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For Riaz
Before I met you, I didn’t know I could fly




[image: ]
Part I






1

It is six minutes to four in the morning. Sameer’s eyelids droop, but only momentarily, rescued by his peripheral sight of the time, small and fuzzy at the bottom of the computer screen, and the overwhelming instinct to meet the goal he set for himself: send out the document by 4 a.m. Revived by a sudden rush of adrenaline, his eyes jolt open and the screen comes back into focus. He taps at the keyboard, conscious that it is the only noise in the still air around him: even the A/C gives up at midnight, the soft hum of the machine abandoning the office, leaving the air uncomfortably clammy. He hits send at exactly 4 a.m. Immediately, he reaches for the phone, orders a cab, tries to file some of the hundreds of emails crowding his inbox while waiting, but ends up dozing off until a telephone call from the cab driver rouses him. He barely remembers the journey home.

Home is a high-rise new building in the heart of Clerkenwell – a spacious one-bed penthouse apartment with floor-to-ceiling windows and panoramic views of the city skyline, rented to him for the tidy sum of £2,500 a month. The flat is roasting when he gets in: he forgot to switch off the underfloor heating before he left for work and it has been on in the empty flat for nearly forty-eight hours. As he walks unsteadily towards the bedroom, Sameer begins to strip off his clothes: grasp jacket, unbutton shirt, unzip fly. He cannot remember the last time he felt this exhausted. But this deal has been particularly brutal. He has regularly stayed in the office past 2 a.m. over the last few weeks, and yesterday evening he didn’t make it home: just took a quick nap at his desk for an hour before continuing with a double espresso.

He stands in his bedroom, naked apart from his boxers. His Hackett suit (usually hung up next to neatly lined rows of white shirts immediately after being removed) lies strewn on the floor. Casting a glance at his reflection in the floor-length mirror by his bed, Sameer grimaces; he hasn’t been to the gym for two weeks in a row, and he is certain it shows – his arms seem smaller, his chest softer. His face resembles the pasty colour of his body: it hasn’t seen the sun in a long time. Chand ki moorat, his mother used to say: the pale face of the moon. He considers using the bathroom – there is a slight pressure in his bladder and he can feel plaque on his teeth – but his body makes the decision for him by collapsing onto the pillowy white sheets of the king-sized bed. He doesn’t need to set an alarm: he can go into work tomorrow whenever he wakes up because he has completed a major part of his workstream – for now. Unbidden and unwelcome, the last thing that comes into his mind before he falls asleep is that his mother would be waking up to pray fajr at this time.

It’s midday when Sameer wakes up. He doesn’t remember switching off the heating when he came home, but he must have done because he never made it under the covers and now he is cold. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he reaches for his phone and takes it with him to the bathroom, reviewing his emails while relieving himself. There is an email in his inbox from Matthew Tenver, the group head, sent at 9.03 that morning, untitled: Sam, let me know when you get into the office (no rush – I know you were here earlier this morning). Deb and I would like to have a chat with you. Matt.

Sameer stares at the message blankly. Deborah Hayes is the human resources manager. He wonders if they’re going to talk to him about the hours he’s been working, about his physical and mental health. The firm had a shock six months ago when one of the junior associates in their New York office had suddenly died of a heart attack after working a 140-hour week. Sameer did not know him personally, but after his death was announced, he’d looked him up on the firm intranet: Michael Pierce. Sameer had scrutinised his picture and read his bio, searching for any similarities between them – a black-and-white snapshot in time, smiling strongly into the camera, goofy teeth showing, thick-rimmed glasses, spiky brown hair; a Yale graduate, Harvard fellow and litigator specialising in antitrust. The announcement had made clear that Michael had an underlying heart condition, but since his death the firm had rolled out mandatory well-being training for all employees. Michael’s death, which had passed through the London office somewhat impassively, had roused an image in Sameer’s mind of his own mother, dressed head to toe in black, sobbing uncontrollably. But he did not mention the news to her, or to the rest of his family.

It takes him less than fifteen minutes to shower, change and leave the flat. His stomach growls, annoyed at being neglected, and he stops to pick up a coffee from the cafe on the corner of the street. The man behind the counter grins and pretends to check the time: ‘Bit of a late start for you, isn’t it?’ Sameer responds with a faint smile, not interested in engaging. ‘Ah well,’ the man’s red face beams as he hands over Sameer’s latte, winking conspiratorially. ‘It is Friday!’ Although they don’t know each other’s names, they know each other well, as Sameer stops here nearly every morning for coffee and a bagel. There is rarely food in his house.

The flat is less than a thirty-minute walk from the office. This Friday is bright and warm for April and Sameer spots a lone cherry blossom tree bursting with spring flowers, steadfast among the concrete, as he heads towards the office. For a moment, with the midday sun streaming onto his face, the coffee beginning to work its magic, assisted in its endeavours by the fact he got seven hours of sleep for the first time in several weeks, and the knowledge that he will not have much to do when he reaches the office, Sameer feels content. He is twenty-six years old, living in the centre of London. He’s good at his job and – what’s more – he likes it. He earns the kind of salary that allows him to spend money without thinking about it; he has everything he could need. His flat is filled with the latest gadgets: a 65-inch HD television, played through a state-of-the-art surround-sound speaker system; the latest iPad Pro, lying in a corner of his bedroom, still unwrapped a few weeks after it was delivered; a drone, drunkenly purchased after a night out. He holidays without needing to save for it (although he cannot now remember the last time he took a holiday). Among these thoughts – whenever he has such thoughts – something else niggles in the back of his mind, but he pushes it away.

As he reaches the office building, Sameer catches sight of the office managing partner, James Butcher, walking towards the office with a Pret bag in hand. Sameer tries to hurry, not wanting to be left to make awkward conversation – but the large revolving doors are automated and by the time Sameer has entered the building, James is right behind him. ‘Hi, James,’ he says politely as they pass through security and head towards the lifts. Their offices are on floor 24 of the building.

‘Sam,’ James nods. Sameer can see a baguette peeping over the top of the Pret bag. Prosciutto flops over the side of the bread as if making a half-hearted attempt to escape.

The lift arrives and Sameer moves instinctively into a corner. ‘Anything nice planned for the weekend?’ he begins, tailing off as a few more people enter the lift, jabbing the buttons for a series of floors below 24. James does not respond. Sameer begins to feel a small line of sweat collect on his forehead. He reaches for the safety of his phone and pretends to be engrossed in the several hundred unread emails in his inbox.

‘Sam,’ James says. Sameer looks up – the lift is now empty apart from the two of them. It arrives at the twenty-fourth floor with a gentle ping and James steps out. ‘Don’t think we haven’t noticed,’ James’s eyes are kind. ‘You’ve been doing a great job.’

Sameer is stunned into silence, this compliment completely unexpected. Before he has the chance to reply, James has disappeared. These types of comments are rare and a small smile surfaces in response. Well, he thinks to himself, it just goes to show how much he is valued by management. It makes all the effort he puts in worth it.

Buoyed by this interaction, he walks to his office with a slight spring in his step, passing row after row of glass doors housing his colleagues sitting behind their large computer screens, files of papers everywhere, the faint smell of coffee lingering in the air. Sameer shares an office with Ryan, an associate who has become a good friend of his over the years. Ryan is staring intently at his computer screen when Sameer walks in: a yellow-and-black banner gives away the BBC Sport domain.

‘Hey man,’ Ryan looks up briefly from the screen. There is a faint northern twang to Ryan’s voice; it is almost lyrical. Sameer has always liked him, particularly since he had found out that – unlike the majority of their colleagues, who came from families of lawyers, doctors or investment bankers – Ryan came from a family of coal miners before the pits had closed. Sameer’s father had once been a refugee. ‘What time did you leave this morning?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Sameer shrugs. ‘After midnight it’s all the same isn’t it? You didn’t exactly leave early either, mate.’

‘Yeah. I’m getting slammed on Project Skylight.’

‘So slammed you’ve only got time for a few hours of BBC Sport today?’ Sameer says, shedding his jacket and switching on his computer screen, which faces away from Ryan and the prying eyes of the corridor. Even though Ryan and Sameer are the same level of qualification, the roll of the dice in the human resources seat reshuffle had somehow left Sameer with the window seat and, with that, an unspoken respect – partners looked at you differently when you moved up from sitting next to the door.

‘That’s why I’m so slammed,’ Ryan responds drily. ‘Skylight is interrupting my otherwise very busy schedule …’

Sameer laughs and swivels his chair to face his computer. He logs on and sends a response to the email received from Matt that morning; a meeting is arranged for that afternoon. The rest of the day passes in a blur, dealing with an inbox he has ignored for several days. A few minutes before 5 p.m., he heads for Matt’s office, trying to control a twitch under his left eye that he developed a few months ago.

Deb, the face of human resources, is already seated when Sameer arrives. She is grasping a file of loose papers that are spilling onto her lap; her cheeks flush as she tries to prevent the pages from falling to the floor. Matt is sitting behind his desk, squinting at the screen and slowly tapping at the keyboard, right hand only, one finger at a time. Sameer wonders how he manages.

Matt looks up, asks Sameer to shut the door, and points towards the empty chair in front of him. ‘Sam,’ he begins. ‘I’d like to start by saying that in the five years that you’ve been here, you have really impressed us,’ and at this, Sameer has to try to contain the smile that begins to spread across his face. ‘Right from your time as a trainee, we knew you were one to watch, and you’ve only gone from strength to strength since then. Your written work is excellent, you’ve managed entire deals on your own, and you’ve built strong relationships with clients. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you from the other partners you’ve worked with. Really – well done.’

‘Thank you, Matt,’ Sameer says, and now he is unable to stop himself from smiling. ‘I’m very grateful for the opportunities the firm has given me.’

Matt nods an acknowledgement. ‘So, why have I called you here today? You may have heard that we’ve now managed to get through the minefield that is Singaporean regulation, and we’ll be launching an office there in approximately six months’ time.’

Sameer’s breath catches in his throat. A little over a year ago, he had applied to go to Singapore to help launch the firm’s newest branch in South East Asia. Only six of the firm’s brightest and best associates would be picked for the job, and although it was a temporary position, with the opportunity to return after two years, there was a chance that if you stayed on and did well enough, you might make partner out there very quickly. For various reasons, however, the firm had been unable to open in Singapore at the time and the opportunity had vanished almost as soon as it had appeared. Sameer had all but forgotten about it – until now.

‘Are you still interested?’ Matt asks. ‘Obviously, we’d be disappointed to lose you in London, but we think it’s the right decision for the firm. We really think you could help us build a practice out there.’

‘That sounds great,’ Sameer replies, heart pounding. ‘I’m really very happy to be considered.’

‘Glad to hear it. Deb will sort you out with the details. If you want to go ahead, all you have to do is sign on the dotted line,’ Matt says cheerfully, turning back to his computer screen.

‘You don’t have to make a decision right now,’ Deb chimes in, flapping through her papers like a flustered bird. ‘I’ll send you all the paperwork on Monday and you can have a couple of weeks to think about it.’

‘Thank you both very much,’ Sameer rises. He feels strangely euphoric as he goes back to his desk.

‘Ryan,’ he says in disbelief as he walks in, ‘they’ve offered me Singapore.’

‘What do you mean?’ Ryan responds without looking up. ‘Singapore isn’t happening.’

‘Apparently it is,’ Sameer says, breathless. He begins to log off his computer; he does not need to stay in the office any longer that evening. ‘And I’ve been asked to go.’

‘Wait, what?’ He has Ryan’s attention now. ‘How did you find out?’

‘Matt – I just had a meeting with Matt and Deb.’

‘I applied for that too, you know,’ Ryan says, his eyes flickering from left to right across his computer screen, index finger rapidly running over the scroll roller of his mouse. Sameer did not know; perhaps they had not been so close a year ago. He opens his mouth to suggest something – to indicate how happy he would be if they ended up there together – but then decides against it. Ryan’s finger is still running over the scroll roller, eyes searching. He finally stops. ‘Well, I’m happy for you, mate,’ he says. ‘You really deserve it.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ Sameer replies. There is a brief silence as he gets up and puts on his jacket.

‘We should celebrate,’ Ryan says suddenly. ‘Are you out tonight? We should do something.’

‘I’ll be out,’ Sameer nods, heading for the door. ‘Come join – pre-drinks at mine?’

‘Sounds good,’ Ryan calls as Sameer leaves the room.

Most weekends – when he is not working – Sameer goes out with his former flatmates and friends from home, Jeremiah and Rahool. When they had first moved to London, Sameer, Jeremiah and Rahool had all lived together in a small flat in Bow. Four glorious years of the boys from the original Leicester crew living together, the three who had made it out, made it to London; playing football around their tiny kitchen, breaking dishes and laughing; entire weekends of just FIFA, the flat filled with pizza boxes and beer bottles, the air a stale mix of sweat and testosterone. Then, when his hours started to get longer, Sameer decided that he wanted to be closer to the office, and he moved out. The boys did not want to join him (and would not have been able to afford to); they found another flatmate and stayed in east London. Jeremiah and Rahool now come to Sameer’s flat on the weekends that he is free. They have brought their new flatmate, Ed, on a couple of occasions. Ed is unobjectionable, but Sameer dislikes him as a matter of principle.

On his way home, Sameer stops at his local Chinese to pick up a takeaway. As he watches the chef prepare the order – dashing oil into a large wok, adding noodles, chicken, sauce – he wonders whether Singaporean food is like Chinese food, and then he wonders what his mother would make of it. This thought brings a tingle of nervous unease and he immediately turns to his phone for distraction: BBC News, Body found in search for missing teen.

At home, Sameer eats quickly, thumb flicking across his phone as he chews. He connects it to the surround-sound system and hits play on one of his playlists: Dave’s ‘Psycho’ blares through the speakers. For a moment – as tends to happen when a deal enters a lull after a period of intensity – he is overcome with exhaustion. Maybe he will text the boys and cancel; perhaps they can rain check to the following weekend. But he has barely finished eating when the buzzer rings. Jeremiah and Rahool bounce into the flat with a bottle of vodka.

‘Hey, man, long time,’ Jeremiah slaps Sameer on the back. ‘You look tired.’

‘I am tired,’ Sameer protests, grabbing Rahool’s outstretched hand. ‘How you doing? You guys are here early.’

‘We’ve got big news,’ Jeremiah begins to grab glasses from the kitchen and line them up on the counter. Rahool unscrews the bottle cap and pours a generous helping of vodka into each.

‘So have I actually.’ Sameer stares at the glasses of vodka. ‘I don’t have any mixers. I’m sorry – I forgot. Haven’t really been with it.’

Jeremiah laughs. ‘Fine,’ he says. ‘We’ll do it like the Russians: just water and ice.’ He starts adding water to the glasses. Rahool dispenses ice from Sameer’s fridge-freezer into the glasses. Sameer accepts a glass from Rahool, but he does not feel like drinking it. ‘First, can we sort out the tunes please?’ Jeremiah jumps onto the sofa, getting out his phone to connect it up to Sameer’s surround sound. A small amount of vodka-water-ice sloshes from his glass onto the settee. ‘This stuff doesn’t exactly get you in the mood for celebrating …’

‘What are we celebrating?’ Sameer asks. The music stops and then starts again; a new track, with a deeper base.

‘If you want Dave, let’s listen to something a bit more upbeat,’ Jeremiah says, changing the track to ‘Thiago Silva’ and nodding his head along to the new tune. ‘Rahool?’

Rahool is leaning against the wall that separates the beginning of the kitchen from the living room, drink in hand, as if he is unsure about whether or not to enter. Although Sameer has been friends with Rahool for longer, Sameer knows more about Jeremiah than he does about Rahool. Rahool is quiet. He’s the sort of person who is content to just be present; part of the group, but not part of the conversation. When he does speak, it is careful, considered. Even drink does not make him open up; if anything he becomes stiffer, more awkward. Next to Jeremiah, who, by contrast, can be so loud it borders on brash, Sameer sometimes forgets that Rahool is even there.

‘You first,’ Rahool says, nodding towards Jeremiah.

Jeremiah’s eyes are wide, brimming with excitement. ‘OK,’ he says, ‘I’ve been offered a job at Beatz Studio.’ There is a short silence. ‘It’s a recording studio in South Croydon. I’m going to be assisting the studio manager.’

‘Wow, J, that’s great news,’ Sameer says, clapping him on the back. Jeremiah works as a DJ, playing anything from club nights to birthday parties, but he also has a bedroom studio where he makes music. He’s wanted to be a music producer for as long as Sameer can remember.

‘This is a really big step for me,’ Jeremiah continues, taking a big slug of his drink. ‘Beatz is working with some major underground artists right now, know what I mean?’ He finishes his drink and moves past Rahool into the kitchen to fill another one. ‘T Shawty, Riddim, Boss Man. Can you believe it – Boss Man!’ Jeremiah’s voice rises and crescendos with the sound of ice being dispensed from the fridge freezer into his glass. Sameer has never heard of any of these artists. He shoots a look at Rahool, who shrugs and takes a sip of his drink. ‘What I’m saying, man, is that I’ll get to meet these people – I’ll be the face of the studio, you know, sorting things when the artists arrive, working closely with the engineer, getting the artists to grips with the studio. And the best thing?’ He pauses and Sameer realises that Jeremiah expects him to guess.

‘Um, you might end up producing music for one of these artists?’

‘Well, no – but yes, that’s a very good point –’ Jeremiah shakes a finger at Sameer, grinning, ‘that is one thing that might definitely, possibly, happen.’ He takes a long swig from his glass. ‘Guys, catch up?’ he says suddenly, noticing that his friends are not drinking at his pace. ‘No, the best thing – the best thing – is that it’s part of my contract that I can use the recording studio equipment when it’s not being used and when I’m not working. I’m talking state of the art – latest and best technology – I mean, half the stuff in that studio I don’t even know how to use yet.’ Jeremiah runs a hand over his head, as if he cannot believe the news himself.

‘That’s awesome. After all these years – you’re finally doing it.’ Sameer is pleased to hear his friend’s news; it brightens him and makes the vodka-water look slightly more appealing. He takes a sip and imagines the liquid running through his veins, recharging his batteries. ‘So when do you start?’

Jeremiah beams. ‘Next month. Can’t wait!’

Sameer motions for Rahool to come into the room. ‘Congratulations, J,’ he says, raising his glass. ‘To following your dreams.’

‘To following my fucking dreams!’ Jeremiah repeats, clinking his glass against Sameer’s and Rahool’s. He drains the drink in one go and gets up to make another.

‘So what’s your news, Rahool?’ Sameer turns to his other friend. He is starting to feel energised.

‘You first.’

Sameer shrugs. ‘OK,’ he says, once Jeremiah has returned to the sofa. Jeremiah changes the track to ‘All I do is Win’ and starts to sing along happily. Sameer inhales. ‘I’m moving to Singapore with the job.’

Jeremiah immediately stops singing. Rahool’s mouth drops open slightly.

‘Wait, what?’ Jeremiah squints at Sameer as if he is trying to work out whether Sameer is joking.

‘How long for?’ Rahool asks.

‘Two years to start, possibly longer.’ Sameer tips the rest of his drink down his throat and stands up.

‘That what you want?’ Jeremiah asks.

‘Well, I applied for it, so I guess, yeah,’ Sameer responds, annoyed that his friends have not immediately understood the significance of the opportunity. ‘I’m basically going to be involved in setting up a new office out there. It’ll be intense, but rewarding. I could make partner very quickly. And tax is like 15 per cent.’

‘So you’re going to be super rich, eh?’ Jeremiah says. ‘Well, if that’s what you want, I’m happy for you, man.’

‘Who exactly doesn’t want to be rich?’ Rahool raises an eyebrow.

‘It’s not about becoming rich.’ Sameer pulls a face and pours himself another drink. The ice dispenser groans: it is nearly out of ice. ‘It’s about the opportunity. I’m getting the chance to help a global firm establish its next footprint in South East Asia. There’s only going to be about ten of us to start with out there, and all of us will have a role to play. I’ll be directly involved in creating new client relationships. And I’m going to be living in another country for the first time in my life. A hot country!’

The boys laugh, and Sameer relaxes. ‘We’ll obviously come visit you,’ Jeremiah says, raising his glass. ‘To Singapore!’

‘To Singapore!’ they chorus, and drink. ‘A Milli’ plays from the speakers.

‘So,’ Rahool says eventually. ‘What will your family say?’

‘Don’t know,’ Sameer lies. He does not want to think about this tonight. Tonight is about celebrating. He finishes his drink and pours another. ‘But what’s up with you anyway?’

‘I’m moving too, actually,’ Rahool says.

Sameer smiles. Rahool is an IT consultant and his work often requires him to spend time on-site with a client. Usually his clients are based in or around London, but Rahool has spent several months in Germany and Spain in the past. ‘To Singapore?’ Sameer says hopefully.

‘No.’ Rahool is not looking at Sameer. ‘I’m leaving London. I’m moving back home. To Leicester.’

And just like that, the fun is over.

Sameer sets his glass down on the coffee table. ‘Why would you do that?’ he asks, voice strained in an attempt not to sound accusatory. ‘You’re quitting your job?’

‘You know I hate that job,’ Rahool shrugs. ‘I’ve hated it for a long time. How does it make sense that I’ve been in it for five years and I still have no idea what I’m doing? Every project, I end up taking on things that are way above my pay grade and fumbling my way through – but they won’t promote me or give me proper training. The company doesn’t value me. If I really think about why I’ve stayed here so long – well, it was mainly because of you two,’ Rahool gestures towards his friends. He still has not looked at Sameer. ‘We’ve had a good time, the three of us, haven’t we, living in London? But I’m done with it now.’

Rahool has said a lot, and Sameer struggles to digest it. He wishes he had not been drinking.

‘You’ll be back with our old Leicester crew,’ Jeremiah drawls, raising his glass towards the ceiling. ‘To the Leicester mandem!’

Sameer and Rahool do not respond. ‘What are you going to do in Leicester?’ Sameer asks, knowing already what Rahool is going to say.

‘I’ll join the family business. It’s not as if my degree helped me to get a job I enjoyed, so I might as well go home.’

Sameer says nothing. Jeremiah has started to flick through the tracks on his phone very quickly, having lost interest in the conversation. Jeremiah’s family do not run a business; he does not understand.

‘Look, mate,’ Rahool continues, ‘I’m not you. I didn’t go to Oxbridge and get a job as a top lawyer in the City. I don’t earn enough to live alone in a flat like this.’ Sameer feels heat rising in his neck, but Rahool’s face is not unkind. He finally looks at Sameer, and he is sympathetic. ‘What I’m saying,’ he says gently, ‘is that London is not to me what it is to you and J. I’m broke, I hate my job, and I’m tired of it. J is here for a reason, and he’s going to make it. And you, well – you’re not even staying in London yourself any more. The point is, I’m not sure what I’m doing here anyway.’

It does make sense, Sameer thinks. Or at least, he thinks it makes sense. He feels a quiet discomfort, a sense of betrayal, but he nods, perhaps a little too enthusiastically, at Rahool. Their fathers had been friends for many years, both migrants from Uganda who had arrived in Belgrave, penniless, and had gone on to become successful businessmen. Rahool’s father had started out as a car mechanic, and now ran his own truck and van rental company. Sameer’s family had started out selling saris, and then sold the sari shop to open a restaurant specialising in East African Asian cuisine – Kampala Nights – which now had four branches across the Midlands. Both families had invested their money wisely. Both families were very comfortable. For some reason that Sameer cannot now rationalise, he had always thought that Rahool was with him on the idea that they would not just end up working in the family business, that they would make it on their own. He finishes his drink, goes to the bottle of vodka and realises it is nearly empty.

‘It’s the end of an era,’ he announces solemnly to his friends. He opens a cupboard near the fridge and pulls out a bottle of Veuve Clicquot that the partners had gifted the associates at Christmas. It is warm, but no matter. They must celebrate; and to do so, they must drink. ‘I’m going to Singapore. Rahool, you’re going back to Leicester. J, you’re going to South Croydon,’ Sameer starts to laugh. He unwraps the foil and begins to untwist the cage holding the cork. Before he has the chance to react, the cork flies off. Jeremiah ducks; the cork hits a mirror hanging above the sofa, but it doesn’t break. Champagne erupts from the bottle, frothing over Sameer’s hands and legs and onto the floor. He quickly raises the bottle to his lips and tries to suck up the foam.

The boys are laughing. They bring over their glasses, trying to catch the froth as it slips from the bottle towards the floor. When it finally subsides, the bottle is half empty. Sameer pours out what is left and the bottle is finished. They are all still laughing. Rahool raises his glass. ‘To the end of an era,’ he echoes.

‘The end of an era!’ Sameer and Jeremiah boom. Sameer looks at his friends through the film of vodka and champagne. He feels a strange urge to cry.

A few hours later, after a predictably long queue and a quick extortion at the door, Sameer and his friends are inside east London’s most popular club. Sameer immediately goes to buy a round of drinks. They didn’t drink anything else after the champagne and, stepping inside to see the throbbing mass of bodies moving to music, he suddenly feels horribly sober. ‘Three vodka Cokes, please,’ he shouts to the barman, who nods and flips three glasses onto the counter.

‘Hey, mate.’ Sameer feels a hand on his back. It’s Ryan, with someone he doesn’t recognise.

‘All right?’ Sameer grins. ‘What can I get you?’

‘I should be buying for you, my friend,’ Ryan responds, muscling in between Sameer and a woman standing next to him at the bar. Ryan’s finger begins to tap rapidly on the counter. His friend does not attempt to come close to the bar and stands apart, on his phone.

‘You didn’t make it for pre-drinks,’ Sameer remembers, secretly glad that Ryan had not come. His drinks appear and he pays.

‘Work,’ Ryan rolls his eyes and then flashes a bright smile. ‘But it’s all good, man – I made it out! Shots please, mate – whatever you’ve got. Six of them. So, Singapore. Exciting. You must be excited. I would be so excited if I was you.’

Sameer is vaguely conscious that Ryan has taken something. The shots arrive, and Ryan knocks one back. ‘For you,’ he says, pushing the other five towards Sameer. Sameer can smell Jägermeister.

‘Five for me and one for you?’ Sameer says, pushing two back towards Ryan. ‘How is that fair?’

‘Singapore for you and nothing for me,’ Ryan responds, laughing. ‘How is that fair?’

Sameer frowns, unsure whether Ryan is joking. Ryan has already downed another shot. ‘OK,’ Ryan says, leaning towards Sameer. ‘I’ve helped you out now. Come on, drink.’

‘OK, OK.’ Sameer takes the first shot, grimacing. In the split second that Ryan is not looking while he pays for the shots, Sameer quickly pours the other three down the side of the bar by his feet. He picks up the drinks he had ordered and moves away from the bar. Ryan follows, his friend tagging behind.

‘It’s funny because that’s how things are now these days,’ Ryan is shouting, but Sameer cannot hear him properly over the music. ‘All about being PC and all that.’

They reach Jeremiah and Rahool, and Sameer hands them their drinks. Ryan’s head is bopping up and down, nodding unstoppably. ‘Like, you and your mates here, you’d all do pretty well these days.’

Sameer points to his ears. ‘I can’t hear you,’ he shouts, taking a gulp of his drink and turning away.

‘You know what I mean though, right?’ Ryan claps Sameer on the back, hard. ‘They’ve got quotas to fill, haven’t they?’ He waves a hand in front of Sameer, as if swatting away a fly, and stumbles into the crowd. He is swallowed in seconds, followed by his friend, who is still on his phone.

‘What was he saying?’ Jeremiah shouts. ‘That was Ryan, wasn’t it?’

‘Don’t know,’ Sameer responds, pointing again at his ears. ‘Couldn’t hear.’

After a few moments, Sameer turns to Rahool, who is closer to him. ‘I’m leaving,’ he says.

‘But we only just got here,’ Rahool protests.

‘Yeah – you stay. Have a good night. I’ll message you – we need to do something before we all go our separate ways.’

Sameer does not say goodbye to Jeremiah; he slips out of the club quietly and into the night. He has sobered up completely. Maybe he hadn’t understood Ryan properly, maybe there had been some miscommunication. But something jars, instinct giving way to unease, and he knows that he will not know how to look at Ryan on Monday. He unlocks his phone, scrolls to Hannah and sends a WhatsApp.

Sameer (01.02): Hi, you awake?

Home is walking distance, but Sameer flags down a black cab. He does not want to walk past the other revellers tonight. He WhatsApps Hannah again.

Sameer (01.04): Getting in a cab, can pick you up?

Hannah was last seen at 23.58.

‘Where to?’ the cab driver asks. Sameer gives his address and climbs into the car. He calls Hannah, once, twice. The phone rings and rings and she does not pick up.
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To my first love, my beloved

15th August 1945



It is my wedding night tonight. But instead of lying with my new wife, I am sitting here in my study, writing to you. I could not bring myself to touch her; I could barely look at her. And now she lies in our marital bed, alone, whilst I sit here with a pen and paper.

I know this is foolish. I know this letter will never reach you. But I did not know what else to do. I had to talk to you.

The nikkah took place earlier today in the stuffy heat of our front room. A power cut meant that the fans were not working; all the windows were open, but no breeze could allay the stickiness that clung to us all. It was a small and rushed affair; just Papa, Samir and Abdullah were present to witness Muazzam Kaka confirming that Shabnam – my new wife – agreed. The imam hurriedly recited the fatihah and Shabnam appeared like a ghost through the side door, draped in a red gauze dupatta. A small, sickly looking child in a green salwar kameez holding a plate full of laddoos followed her. Shabnam sat down beside me, accompanied by the thick scent of jasmine, and I could feel the weight of her body depress my side of the sofa. My insides began to churn before the laddoo even reached my lips. Shabnam is twenty-one years old. I am forty.

I need to explain to you how this has happened. Much like our own wedding, I did not choose this. The news of your passing reached India before I even had the chance to shed a tear. Do you remember Muazzam Kaka, Papa’s younger brother? I am certain you do; you were always so good at remembering faces and names. He came to Uganda to visit just once, many years ago, when Samir was born. His son died last year, leaving behind a wife and two young children. When they heard the news of your passing, they appeared without a word of warning. Muazzam Kaka and Papa took me aside and explained that it was my ‘duty’, as the only surviving grandson of my late grandparents, to take care of my cousin’s family. I had never met my cousin before he died. Muazzam Kaka was as good as a stranger to me when he arrived. But I am duty-bound.

And so here I am, on the evening of my second wedding night, writing a letter to my first wife, the one and only love of my life.

I cannot begin to describe how I miss you. The pain subsides only when I am sleeping, but then I dream of you, running through the long grass towards the Nile, dupatta waving in the wind, laughing and calling me to follow you.

When I close my eyes, our wedding night comes back to me with such startling clarity, as though it took place just yesterday. Funny how twenty-one years pass in the blink of an eye. Before we were wed, I had only ever glimpsed you outside the mosque, head covered, eyes downwards, clutching your younger sister’s hand. I saw you once after our families had agreed our marriage, about a month before the nikkah. I was driving down Nasser Road, and I saw you walking past, holding bags of shopping spilling with fabrics, your fair skin flushed. I thought then that you were the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

And then, before I knew it, it was the day of our wedding. Quite a contrast to the events of today: when we married, the local mosque was packed to the brim and we had the grandest of receptions in the Imperial Hotel. No fewer than a thousand guests. I must have been the most nervous I have ever been about anything in my life. The festivities passed in a colourful blur – do you remember how much you cried? – and then we were left to our own devices in the honeymoon suite.

I remember pushing back the material weighing on your head and watching your hair tumble down to your shoulders, releasing the smell of something sweet that I would wake up to every morning for the next twenty-one years of my life. Oh, to live that moment again! Before I knew you; yet, even then, knowing that I already knew all of you.

‘Hasan –’ you whispered so softly that I could barely hear you, and your thick lashes raised to meet my eyes for the first time. I saw something in you so vulnerable at that moment and it suddenly struck me that you were only sixteen. Do you remember what you said next? ‘Hasan, I just want to talk tonight.’

And that is what we did. I helped you to unpin the heavy bridalwear attached to your shoulders, circling your waist, and chained to your wrists. You removed it all in the privacy of the bathroom, whilst I tried to quell the more basic instincts arising in my groin as I waited for you in the bed. When you finally re-entered, in a long white nightgown, you looked like an angel. We sat on the bed and talked until our voices became hoarse and we could no longer keep our eyes open.

I loved you deeply from that moment, and I have never stopped loving you since.

Abdullah tells me the pain of grief will subside with time. He cradles my head gently in his arms, like he used to when I was a young boy. He tells me to trust him. He has lost siblings, parents, cousins, friends. He has even lost a son. But he has never lost his wife. He has been married to her for forty years now. We only reached half that time. Oh, my darling Amira. What I would not give to have even just one more minute with you.

When I close my eyes, I can picture you standing in the kitchen, back door open to allow the smell of spices to escape into the courtyard, your sleeves rolled up tightly, those slender, determined arms kneading a lump of dough. I can still taste the soft, hot rotli made by your hands.

It makes me smile now to think that when we first moved into this house, I wanted to employ a cook. You hated the idea. ‘Hasan,’ you said to me, ‘what will I do all day if we have a cook? We already have Abdullah, that’s enough.’ We both knew that Abdullah’s cooking left much to be desired. I knew it was not easy for you navigating the vast expanses of the new house, whilst managing our children, my father and our new daughter-in-law, Tasneem. That is why I hired the ayah, my dear – to give you room to breathe. And even though you were annoyed with me at first, after just a few days I saw you visibly relax. You spent more time in the kitchen, talking to Tasneem and showing her your recipes: fiery and crisp chilli mogo, green mango pickle, red chicken curry. The ayah spent more time scrubbing the floors and hanging up our laundry. It is a sign of our success, my sweet Amira, that we should have an ayah.

What satisfaction I had felt when the new house came on the market! One of the largest houses on Nakasero Hill, and the timing could not have been better, because Samir had just become engaged to Tasneem, and we needed more room for the newly married couple. This house has six double bedrooms, three en suite and two separate bathrooms, two reception rooms, a dining area, a great big kitchen that opens out into a courtyard, and a sprawling back garden with the greenest, neatest grass you have ever seen, politely lined with mango trees and frangipani. The garage can hold up to four cars. Our driver and ayah reside in the boys’ quarters, which is close – but not too close – by. You were not so keen at first on moving up the hill and leaving behind the house in which our marriage had been built. But when we pulled up to the steel gates, and you saw bright pink bougainvillea bursting over the veranda to rest on the garage roof your heart softened. Bougainvillea was your favourite flower.

My heart was bursting with pride on the day that we moved in. Three weeks before Samir was to be wed: just enough time to get things in order. The sun was streaming through the windows, lighting up every room with a brightness that made my eyes water. The children were shrieking with excitement as they ran from room to room and outside into the back garden to somersault on the springy green grass. Papa was content, leaning on his walking stick with a soft smile at the corner of his mouth. You were wearing a pale blue salwar kameez, and the bougainvillea flower tucked behind your ear tickled me when I leaned in to kiss your cheek. Samir had done us all proud: he was joining the family business and marrying a girl from a very good family. The business was doing better than it had ever done before. I remember looking up to the sky, thanking Allah, and wondering how Ma would feel if she could see us now. We were moving into an old muzungu home, on old wazungu land. And it was all ours.

It is funny how one’s whole life can change in a single moment. I almost despise this house now. Every room is a projection of what I thought would be a future with you and our family. Sometimes the urge to go back to our old, smaller house, just to inhale the smell in the corridors, is so strong it overwhelms me. After you passed away, your things were taken by your family. Let them, Papa said. It will help you to process her death. But I kept one of your dupattas. It still smells like you. I dig my head into the soft fabric and inhale deeply and the smell of you evokes such a forceful memory in me that I almost feel like I have travelled back in time.

It is getting late, my love, but I am not ready for sleep. Do you know that it was almost fifty years ago today that Papa first set foot in this country? I cannot imagine what it must have been like for him, leaving behind his parents, two brothers and sister in Gujarat to set sail on a dhow with an uncle he barely knew. Papa does not speak much of his life in India, but I know that it was hard. The idea was that if Papa could achieve some success, the rest of the family would be sent for and the poverty of their lives in India would be over. But by the time Papa was ready to send for them four years later, Papa’s only sister had died of dysentery. Papa’s younger brother, Muazzam Kaka, had married and wanted to stay in India. But Papa’s parents and his older brother arrived on the shores of Mombasa in the spring of 1904, and they brought with them Papa’s new wife – my ma.

Why is it that the women in my life have left me too soon? Papa says that Ma was of a weak disposition. She is shadowy behind my closed eyes; truly, I cannot remember her at all. Sometimes I wake in the middle of the night, sweating and panting, terrified I am going to lose the image of you in the same way. But I have your picture, taken just last year, smiling shyly into the camera.

I never had a single picture of Ma. When I think back to the early years of my life, I can only remember my dadi and Abdullah – although we used to call Abdullah ‘Boyi’ back then of course. It is as if the memory of Ma has been erased. All I can see is Dadi, standing in our tiny kitchen in a grey cotton sari, adding cinnamon bark to frying onions until the whole house was filled with fragrance; Boyi, taking our washing to the communal backyard, scrubbing green soap into our underwear and rinsing them clean.

Boyi must have been about fifteen years old when he first came to work for us, and, despite his tender age, he assumed the role of bathing me, feeding me and keeping me entertained in Ma’s absence. He was all I ever had as a playmate. I used to be so envious of your large family: your three sisters, your brother. I had always longed for a sibling but none had survived: one miscarriage, one stillborn, and my little sister Zahra, who had died suddenly aged one. And Papa never remarried. You knew that was why I craved for us to have a big family. And, like the dutiful wife that you were, you bore me five healthy children: Samir, Shahzeb, Farah, Ahmed and little Aisha, who is still too young to understand what has happened to you. I never imagined that one day I would go on to adopt somebody else’s children – or that I might have children with someone else.

My love. I hope you can forgive me. I truly believe that you would, if you thought of Shabnam and her young children left alone with no one to take care of them. You were always so gracious in the way you treated others less fortunate than yourself. You accepted Abdullah as a brother immediately, in spite of his African blood. You saw that Abdullah was not like other karia; that he was loyal, hard-working and honest, and that he had accepted Islam into his heart. You treated him with such patience and you gave him so much of your time, to the point – I must admit – that it sometimes bordered on the absurd. But, that was you: forever putting those less fortunate before others. Abdullah had always been a special case though. He had worked for five years as a boyi to a British inspector general living on the top of Nakasero Hill and I believe it was that experience which gave him the solid foundations he had when he came to us. Returning to the hill was like a homecoming for Abdullah.

My dearest Amira, despite the present successes of our business, the thought of continuing without you makes me despair. How beauty entered my life after you became a part of it! You, glowing with enthusiasm, heavily pregnant with Samir, sitting patiently as my scribe, diligently and carefully writing up the company books as I directed, until you became proficient enough to do it by yourself. You, managing the duka while I went to Jinja, Mbarara, Mbale to trade. You reminded me of myself when I was young, after Papa first opened the cotton ginnery and left me to manage the small shop under the house where we lived on Market Street. I used to work in that shop after school every single day; weekends spent sleeping on the shop floor and waiting for the delivery boys to come; stockpiling – food, soft drinks, soap – in the middle of the night, trying not to get behind on my schoolwork.

Amira, I do believe that you were my lucky charm. It was you who brought us our success with the cotton ginnery. It was you who really helped our shop and tailoring service to expand and grow. The world surprised me by continuing to turn in your absence. Now that you are gone, I fear for our good fortune. Whatever brilliance we possessed has been eclipsed. Now that you are gone, I cannot shake this overwhelming sense of dread.
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It takes just over an hour to get from St Pancras to Leicester by train. In the window seat, Sameer can see the reflection of his face, floating in the glass pane, staring through him and into the distance. There is not a cloud in sight today. Green fields dotted with sheep and bordered by the blue expanse of sky roll by. He closes his eyes and rests his head against the window, but he cannot sleep. In his head, he begins to run through the different ways he might tell his family that he is moving to Singapore. It has been two weeks since he was first offered the role. He signed the paperwork last week; he didn’t want to be in a position where his family might talk him out of it. The departure date has been scheduled for just under five months from now.

The train pulls into the platform and Sameer steps out. The familiar facades of the station’s interior tug at him, giving him a feeling of comfort. He has not been home for six weeks and he realises, with mild surprise, that he has missed it. Singapore will only be for two years, he tells himself.

The ticket barriers are open (why did he buy a ticket? he thinks, irritated – they will probably be open when he leaves too), and he walks through their arms and out of the station, into the bright light of the day. Round the corner, in the usual meeting spot, his father is waiting for him in a white Range Rover that Sameer doesn’t recognise.

‘Hi, Dad,’ he says, opening the passenger door and climbing up onto the seat. With one hand, Sameer throws his rucksack onto the back seat; in the other, he holds a bouquet of roses for his mother. ‘New car?’

‘Hi, son,’ his father replies, engaging the gears and slowly pulling out onto the road. Every time he goes home, Sameer is surprised at how his father seems to have aged. ‘No, it’s not new – I’m just borrowing it from the Patels while the Merc goes for servicing.’

The Patels are Rahool’s family. Sameer is conscious that his parents will be aware that Rahool is returning to Leicester from London. Before his father can mention it, Sameer asks: ‘How are you?’ They are crossing the Humberstone roundabout. This is not the way home.

‘I’m fine, son. I’m fine. Very busy, as always. Like you. We haven’t seen you in a long time.’

‘Work,’ Sameer replies shortly, looking out of the window. ‘It’s been busy.’ The car approaches Belgrave Road; it is a Saturday and the traffic is already building up. Women in saris amble past on the street; shopfronts in red, yellow, blue blare names, Lakhani, Akshar, Arshi, Krishna. Gold jewellery glints invitingly from behind shop windows; heavy, brightly coloured fabrics pose, draped on mannequins standing to attention; street food sings and steams from a vat, chaat, pani poori, paan. This is the Golden Mile. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Your mum wanted me to pick up some samosas,’ his father replies, deftly sliding the car into an available space along the crowded road. Just a few metres away, the first Kampala Nights restaurant that his family ever opened stands proudly, orange letters beating against a black backdrop. ‘Come on,’ his father says, glancing at his watch and getting out of the car. Sameer hesitates for a moment. They are not far from the road that they used to live on until Sameer was eight years old, and coming here always gives him a lukewarm feeling of nostalgia. He puts the roses down on the front seat and gets out of the car.

Inside the restaurant, they are greeted by low lighting, the soft melody of steel drums and the mouth-watering smell of spices. KAMPALA NIGHTS WELCOMES YOU, says a sign near the entrance. PLEASE WAIT HERE TO BE SEATED. They walk past the unmanned post and into the restaurant. ‘Hey, boss is here,’ a boy comes running out from between the tables, giving Sameer’s father a cheeky grin and mock salute. ‘Boss man, you here to eat?’ A faint moustache lines the boy’s upper lip, a pathetic straggle of hairs populate his chin: he is barely eighteen. Sameer remembers himself at that age and wonders whether the boy is at university or whether this is his full-time job.

‘I’m here to pick up our order,’ Sameer’s father says, eyes narrowing and surveying the restaurant critically. There is an open kitchen, where the diners can see chefs dressed all in white tossing ingredients in pans over flames, sprinkling herbs over plates with a flourish, slicing red-orange peppers with huge steel knives. Tribal masks and abstract paintings are hung on walls next to zebra-print and ornamental wooden ladles. Sameer hasn’t been to the restaurant at lunchtime recently, but is surprised to see that it is almost full – families, couples, groups of friends. ‘Why is no one at the door?’ his father says to the boy, who responds with a guilty shrug and runs off towards the front of the restaurant. More employees appear from the restaurant’s depths; Sameer’s father barks instructions under his breath (‘Your hair is poking out of your hat,’ he snaps at one of the chefs; ‘Why aren’t you wearing the uniform?’ he asks one of the waiters, whose black T-shirt fails to read ‘Kampala Nights’ on its back; ‘I don’t like the way you’re having to squeeze around this table to get to the kitchen – who changed the layout?’). The restaurant manager emerges from the back to greet them, all smiles and handshakes, and a bag of samosas is presented to Sameer, who takes it, peeking inside at the crisp golden skin.

‘The restaurant is so busy,’ Sameer comments as they leave, wondering if his mother will notice if there is one less samosa in the bag.

‘Alhumdulilah,’ his father replies. ‘We have been very lucky. Lucky enough, in fact, to be in a position to open another restaurant. We’ve found an opportunity to acquire a site not far from Spinney Hills.’ Sameer looks at his father quizzically – his family had previously considered and rejected the idea of opening a restaurant in that area. ‘Now, I know what you’re thinking,’ his father continues. ‘But this is different. The site is a deconsecrated church. It was up for auction and we bought it at a significant discount. The interior needs some work, but it’s a beautiful building, with stained-glass windows and high ceilings. It has the capacity to seat up to four hundred. We’re going to invest heavily in renovating it, and as well as being a full-service restaurant the idea is to be able to use it for private events and weddings. There’s big money in the wedding industry, you know?’

As his father chatters away happily, a knot tightens in Sameer’s stomach. He does not say anything as they turn onto Stoughton Drive, the road they moved to after they left Belgrave. His father drives past their old house – a property they like to fondly refer to as their ‘starter home’, despite the fact that it is a three bedroom detached house and much grander than some of the homes his friends from Leicester still live in today. When Sameer was fourteen years old, the family had left behind the starter life and upgraded to a larger property further down the road. His whole life mapped out in one short drive.

Sameer’s father swings the car in front of their gates, which open slowly to a spacious paved front drive, thoughtfully framed by neat arrangements of grass, lavender bushes and small evergreen trees. The sight of the house delivers such comfort that Sameer almost lets out a sigh of relief.

His mother is waiting at the front door, ever the picture of understated elegance in a simple blue salwar kameez and a row of gold bangles. ‘Beta,’ she says, embracing Sameer tightly. Son. ‘What’s taken you so long to come home?’ She jabs Sameer with her index finger and he quickly hands her the bouquet of roses.

‘Zara!’ he yells. ‘I’m starving, come down!’

‘Salaam bhi na kay?’ The disapproving voice of Mhota Papa, his father’s eldest surviving brother, appears from behind him. He doesn’t even say hello? Mhota Papa hobbles towards Sameer and hits him gently with his walking stick. Sameer bends down to embrace his uncle’s small form.

‘Salaam, Mhota Papa,’ Sameer says apologetically. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

‘Mehne koi joi nee,’ Mhota Papa mutters in response, but returns Sameer’s embrace. Nobody notices me.

‘Sameer bhai!’ Zara bounds down the stairs and flings her arms around her brother’s torso. There is an eight-year age gap between them; Sameer’s parents had struggled to have another child after he was born and, after years of trying, eventually managed to conceive with IVF. Sameer can remember that a lot of drama surrounded Zara’s birth, but he is hazy on the details. He is sure that Zara had been born a twin, but her twin had not survived. His family do not speak of it, and he would never ask. He is not even sure if Zara knows.

‘How’s revision going?’ he asks, as the family head through into the kitchen and breakfast room. Zara is in her final year of sixth form, studying for the A levels she needs to meet her offer from Edinburgh University. There had been an awkward period last year when Zara had been condemned by their mother for applying to go as far away as Scotland, berated by their father for failing to apply to Cambridge (as Sameer had done), and reviled by both of them for selecting anthropology of all things as a degree. But now that it had been done, and they had realised that (although it was a waste of their hard-earned money) because she was a girl it didn’t really matter what she studied anyway, the family narrative around her revision focused on the simple goal of achieving good grades – rather than getting into university.

‘It’s OK,’ Zara replies, as the men take their seats at the table. She retrieves drinks from the fridge and begins to fill their glasses. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it. I’m taking this weekend off to spend time with you.’

‘But your exams are in three weeks?’ Sameer takes a sip of Pepsi. His mother sets a casserole dish down on the table and steam rises from a layer of browned cheese.

Zara brings a bowl full of salad and a plate of garlic bread to the table. ‘Don’t make me change my mind, bhai,’ she warns. ‘It’s just a day. One day isn’t going to hurt.’

Sameer gives her a wry smile. He doesn’t ever remember thinking that when he was studying for exams. He remembers the opposite.

Dad, can I go and watch the game? Jeremiah’s got tickets through his brother. Please, Dad, Premiership clubs never come to Leicester. It’s just one day! It was the summer of Year 8 and Leicester City were playing Liverpool at home for a pre-season friendly. It was also the summer that Sameer had been told that he needed to get into Leicester’s best grammar school, a school that prided itself on not being limited to a catchment area, but instead asked prospective pupils to write personal statements and sit a three-hour entrance exam. Up until that point, Sameer had been going to the local comprehensive school in the Belgrave catchment area. It was not a bad school, but his parents wanted to move him out for his GCSEs and A levels. Sameer did not want to leave Jeremiah and his other friends. But his parents had insisted that Sameer sit the entrance exams for St Thomas High. The Patels’ son was there, after all. Look, his mother had explained patiently to her young son, if you’re with stupid people, it brings you down to their level. If you’re with smart people, it brings you up to theirs.

The day that Sameer had asked his father if he could go to watch the football match, there were still two weeks until the exam and Sameer had not spent a single day of his summer holiday outside his bedroom. It’s just one summer, he remembers his father saying. Everything we’ve done, every sacrifice we’ve made, we made for you, son. Now you’re getting an opportunity we never had. Get into this school and you’re set for the future: GCSEs, A levels and then Oxford or Cambridge. And you’ll pave the way for Zara too – because if you’ve been to this school, she can go to this school. Think about it this way: do you really want to throw away your whole future, and your sister’s future, just to go to one football match today? Sameer did not want to do that, and so he did not go to see the match. Instead, he continued to study, passed the entrance exam – and then his GCSEs and A levels – with flying colours, gained admission to Cambridge and secured a job at one of the top law firms in the world.

‘So, tell us about your deal then,’ Sameer’s father says, as his mother begins to serve up. ‘You’ve been so busy.’

‘There’s a lot to tell.’ Sameer takes a deep breath; a mouthful of pasta bake has settled in his stomach solidly.

‘Well, you’ll have to tell all the best parts again tonight,’ his mother warns. ‘Yasmeen Foi and Haroon Fua will be here for dinner.’

Yasmeen Foi is Sameer’s auntie, his father’s older sister who lives across the road with her husband, Haroon Fua, both of whom work in the family business. Their daughters, Shabnam and Samah, are both married. Shabnam is six years older than Sameer and had married when she was young, into a well-known family from the local mosque. She has a little boy. Sameer had always remembered her as aloof, not wanting to play, and just wanting to do girly things like paint her nails and call her friends. Samah, on the other hand, is only a year younger than Sameer, and the two of them had done everything together growing up. They particularly enjoyed the fact that both of their names could be shortened to Sam, and in the earlier years of their childhood, when their small selves retained that androgynous look of bowl cuts and dungarees, they used to pretend to be one another. Whenever Sameer spoke about his family, he always referred to his sisters, as he saw Samah as one of them. There had been a considerable amount of controversy a couple of years ago when Samah had brought home a white man, wanting to marry him. But once he had converted to Islam, the family relented, and the couple married and moved to Leeds, where Samah’s husband was based. Sameer had not seen her since the wedding.

‘How’s Samah?’ he asks, helping himself to salad.
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