencer bag – matching stripy leggings and jumper, plus a sleek red vinyl shoulder bag. As an afterthought, he’d given her a bar of white Toblerone, also from Marks & Spencer, having added it to his basket at the checkout as he stood waiting nervously to pay for clothes he was not entirely confident about. Sartorial style for him was one thing; a teenage girl was another matter.

The house had been warm and Harris cheery as the two of them ate meals together in the basement kitchen, though Alia had quickly begun to suspect it was all a front for her sake. Yet she’d been reluctant to upset the fragile edifice he’d created for himself, so she’d kept her fears under wraps as he laid bare his desperation. Life as a shopkeeper, he’d discovered, was no picnic. Rising at dawn, stacking shelves, sticking price labels on everything, had made him exhausted, despondent.

‘Did I struggle to come top of my class for this? And let’s not beat around the bush, Alia.’

‘About what, Dad?’

‘The profit margins in this game are laughable. I can barely make enough to survive, let alone live in any decent comfort.’

‘Are things really that bad?’

‘Worse than bad. But the biggest problem is this solitary life I’ve been forced to lead.’

‘Can’t you remarry?’

‘Fat bloody chance.’

It was a conversation they’d had many times.

‘I’ve had it with the constant trips to the cash and carry, day in, day out …’

‘But you run a shop. It’s what you’re meant to do.’

‘My car won’t take it, the wear and tear and all. Alia, how can people guzzle so many Heinz Baked Beans and tins of Spam?’

She’d been unable to shed any light on the matter.

It made no sense to him whatsoever, English food. All those wretched tin cans, the leathery joints of meat, the vegetables pulverized in boiling water.

‘But you love gravy,’ she’d reminded him. ‘When Mum did roasts.’

It was true. He had lapped up the salty brown elixir at the end of those meals like a famished animal.

The summer was over and Harris was in his bedroom unpacking a suitcase. He had just returned from a trip to Pakistan, having taken Alia with him for the first time. They’d been to the village, the place he’d escaped from to marry her mother when he’d come to England as a graduate student years earlier. They’d roamed around the country on trains and buses, eaten spicy snacks together, slept under the stars in the village, and visited his best friend, Omar, and his wife, Kamila, in the suburbs of Lahore. Now he was back in the north of England and she was far away in the south. It made him desolate, but it could not be helped.

He went downstairs to sort through the drift of post that had accumulated on the doormat during his absence and, as he knelt to gather it up, he noticed the fluted forms of his cousins Nawaz and Jamal appear through the ribbed glass of his front door. They were barely inside, the dust of their salaams hardly settled, before the nitty-gritty of retail business arose. Harris had left them in charge of the shop while he was away but now that he was back they were eager to air their grievances. It was barely eight-thirty in the morning. He envisaged a disgruntled cluster of customers gathering in front of the closed shop and gave a weary groan. Of course, neither Jamal nor Nawaz had actually been over there yet to pull back the metal shutters, undo the stacks of newspapers and throw open the doors to the locals agitating for their fags, their copies of the Sun and their cartons of milk.

‘Did you leave a note on the shop door saying when you’d be back?’ Harris asked.

Nawaz rubbed his nose and shrugged.

‘I take that to be a “no”, is it?’

Nawaz ignored this and made himself at home on the couch. ‘How’d the tomboy daughter go down with the family back ’ome, then?’

‘They loved her, of course. What do you expect?’ Harris replied. ‘They treated her like visiting royalty.’

‘Did they indeed? I can imagine.’

Nawaz rolled his narrow eyes and cleared his throat. He didn’t hide his disapproval of the Uncle’s daughter and her wayward tendencies – the English boyfriends, the un-Islamic upbringing. It was a site of struggle between the cousins.

‘Did you find an ’usband for her, then, Harris?’

‘That wasn’t the purpose of the trip.’

‘All alone in that big bad city, though, in’t she?’

‘Oh, she’s doing very well, back at medical school. It’s a first-rate college, really is. One of the best.’

‘She’ll be supporting you before you know it.’

‘I’m not counting my chickens—’

‘That is, if she doesn’t go off with an English boy first. You won’t see her again if she does, mark my words.’

‘Take my advice and worry about your own brood,’ Harris snapped.

Nawaz had no fears on that front. His brood was safe within the confines of his family, but Harris’s daughter was a different matter. He’d been a lab technician at the local comprehensive school and, with his degree in physics, he liked to believe he had all the answers. After snaring the bright young Safeena as his bride, he had quit his job and nagged her till she quit hers. He had swiftly taken over a takeaway restaurant, Royale Cuisine, installing Safeena behind the counter. It did not matter a bit that he knew nothing about cooking, for the dishes were limited to chicken tikka, kebabs, chips and pizza, photos of which were displayed on an illuminated menu. The point was, he had spotted an insatiable need in the community for tasty fast food and had filled it.

‘What’s been going on while I’ve been away?’ Harris wanted to know.

‘Cousin, we don’t mean to come so early and that—’ Jamal began.

‘Only there’s a problem,’ Nawaz went on. ‘Lemme tell him the score, orright?’

Before Harris could protest, his cousin scrolled down a list of issues that had arisen during his absence. The biggest problem was cash flow.

‘I’m diggin’ deep in me own pocket, I am, and it can’t go on.’

‘I’ll repay you,’ Harris stammered. ‘Have I ever not?’ Nawaz disregarded him. ‘You need to fix that burglar alarm. Or is it just decoration?’

‘It’s a deterrent.’

‘Jamal’s refusing to work in the off-licence section, says it’s haram.’

‘We can sort this out, between us.’

‘Trouble is, I’m like, neglecting me own baby, Harris,’ Nawaz said, and for a moment Harris’s heart softened, thinking he meant his infant daughter. But then he realized it was the takeaway business Nawaz was moaning about.

‘You could have gone over to keep an eye on it, why not?’

‘Why not? See, you’ve no idea, ’ave you? I’ll tell you why not. Shoplifting, cousin! Had to protect poor Jamal ’ere, didn’t I?’ Jamal was on the feeble side – short as well as skinny. ‘They’d’ve slaughtered ’im, no question.’

‘Well, what are you doing letting in these groups of schoolchildren en masse? There’s a sign on the door banning groups of more than two, unless you took it down.’

‘We didn’t. Cousin, you need a proper CCTV, like.’

‘Those things make no difference. Like speed cameras, everyone ignores them.’

‘They provide evidence,’ Jamal piped up. Recently, he had been concerned for his own safety when confronted by a group of hyper teenagers who had refused to hand over pilfered stuff they’d scooped into their pockets. ‘The girl said she’d do my face in,’ he explained apologetically.

There was a long pause during which nobody spoke.

‘Tell you what, I’ve an idea,’ Nawaz said, as if it had just struck him. ‘I’m looking for a bit of cash for the restaurant, to tart it up, like, and get a decent cook.’

‘About bloody time,’ Harris said. ‘Before someone dies in there.’

‘Right. So what do you say?’

‘To what?’

‘To stumping up a few grand.’

‘Am I a cash machine all of a sudden?’

Nawaz ignored this. ‘Why should I borrow from the bank and pay those crooks interest? Riba is haram, Harris, you’re always saying so. Don’t deny it.’

‘Plenty of things you do are haram, Nawaz, so why the moral high ground all of a sudden, huh?’ Harris said.

Nawaz made a grunt of protest and Jamal looked away. He was fed up with being owed weeks of wages for all the overtime he’d done to cover Harris’s frequent absences: trips to London, the recent jaunt to Pakistan.

‘Let me think about it, the cash injection,’ Harris said, softening. ‘But for now, you boys go and open the shop or we’ll have a bloody riot over there. The locals need their cigs.’

Jamal bobbed his head in assent. Nawaz rose heavily, tucking in his shirt tails, which had ridden up to reveal a nap of coarse black fur spreading across his back. ‘Best be gettin’ along, then. C’mon, Jamal.’

‘What about my situation, Cousin?’ Jamal asked Harris meekly on his way out.

‘I’ll sort it out, don’t worry. Your hard work will not be forgotten.’ Though he feared that given the cash-flow problem, Jamal might have to regard his labour as a sunk cost. ‘Khuda hafiz, brothers,’ he said.

After they had left, Harris breathed a long sigh of relief and got on with opening the post. He stacked a bank statement and several credit card bills on one side of the dining-room table he had inherited from the previous owners of the house, then piled up the magazines on the other. The table’s varnished veneer was cracked, he noticed, remembering that his only tablecloth was in the wash. It was overwhelming, the unending cycle of cleaning and clearing that was required simply to get by. In Pakistan there was always a retinue of people around to do such things: the sisters and wives in the village, the servants at Omar’s house in Lahore. Tea and meals popped up from nowhere; chores were magically done. Here it was a different proposition. The laundry basket on the landing had toppled over, shedding its cargo of dirty washing down the stairs. The sink hosted a greasy sculpture of abandoned washing-up and globules of orange fat clung to the draining board. The khakigrey remains of a chicken curry on the stove resembled the cratered surface of the moon. Peering with trepidation into the fridge, Harris saw that its sparse contents were welded to the sides like frosty relics of a prehistoric era.

I need to buy some food, he thought, panic rising. Get organized. Go shopping. Cleaning can wait.

Yet the prospect of combing the aisles and searching through the chilled-food sections for meat filled him with gloom. He always dreaded the slow hours, days and weeks that followed in the wake of a trip. He liked to go away as often as possible to avoid this dreary place. The painful realization dawned on him that he hated it; even after all his efforts – the layers of fresh paint, the installation of gas-fired central heating throughout – it would never quite be home.

What was the point in living here alone?

His spirits plummeted and not even the television, his usual solace, could lift his mood.

To distract himself, he tried tackling the remaining pile of post. The first envelope he slit open revealed a grainy photocopy of an ad for porn videos, available only by mail order. One tiny slip, a moment of carnal weakness, and now his good name was stuck indelibly on a shameful mailing list. He screwed the flier up into a ball and set light to it over the sink, watching its crimped edges glow and delicate black embers feather over the plates.

‘Bugger that,’ he muttered.

He turned his attention to the last unopened letter and noticed his solicitor’s name and address embossed on the left-hand corner of the envelope. He felt a kick of adrenalin and his hands quivered as he opened it. The surface of the letter swam before his eyes, sentences fragmenting as he raced down the page. The sum he was owed from the ex-wife was far more than he was expecting.

It was £53,294.00.

Allah is great. Perhaps the anguish of divorce had been worth it after all.


Two

Harris spent a fitful night struggling over what to do with the money, as if it was imperative to decide immediately. There was the obvious option of simply leaving it in a savings account, accruing interest and providing him with a little cushion. But somehow he was loath to let the cash sit doing nothing. It was sinful, according to the Koran, to hoard money and assets that Allah had granted out of his grace while others around you were in need. He knew that for those who were niggardly about giving away their hoardings, a harsh fate awaited them on Judgement Day.

With this in mind, he toyed with how the money might best be disbursed. Paying off the mortgage was not in his sights; that would be sorted out upon his death. He aspired to do something greater, something transformational for others in need, relieving him of the burden of riches. A power generation plant in the village? A generous donation to the half-finished mosque that people were eagerly planning in his neighbourhood? The spiritual enrichment was appealing yet there were too many scoundrels caught up in that particular project, and he was wary of handing over anything to them. The money was like a net that trapped him; the more he struggled, the more entangled he became.

Then he thought of Khalid Ali, his cousin in the village. His house was makeshift, fashioned from an unhappy marriage of mud and cement, boasting just one room for the family. He lived there with his wife, Nasreen, and their three children, two girls and a boy, in an open-plan arrangement. There was no kitchen, so Nasreen cooked outside on an open fire. In winter, they slept huddled under a resai. In summer, they slept outside on rope cots, sharing the hot breeze from a battered fan. The bathroom was open to the elements, its door a sheet of cloth. Khalid Ali had recently lost his job as a labourer on the railways and been compelled to make a sideways move into horoscope-casting instead. But the work was scant, and when his clients didn’t pay up, he was too soft-hearted to pursue them, preferring to provide the service, more often than not, free of charge.

Khalid Ali was ten years his junior, and Harris owed him his life – that is to say, his life in England. When Harris had left the village, and refused to marry Nasreen, Khalid Ali had stepped into the breach. Everyone was shocked that somebody better, somebody English, had cropped up and ousted Nasreen, who was considered quite a catch. Years later, Harris’s divorce from the English lady caused consternation in that corner of the world, and also much heated discussion.

‘It is all final?’ Khalid had probed his cousin, when he’d visited with Alia in the summer. They had been sitting on crates in the courtyard, watching the children’s baby rabbits frolic in the sunshine. The rabbits were kept as pets, but sold regularly when money was scarce.

‘Insha’allah, yes.’

‘So you are getting some money from the iron lady, then?’ Khalid was incredulous. ‘I thought that in England the law favours the wife and you are paying her for all the rest of your time on earth?’

‘I’ll get my remaining share of the assets. It’s not a fortune, but still.’

Khalid was silent for a moment. ‘That’s good,’ he said, clearly wishing he were a tenth as lucky.

‘I’d like you to have something, Khalid. You deserve it.’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you and your family.’

‘Cousin, I couldn’t possibly. You’re too generous.’

‘Maybe. But I owe it to Nasreen.’

‘You owe her nothing.’ Khalid’s voice was hoarse.

‘Please. For my sake. When you married Nasreen—’

‘Don’t say it. It was my duty and I accept it.’ Khalid looked down at his lap and sighed. ‘Thank you. You are a good man, Harris.’

‘It’s nothing. Just promise me you won’t sell any more of these rabbits, OK? Leave them be for the children.’

Khalid wiped his nose and sniffed. ‘You’re a kind soul. I promise, or Allah strike me down.’

The precise details of the conversation – what was promised, what was declined – eluded Harris now as he twisted and turned in his bed, until sleep finally overtook him. He awoke before dawn with a jolt of clarity, swiftly did his ablutions and said his prayers in the chilly lounge by the flickering blue flame of the gas fire. It was obvious, crystal clear. His nearest and dearest must benefit from the money. He would not leave it sitting in the bank; not let those cousins up the hill get their hands on it. Yet who to choose? The list of deserving cases was long. He stared out of the window as the refuse trucks heaved along the street and watched the sun rising over the rooftops. His heart pounded; his feet felt slippery with sweat.

In the murky streaks of daybreak, he thought of Alia – his only child, his best hope, the light of his life. During term time, she seldom visited him up here in his house at the end of the north wind and after their summer trip together, he felt her absence more keenly than ever. He had an idea, a proposition, that would mean going to see her.

It was drizzling that morning when he drove south to London, armed with little more than an overnight bag, a light mackintosh and a tiffin carrier containing a puddle of leftover prawn curry and two slices of white bread.

The act of fleeing his house never failed to lift his spirits. The world unspooling outside the window as he sped down the M1 gave him a sense of purpose and progress. It was a four-hour drive to London and he usually brought his own food on motor trips. Not because he was fearful of encountering non-halal food – unlike the northern cousins who took a hard line on such things – but rather because he loathed spending money on the rubbery fry-ups they served in motorway service stations. The curry he had brought along sloshed messily on the seat beside him for ninety miles or so, at which point he grew peckish and tried spooning it into his mouth as he drove, but this proved too dangerous. The soupy concoction splashed his shirt, clean that day, and the car veered dangerously into the middle lane.

He pulled into a service station off the M1, so he could eat without crashing the Citroën, his pride and joy. When he was done, he rang Alia to alert her to his imminent arrival, sheepishly aware that she was not expecting to see him again until at least Christmas. He knew better than to show up on her doorstep without prior warning, even if it was just a courtesy call from a motorway service station to announce he was on his way. She didn’t like surprise visits, he’d learned from bitter experience. But this was different. He called her mobile several times, leaving a slew of voicemails, fearful that she might be off somewhere. The notion that she might be with other people – boys or girls, people beyond his orbit – was a painful reminder that she lived a separate life that not only excluded him but was contrary to his way of doing things. It was the English way of putting freedom and pleasure before family and duty. Everybody did that here.

In his world it was different. People could drop in on each other any time of the day or night and expect boundless hospitality in the form of meals and lodging and sundry comforts, with no fixed dates for arrival or departure. Alia wasn’t like that. She was a modern girl, born and bred in England, and he did not want to provoke or, worse, lose her. She shared little of her life with him now that she was a student, no longer living at home. She spoke of ‘needing space’ and, though he didn’t dare ask her what that space was for, he harboured painful suspicions.

A few hours later, he pulled up outside the student house where she lived near the Whitechapel Road. It was a tall, narrow redbrick Victorian terrace, sandwiched between an atrophied hospital building and the Commercial Road. She occupied the first floor, with a stream of changing housemates. The ground floor was rented by a halal meat dealer who came and went at random times of the day to empty and refill a huge freezer that squatted in the window with carcasses of meat. Harris peered through the grubby net curtain but the space was dark. Surely he could stay a night or two in her place. He remembered that she’d said her housemate had moved out and she’d not mentioned a replacement. A lanky young man with unruly hair and a five o’clock shadow came to the front door.

‘Oh, hello,’ Harris said, taken aback. ‘Are you the new housemate?’

‘Kind of, sometimes,’ came the reply.

‘I see. Is Alia there – is she in?’

‘Sorry, she’s just gone to get her hair cut.’

‘I see,’ Harris said, alarmed by the degree of inside knowledge about Alia’s movements that he seemed to have at his disposal. ‘Will she be long?’

The young man didn’t know.

Then Harris said, ‘I’m her father, you see.’

‘Really? That’s awesome.’

What was awesome about it? Harris wondered. Out loud he said, ‘May I come in and wait?’

‘Sure thing.’ He opened the door and gestured Harris inside. ‘I’m Oliver, by the way,’ he said amiably. ‘Would you like some tea or coffee while you wait for her? Something to eat perhaps?’ He began pulling out packets of Batchelors Soup and flat packs of noodles from her cupboards.

‘Oh no, nothing for me,’ Harris said firmly, raising his hand like a policeman stopping traffic. It struck him that there was something inauthentic about English hospitality: people always seemed more relieved when you refused it. In his world, refusal might cause untold offence. ‘I’ll just sit here till she comes. You don’t need to trouble yourself on my account.’

Oliver mumbled something that Harris didn’t catch and then melted away upstairs.

The newly opened hairdressers on Cavell Street was festooned with bunting and Alia had fallen for the cheap offer displayed in the window. The Russian ladies who ran it advertised their hair and beauty services in Cyrillic text, and she was relieved to discover that the language barrier prevented the usual meandering enquiries about holiday destinations, boyfriends and whether she was going out somewhere special that night. She had no plans for that evening, nothing on the cards. The hairdresser, whose auburn hair was like the glossy bright tresses of a doll, scrutinized her in the mirror. Alia returned the gaze, brow furrowed. She wasn’t too keen on looking at herself these days. Long brown hair, streaked blonde by the sun, curtained her pensive, oval face. Her olive skin was still tanned and dotted with freckles from her visit to Pakistan, but her eyebrows were too thick for her liking.

‘I’d like it shorter,’ she said with a vague gesture to the hairdresser, who happily took out her scissors. ‘Something different.’

An hour later she emerged renewed, with a short crop and jagged fringe, feeling strangely lighter, as if it was just her hair that had been dragging her down. It wasn’t, of course, or not the only thing. Since dropping out of medical school after failing several exams at the end of her first year, she had felt untethered, as if she were rising into the sky in a hot-air balloon, watching the world shrink away beneath her. It was an odd, not entirely unpleasant, sensation. She hadn’t told her father yet. Her mother had been volcanic when she’d found out and Alia had ditched the proposed summer holiday with her, not wanting to listen to her ranting for the duration of the trip. Instead, she had gone to Pakistan with her father, much to his delight.

Harris had long wanted her to meet the cousins who lived there. He was keen to show her off. Of course, he’d been back many times by himself, always bringing a good selection of gifts and photos, but this was the first time he’d brought his real live daughter. The village was hardly a village at all but a miniature urban sprawl in the making: a random collection of low-lying, dun-coloured buildings, scattered at the edge of a bigger town, crisscrossed by open sewers and bisected by a rocky road where young men in tight shirts roared up and down on Honda motorbikes. They had reached it in the middle of the night after a meandering journey by train and bus from Lahore. Their arrival was heralded by a straggle of barking dogs that did their level best to see off the foreign intruders before abandoning them to the night.

Harris guided Alia in the darkness, until her eyes grew accustomed to the absence of light. He was tipsy with the sheer excitement of it and nipped off towards a muddle of dwellings faster than she could manage, struggling to keep up as he hopped over rivulets of effluent skirting the low mud houses. Fumes rose up from oily puddles into the night air, but he barely noticed. He was showing her the place he had come from; the place where, if things hadn’t worked out the way they had, he’d have ended up. There were no lights to guide him yet he knew the way. The clear blue-black sky was punched with constellations, which he glanced at for guidance, though he didn’t need them. Nimble as a cat, he leapt over drains and hopped from doorstep to doorstep, down narrow streets of dilapidated buildings, never stumbling or hesitating once. It was a part of him, mapped into his being, the memory of how to reach the cousin’s quarters on the other side of the tracks.

As Alia headed home, the shop windows reflected a disconcerting stranger glaring back at her. She lingered at the Beigal Bunnies van, a permanent fixture parked between the dental school and the pathology building, wondering whether to get something to eat. The thick smell of bacon and eggs sizzling on the griddle made her hurry across the road to escape. She passed through a column of steam spiralling like a phantom from the hospital laundry rooms and crossed a square expanse of balding grass where students gathered in clumps on the steps and benches eating lunch in the autumn sunshine. She bowed her head to avoid any familiar faces with friendly enquiries about how she was doing.

When she returned to the sanctuary of her house, she was taken aback to hear her father’s voice.

‘Alia, surprise, surprise!’ He stood in the hallway, arms outstretched.

‘It is a surprise, yes.’ She dropped her bag by the door and gave him a quick hug. ‘Or should I say, what’s the surprise?’

‘I’ve been waiting for over an hour for you. Read the newspaper back to front – the TV guide, weather forecast, even the fashion section.’

‘What are you doing here, Dad?’ Her stomach clenched. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘No, no! What could be wrong? Unless it’s wrong to visit my daughter suddenly, is it?’

‘I just spent the whole of August with you. I wasn’t expecting to see you till Christmas at least.’

‘So Christmas has come early!’ he cried.

‘You never said you were coming,’ she said, and went into the kitchen.

‘There wasn’t time. Just got in the car and drove straight here.’

‘You might have called.’

‘Actually, I did call your mobile and left several messages.’

She glimpsed at her phone and saw that it was true.

‘Your new housemate, however, was kind enough to let me in,’ he went on.

She started. ‘Oliver, you mean?’

‘The tall chap, yes, with the rather long hair.’

‘Dad.’

‘Is he your new housemate, this fellow?’

She took off her jacket and flung it over the back of a chair, pretending she’d not heard the question, unwilling to elaborate on his status.

‘So the other girl left, that nice housemate of yours, did she?’ Harris probed.

‘She did, yes.’

He said nothing, feeling his own plan was in jeopardy, slithering out of his control. She noticed a turmeric stain on the lapel of his tweed jacket and, seeing her expression, he rubbed at it with a handkerchief.

‘I had my own lunch en route to keep me going,’ he said.

She smiled, and he ventured, ‘Any space for me to stay then?’

‘Sofa’s pretty comfy, if you need a place.’

‘Well,’ he sniffed. ‘I just might. Depends on the schedule. Alia, what’ve you done to your hair?’

She sat on an armchair that was trailing stuffing and touched her new hairdo protectively. ‘It needed cutting. I’m allowed, aren’t I?’

‘Did you do it yourself?’

‘No! A nice Russian hairdresser did it. Is it that bad?’

‘Well, it is a bit short.’

‘I like it like that. Short and simple.’

He sighed. ‘I hope I didn’t interrupt anything. Did I? Why aren’t you at lectures?’

‘Nothing’s on today.’ Not for her, at least.

‘No lectures?’

‘Nope.’

‘That seems unusual.’

‘It’s the timetable.’

Harris rose from the sofa and began to pace around restlessly, as if in search of clues.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

‘Just stretching the legs after the long drive. I’m getting pins and needles.’

Alia saw him glancing at her desk, strewn with bills, books and CDs – her open laptop exposed to his probing eyes. She flipped it shut.

Oliver padded quietly into the living room, stopping in his tracks at the sight of Alia’s haircut.

‘Wow, I like it.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Hello again,’ Harris addressed the interloper testily, surreptitiously surveying his features.

‘Oh, hi.’

‘Did you … Have you … introduced yourselves?’ Alia’s question was staccato with tension.

‘Yup, we did just now,’ Oliver replied, nonplussed.

Alia shot him a look.

‘Shall I go shopping for tonight?’ he asked.

Harris jumped. ‘Tonight? What’s on tonight?’

‘Oh, nothing much. I just need some milk, that’s all.’ Alia ushered Oliver towards the door. ‘Go now.’

Once they were alone, Harris looked at her expectantly, anxiously licking a hint of a scar on his upper lip. When she was young, there’d been a mole there, punched with tiny dots of hair follicles that made her think of a ladybird crawling into his nose. It was long gone, having been removed by a surgeon in the Royal Air Force. That was another chunk of life over for him, the armed forces. He’d joined up when he was sick of being rejected for every single job he applied for, his hard-won qualifications as a graduate of the Punjab College of Engineering and Technology mysteriously invisible to prospective employers, and to mollify Alia’s mother, who panicked that the handsome man she’d run off to marry would never amount to anything. It was a structure, at least, and provided a regular salary. The Christmas parties were good, Alia always said, with Santa arriving by helicopter. But service life, even as an officer, was not quite Harris’s cup of tea.

In the beginning, he’d hoped to realize a childhood dream to pilot a plane – an ambition that was rapidly quashed after he was taken for a test flight with two airmen whose idea of a joke was to loop the loop and watch him turn bilious. So he was grounded on terra firma as a maintenance engineer, checking the components of the aircraft as they ran test operations: a thankless yet vital task. Perfect for the detail-orientated type, the geeky technician who did not mind the invisibility of the work, only in the spotlight if things went awry.

For a decade or so, the family had lived the itinerant life, moving from posting to posting, unloading their personal things that never quite went with the same old utilitarian furniture that filled every new quarters. Yet beyond the jolly camaraderie of service life, Harris had never really become a member of the club. There was nobody else who looked like him in the officers’ mess: no brown faces, or precious few, no place to pray without attracting hostile glances. So he had placed his faith in cold storage, promising himself he’d allow it out only when he was free from that life. The strain of conformity, without the daily ritual of prayer, drove him to despair. Eventually he was discharged on medical grounds related to heart problems. It was a blessed relief at first, civilian life, and for a brief period he had felt a tremendous sense of release and possibility. He was free.

But his wife never forgave him for giving up – for succumbing, as she saw it, to physical infirmity. He never quite forgave himself either, regarding it as a punishment from God for abandoning the faith. For a long time, he battled with the sensation that he was a bad Muslim, a view that baffled and irritated his wife. She looked around and saw better men than the one she’d picked when she was an unworldly undergraduate. And so it was, that in the week before Christmas, she had made her announcement of resignation from the family, as they all sat by the pine tree that Harris and Alia had driven home, strapped precariously to the roof of the car. It was not a happy new year, and after endless bitter rows, Harris reluctantly moved out.

Alia had become bogged down with misery. Not because her parents had separated – that was a blessed relief in some ways – but more because of the aimlessness, the domestic entropy, that settled upon her father in his new home. She’d visit him at weekends to find him poring over neatly penned job applications in plastic folders, a terrified frown corrugating his forehead. Middle age was a bad time to be single and jobless; her teen magazine reading had told her that.

She’d secretly hoped he’d find someone new but she knew he needed a job first. Nobody would look at an unemployed, dumped man like him and pounding the pavements for a job, executive or otherwise, was not easy at his stage of life. Colleagues from his RAF days gradually fell away. She noticed that he devoted more time to reading the Koran and writing letters to his more faithful friends back home. He toyed with going into business with his old engineering college friend Omar, but nothing quite materialized and he had signed on to the dole to keep himself afloat. Alia had been bewildered at how rapidly things deteriorated. Yet, given his impecunious circumstances, she’d managed to secure a bursary and maintenance grant for university, and temped during the holidays to make ends meet.

‘Why don’t you just do something – anything – instead of sitting around like this?’ she’d said to her father one day, unable to deal with the torpor any more. She’d regretted it instantly when she’d seen his eyes widen with panic.

‘What does it look like!’ he’d cried, and flung the folders on to the kitchen table so that all the laboriously scribed applications fluttered out for her to see.

‘So, what really brings you down here, Dad?’ Alia said, stealing a look at his compact weekend bag – though a small bag was not always a reliable indicator of a short stay.

‘Just a quick jaunt. Mixture of business and pleasure.’

‘Really?’ She darted around the living room, clearing things out of sight.

‘To say hello to you and take you out to lunch.’

‘What’s the occasion?’

‘Does there need to be one? Haven’t eaten yet, have you?’ he probed.

She hadn’t. ‘Is there somewhere you want to go?’

‘You choose. Anything you like.’

‘There’s a pub round the corner that does really nice food,’ she suggested. ‘How about that?’

It sounded most agreeable to Harris, who considered pubs a treat.

A babble of voluble medical students and nursing staff spilled on to the pavement outside the Queen’s Head.

‘Seems popular with the students,’ Harris observed approvingly.

They went inside, where they found themselves jammed up at the bar, waiting for Thai chicken curry and beef Stroganov. Normally, Harris loved pub lunches, but the rancid fug and raucous outbursts of laughter in this place were very off-putting. It was not the ideal venue for the proposal he had in mind. He took a sip of beer and cleared his throat.

‘I have something I’d like to say to you,’ he declared, more portentously than he had intended.

She braced herself for a sermon.

‘There’s something I’d like to give you.’

‘Give me?’

‘Yes. I’ve decided to give you my fortune—’

Waves of chatter made him difficult to hear. ‘Your portion?’

‘No, no! My fortune!’ he said as loudly as he could without shouting. ‘To invest. In a new home. For us both.’

A couple of middle managers paused their boozing to eavesdrop.

‘What fortune? Invest in what?’

‘Please keep your voice down. I thought you could use it to get your own place and we could own it jointly.’

‘Own it jointly,’ she echoed, uncomprehending.

‘You and me. Makes perfect sense, financially speaking. Then, when you have a husband—’

‘A husband?’

‘As you will, at some point. No, let me finish,’ he cried, feeling a tidal wave of protest rising on her side. ‘When you start your own family—’

‘I don’t want another family. I’ve had enough of this one.’

‘Alia, listen. You’re getting wrong end of the stick. What I mean to say is, we can share the burden of the cost of the place we buy. I could come and stay, or even live there—’

‘Live with me?’

‘—and take care of things for you when you’re out at work. It would solve so much.’

‘What would it solve?’

‘Our need for a home!’

‘But I have a home,’ she said. ‘Right here. I don’t think this is a good idea.’

‘Alia, the final settlement has come through.’

She concentrated on peeling apart a beer mat. ‘That’s good. You must be pleased.’

‘Yes, I am. I’m thrilled. But you don’t seem to be.’

She fixed her gaze on a trail of amber bubbles in his beer. ‘I am. For you.’

They sat in silence for a moment and then he had another go.

‘I’m offering you a large sum of money.’

‘I know.’

‘So why aren’t you pleased?’

‘I don’t think I can accept it. It’s yours.’

‘Don’t be silly.’ His heart raced. ‘Why not? Fifty grand, Alia! Not peanuts.’

He stared at her as if she’d dealt him a mortal blow. The barman bellowed their food-order number.

‘That’s us.’ Alia waved at the man, who slid two plates in her direction along the counter.

The sight of the meal triggered his hunger and he stuck his fork into the steaming dish.

‘You could buy a place of your own, get your foot on the ladder.’ The food scorched his tongue, distorting his words.

She ate in silence.

‘I won’t bother you. I’ll keep myself to myself. We both need a home, Alia. Where’s the logic in saying no to the offer?’

‘None, probably,’ she said.

A paunchy man in a wrinkled suit turned around and stared at him. The cheeky so-and-so was listening to their private conversation and laughing at him! His tongue bubbled from the burn and he pushed away the plate of food, wiping his mouth with a napkin.

‘Don’t you like it?’ she said, after a moment.

‘Had enough.’ His forehead gleamed.

He fished his raincoat off the floor and flung it on awkwardly over his jacket.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

As they pushed their way through the press of merry drinkers, the volume rose unbearably in Harris’s ears. Losing his footing, he tripped and stumbled into a young woman nursing a glass of shandy. In his confusion he heard himself apologize more than was necessary for the spillage, which had missed her but hit the lower half of his trouser leg, leaving it pungently sticky for the rest of the day.

They reached the corner of Alia’s street.

‘Aren’t you coming in?’ she asked as he hovered by his car. ‘I thought you said you’d stay tonight.’

He shook his head. There were things he had to do in the city, business he must attend to, and so she didn’t press him as he collected his bag from the hallway. It was only after he had left that she allowed the tingling in her nose to give way to tears – hating herself for crying over nothing, for an offer she couldn’t accept.


Three

Harris headed down to Greenwich to meet a potential bride for himself, something he had put off until now. Her phone number and address had lodged in his diary for months, and on his last visit to Lahore, Omar and his wife had pressed him to get in touch with her. Now that he was alone in the world, they said, why not? Harris had been fearful of embarking upon something new at first, taking the plunge in unfathomable waters. So as he drove through London, he told himself he was just going to look her up, out of courtesy, and take things from there. According to the map, her postcode was SE10, a somewhat unsavoury area, or so he’d heard. The Friday afternoon traffic towards the Blackwall Tunnel crawled to a standstill and he consulted the A—Z to locate the quickest route.

Dr Farrah was a widow with an impressive CV, and Harris was nervous that his own accomplishments might pale in comparison. Apparently she had a PhD in something related to English literature. Shakespearian tragedy, wasn’t it? That was all he could recall. Her husband, Idrees, had died a couple of years before, not long after he’d left his job at a medical equipment company where he had enjoyed a moderately successful career.

A weather-beaten flower seller appeared before Harris’s windscreen, brandishing sprays of cheap carnations in improbable shades of neon lemon and ultraviolet blue. For a moment he was tempted to buy a bunch, then worried they were tasteless. The worry transmuted into low-level anxiety when he realized he would arrive empty-handed at her house. So he stopped at a newsagents close by and armed himself with a box of After Eight mint chocolates. A classic choice, he felt.

She was a youthful fifty, he guessed, observing her at a distance through the living-room windows of her house. Her hair was divided into two heavy black curtains, though her parting betrayed a band of bright silver. Around her neck she wore spectacles dangling on a gold chain that appeared to bother her; she kept pulling them on and off her nose as she moved about her living room. He tried to pluck up the courage to approach the front door and rap its intimidating brass knocker. Personally, he’d always favoured an electric doorbell, a simple ding-dong that resonated pleasantly through the house. Yet he could now see a door knocker was far superior. He was already beginning to fret about this and the other shortcomings of his house, when she disappeared from view. He lost his nerve and nipped back up the road until he was safely out of sight, then dialled her number on his mobile.

‘Hello, yes?’ she said.

‘Dr Farrah?’

‘This is she, yes?’

‘Dr Farrah, hello, good morning – sorry, afternoon. Salaam aleikum.’

‘Who is this please?’

‘This is Harris. You remember, Omar’s friend – his wife, Kamila, suggested I look you up?’

‘Yes, yes, of course! Wa’aleikum-as-salaam! I’m so sorry, I couldn’t place you. Of course! I’m sorry to be so distracted. I’ve had some problems with a small flood in the kitchen and I was waiting for the repair man to call and … Do please forgive me. Where are you ringing from?’

‘I’m in town,’ he said, floundering. ‘London.’

‘I see. May I call you back? What is your number?’

‘Oh, I was just in the area and wondering if you might like to meet. But given you are very occupied with your kitchen problem we could make it another time.’

There was a pause for consideration, which Harris felt required to fill. ‘Or could I perhaps be of some assistance? I have some rudimentary engineering skills,’ he added modestly.

A burst of laughter, not unkind, greeted his offer.

‘Not at all, I wouldn’t hear of it. It’s just – today is difficult.’

‘Of course. I wouldn’t expect you to be free at this very instant …’

‘But perhaps the day after tomorrow? Is this a possibility or do you have a fixed programme?’

‘I have a programme, but it’s flexible. Should I call again in two days’ time?’

‘Do that, Harris. Yes, that would be nice. I really look forward to meeting you then. I’ve heard a great deal about you—’

‘Not all bad, I trust?’

Her laughter was cut short. ‘Oh, do excuse me. The plumber is here!’

‘Dr Farrah?’ But she was gone. The problem of the flood in her kitchen had overtaken her attention.

Harris hung up, retreating to the safe haven of his car, which was parked beneath the protective canopy of a sycamore tree shedding propeller seeds all over the bonnet. It was a leafy area. Quietly affluent, he noted, contrary to his expectations. Then fatigue overtook him and he reclined his car seat and took forty winks.

When he awoke, he saw her letting the workman out. Apart from a water-damaged photograph of her at Cambridge that Kamila had shown him, and sundry glimpses stolen through the front window, this was his first proper sighting of Dr Farrah in the flesh. She seemed shorter. Her full figure was dwarfed by a mint-coloured cable-knit cardigan that skimmed her ample thighs and distracted attention from the tired, peach-coloured sari she wore beneath it. He regretted calling her. Still, a promise is a promise and now he would have the tiresome problem of hanging around for a few days till she would grant him a meeting. What had he been thinking of?

In a state of indecision, he drove around the M25 and wondered what he should do. He stopped to get some fish and chips, gobbling them in a hurry and then regretting it. It was after eleven when he finally headed back towards Whitechapel, hoping to see Alia and patch things up, and to ask if he might stay the night at her house after all. But she was already in
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