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Dreamers
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The Fabulous Destiny of Luhith Lucky Khalil

THIS IS LUCKYS MOMENT, and the moment is everything. 
Its not the anticipation, its not the memory, 
its now. Its his silent prayer, joining the prayer of the 
legions staring at their TVs with hands gripped around 
their pint glasses and covering their open mouths. Its the 
unnamed force that has made each obsessed individual 
wear that white shirt, or hang that red-crossed sheet from 
their window. Its every murmur, and whisper, and song, 
and shout and cheer thats been swept into the ether, 
captured on the radio waves and carried on the wind and 
clouds, gathering in the swirling atmosphere above the 
stadium; a tornado of hope funnelled down towards him, 
the last man on the field, where a single movement of his 
foot can realize or destroy every English dream. He is one 
man, making a sacrifice for millions. The moment is everything 
 take it, Lucky, its yours.

He runs and strikes, his left foot connecting, the ball 
shooting like a bullet towards the goal, and then there is 
nothing but the moment. Sweeter than the dread pregnancy 
of anticipation, more potent than the complacency of has-been memory. Maybe later there will be press conferences 
and parades, or documentaries and disappointment; 
maybe later he will be written into the history books or 
struck from them with shame. But now there is only the 
perfect stillness as he stands spread-eagled at the centre of 
the spinning world.

There is only the moment, and you. And you have done 
well, my son.
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Lucky awakes with a start, dripping with sweat, panting, 
almost sobbing. Lucky has a destiny  worse than a destiny, 
he has a dream. It wakes him at night, so terrifying is this 
dream. It torments him, because it tastes real; he tastes the 
blood on his bitten lip as he stands at a white dot on a 
foreign field that will be forever England, and stares into 
the faceless enemy whom he knows looks just like him. It 
torments him, because when he wakes he weeps with 
disappointment that it is just a dream. This dream belongs 
to him only  he has mentioned it to no one, its so 
outlandish that he doesnt dare to share it. This dream is 
so bizarre, so miraculous and out of reach of the most 
overvaulting ambition, that he may as well dream about 
becoming God. He dreams that one day, he will score for 
England. He dreams that one day, his lucky left foot will 
win the World Cup for England.

Lucky wipes his damp forehead, and kicks off his duvet. 
He quietly opens his window and looks out onto the moonlit 
crescent, silent and empty in the early hours of the 
morning. Its been raining, and he sees his blurry reflection in a puddle on the street, the water gathering in a dent in 
the pavement that his officious dad makes frequent complaints 
to the local council about. He imagines his reflection 
leaping up and running away, like Peter Pans shadow, and 
that he might have to chase down the street to find it. He 
wishes he could run away down the street himself; to kick 
a ball, and just keep following it as it rolls. He is not yet 
fifteen years old, but he feels trapped by the weight of his 
destiny, of his dream. Even his posters commiserate: Princess 
Leia in shining white with a chunky weapon slung 
defiantly over her shoulder, and Darth Vader in glossy 
black wielding a light sabre, twin guardians on his wall. 
Both of them seem to be saying with a mixture of pride 
and sorrow, It is your destiny, Lucky, as though it is 
something he will never escape. He watches his watery 
reflection splinter and disappear with the early drops of 
rain; turning to go back to bed, he stops short as he sees 
two figures in his doorway, their outlines thrown into relief 
with the light behind them, a braided brunette draped in 
pale folds of cloth, and a dark demon in shadowy robes, 
his face an inscrutable mask. He looks at the posters to 
check that the figures are still there and havent leapt out 
of their paper into his room. He blinks at the couple in the 
doorway, and then gets back into bed.

You should bloody well knock, he mutters crossly to 
his parents, before turning his face into his pillow, dismissing 
them. His father, a swarthy Bengali with a gleaming 
cap of neatly cut hair, well built verging on stout, yawns 
and adjusts the belt on his charcoal Marks & Spencer 
dressing-gown.

Told you it was nothing, Delphine, he says, shrugging his shoulders at his sons rudeness, for once too tired to 
tick him off about it. Ive got a Very Important Meeting 
this morning, Im going back to bed.

Delphine sits on the edge of her sons bed, the creamy 
pleated silk of her dressing-gown falling demurely to her 
ankles, her braids tumbling girlishly over her shoulders. 
Her own mother used to braid her hair at night, and it is a 
habit that she persists in, although sometimes she looks at 
herself before she goes to bed, looks at her braids and her 
naked, unfamiliar face, and feels faintly ridiculous. She 
smooths down Luckys hair, reminded of the downy perfection 
of his rounded head when he was a baby. Was it a 
bad dream? she asks. Just the slightest hint of her native 
French accent remains, and adds an extraordinary charm 
to her voice that most people cannot place. He says 
nothing, and she feels for a moment bereft, nostalgic for 
the time when she could comfort away the worst cauchemar 
with just a gentle touch of her hand and a brush of her 
lips on his forehead, like magic. I should let go, she thinks 
to herself  not for the first time, and not only in this 
circumstance. As though letting go was so easy. She shuts 
the window against the increasingly persistent patter of the 
rain, then leaves the room.

In the morning, by the time Delphine has released her 
hair from her braids, letting it fall in loosely structured 
waves down her back like a forties movie star, Lucky has 
already demolished his cereal and toast and is heading out 
of the door. He leaves the kitchen as she walks in, says 
Bye, Ma! abruptly, kisses her out of habit rather than 
affection, and runs down the stairs to the street, a ball 
under his arm. As she puts the coffee on, she can see him place the ball carefully in the wet dent on the pavement, 
kick it down the smart tree-lined crescent, and run after it. 
Jinan joins her in the kitchen, already showered, suited and 
booted for his Very Important Meeting, his brown face so 
well scrubbed that it is practically glowing, his hair looking 
impossibly smooth. Has Luhith left already? he asks.

Mm-hmm, assents Delphine non-committally, busying 
herself with the coffee to avoid the inevitable discussion 
about the boy that Jinan seemed so fond of having in the 
mornings.

Why has he left so early? persists Jinan.

Practice? hazards Delphine. She knows that its not 
practice, as practice is on Mondays, Wednesdays and of 
course, on Saturdays.

It bloody well better not be. How much more practice 
does the boy need? Its not exactly rocket science, is it? 
Kick the ball, ball goes in the goal, most goals wins, says 
Jinan, warming up to his usual theme. Its not like hes 
training for a black belt in karate or something. Something 
useful.

Delphine sighs, and wonders whether to leave the 
kitchen so that the discussion might be terminated before 
he gets to When I was his age . . . She coughs to distract 
Jinan. So, wheres your meeting this morning? Are they 
picking you up?

Berkeley Square. No, Im driving, he replies efficiently, 
refusing to be diverted. The problem with Luhith is that he 
doesnt know what he wants to do. When I was his age, I 
knew exactly what I wanted to do . . .

Yes, I remember, says Delphine shortly, and Jinan 
stops in embarrassment. His wife is fully six years older than him, and when he was a fourteen-year-old schoolboy, 
she had been a twenty-year-old woman, an unattainable 
goddess who belonged to the world of the grown-ups. She 
had seen him play Hamlet in his school production, for 
Gods sake. Sometimes Delphine made him feel that he was 
no older than Lucky, for all that he was now a moderately 
successful lawyer with a six-figure salary and Very Important 
Meetings.

Well, Id better go, he says, downing his coffee. Ill get 
breakfast at the meeting, they always provide those little 
Danish twisty things at the Berkeley Square office.

Nice, nods Delphine.

Yes, they are, rather, says Jinan, recovered back to 
being the man of the household, rather than just another 
little boy. Have a nice day, darling. He puts his arm 
around her and kisses her on the back of her head, on the 
loosely structured waves. You look lovely today, darling. 
Really minimal. It is then that Delphine realizes that she is 
still in her white pyjamas and still wearing her alien, naked 
face.
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Lucky follows the ball down the crescent where he lives, 
past the smart Knightsbridge apartments with roof terraces 
and shared gardens (with crisp signs stating No Ball 
Games in ornate curly script), past sweeping stuccoed 
streets and the snappy little boutiques, and finally hops on 
the tube at South Kensington. He gets off at Hammersmith 
and follows his ball on a long journey way past the Odeon, 
down the back streets to the slightly shabby road near the council estates where his grandfather lives, in a proper 
terraced house, an on-the-ground house with a garden in 
the back for a kick-about. The house was divided long ago, 
so that the upstairs is a flat and the downstairs is a corner 
shop. It is long past eight a.m., but the shop still isnt open. 
Lucky presses the buzzer to the flat, but there is no reply. 
He presses it again, more insistently. Dada? he calls up to 
his grandfather, and throws his ball with expert precision 
so it bounces against the frame of the bedroom window, 
deliberately avoiding the glass in case it breaks like it did 
once before  not that his grandfather had been bothered. 
He had got his insurance company to replace it, blaming 
local yobs; he had grinned conspiratorially at Lucky while 
he made the call, whispering across the mouthpiece that it 
was barely a lie, anyway. Dada! Lucky shouts again.

Portia, his grandfathers paper girl, comes out of the 
neighbouring greasy spoon cafe; elfin and crop-haired, she 
is the most efficient part of his grandfathers shambolic 
enterprise, and sometimes even illegally minds the shop for 
him on weekends when he is otherwise engaged at the races 
or the bookies. Lucky catches his ball and asks her casually, 
Have you seen my grandad? He has a massive crush on 
Portia, who is almost a year older than him and possesses 
the specific and uncomplicated beauty that is occasionally 
produced by parents of mixed race, but he thinks he has 
managed to hide his adolescent yearnings with some 
success.

Portia shrugs her shoulders and lights a fag, offering her 
packet to Lucky. When he shakes his head, she replaces 
the packet in her school blazer. I think the old gits hungover, 
or something. Ive been waiting for him for over half an hour. I wont have time to deliver the papers now. She 
shouts up towards the window, Oi, Zaki, move your idle 
butt and let us in! There is no twitch of the curtain at the 
window, nothing. She and Lucky just stand there, joined 
by unwilling affection and admiration for the man who is 
ignoring them, who cares so little about what people think 
of him that he doesnt even bother to open his window, 
much less his shop, unless he feels like it. Zaki needs nothing 
from anyone, but despite this, everyone adores him and 
would do anything for him; he is sort of Luckys hero.

Why do you call him Dada? asks Portia eventually. 
Is that his nickname or something?

It just means Grandad in Bengali, replies Lucky. 
Ive always called him it. Portia absorbs this information 
without comment, and as he feels uncomfortable with the 
silence, he finds himself adding awkwardly, I guess it could 
be a bit confusing to some people, it sounds a bit too much 
like Dad, doesnt it? The silence returns, with even less 
promise than before.

Id better get off to school, then, Portia says finally. 
She pauses, giving Lucky the chance to offer to walk with 
her; her school isnt so far from his. When he doesnt, she 
smiles  a small smile to herself, correctly interpreting his 
offhandedness as shyness rather than rudeness, and strolls 
off, flinging her long scarf over her shoulder. Lucky sits 
down on the pavement with his back to the wall, and 
imagines his grandfather sleeping soundly in his bed with 
an empty bottle of Jack Daniels and winning ticket from 
the bookies on his bedside table, maybe with another 
beautiful woman by his side. He absorbs the scene through 
the bricks of Zakis on-the-ground house, and imagines his grandfather opening his eyes and saying to him, for once 
seriously instead of irreverently, Its your destiny, Lucky. 
You can forget all the crap they teach you at school, as 
long as you remember this. Youre not destined to be one 
of them, to be a something-nothing. Youre going to be 
something special. And youre going to do well, my son.

Lucky gets up and does a few more experimental throws 
towards the window, and after shouting Dada! and then 
Zaki! and finally Dada-Zaki, eventually gives up and 
heads off towards school, following his ball expertly down 
the pavement and across the green.

Zaki groans and turns over when the banging on his 
window-frame finally ceases; shielding his eyes from the 
intrusive light, he reaches over to the other side of the bed 
. . . where there is no one. Ayesha, his occasional girlfriend, 
must have left in the night. Zaki is in his early fifties, and 
still handsome even with his greying hair, his utterly unfettered 
life having taken no toll on him. He has never had to 
address a meeting dry-mouthed with apprehension, he has 
never had to stand sardine-packed into a steaming, stinking 
tube in rush hour, he has never had to wear a grey suit, 
or bite his tongue when faced with an obnoxious client or 
superior. His heart has never pounded with the fear of 
missing a deadline, although it has occasionally pounded 
with the elation of his horse coming in over the final fence, 
or the ball bouncing around the roulette wheel and dropping 
with a chunky clink into his number. Zaki mutters out 
loud, Persistent little bugger . . . before falling back asleep; 
he says it with something like pride.
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Burnt Toast and Other Small Tragedies


DELPHINE SITS AT HER dressing-table and looks with 
disappointment at her bare face, at the first signs of 
wrinkles that she has so far managed to keep at bay with 
outrageously expensive creams that cost her more per 
month than her gym membership. Well, at least she used 
the creams, which is more than could be said for her gym. 
She doesnt like her face without make-up, it doesnt look 
like her, but as though some gawky maiden aunt has taken 
her seat and pushed her into the background. The only 
time she ever felt beautiful with a scrubbed face was when 
Lucky was tiny, and used to press his chubby little wristless 
paws into her cheeks with wonder, gently tugging at her 
nose and eyebrows, memorizing the landscape of her face 
as though it was an enchanted kingdom to be lost in. She 
massages the cream carefully into her skin, all the way 
down to her throat, and begins to paint her face back on, 
bringing her eyes out by defining them with liner, and 
making her lips at once soft and precise with lip-pencil. She 
pulls on her designer tracksuit, determined to go to the 
gym; whoever said that French women didnt get fat hadnt seen her paternal grandmother, a ruddy-cheeked countrywoman 
from Les Landes who had got so small and stout 
in old age that she had become practically square. Perhaps 
Parisians didnt get fat, but she knew that her corn-fed 
Landaise genes were just waiting in the wings to make their 
big appearance, which was why she had to pummel them 
occasionally back into submission with workouts and 
weights.

Her hair clipped back, her face familiar again, Delphine 
makes herself some toast and orange juice. The toast burns 
while she is trying to hack off shards of the ice-cold butter 
that she forgot to take out of the fridge to soften. She 
scrapes the toast, attempts to eat it, then throws most of it 
away. The smell lingers in the kitchen, throughout the 
apartment, but she tells herself she doesnt mind  its only 
burnt toast. She puts on her ballet pumps, satisfied that she 
is ready to face the world, or at the very least the two 
streets she needs to walk down until she gets to her gym. 
Then she remembers, just as she is ready to head out, that 
it is the cleaners day to do the washing, and that she hasnt 
yet stripped the beds. She doesnt like the cleaner to strip 
the beds, it seems too personal for a stranger to see where 
her body has pressed into the mattress, where her husband 
and son stretch and sigh and snore, the little marks and 
creases, and yes, sometimes stains, of intimacy. She efficiently 
strips her bed of the beige, taupe and cream bed 
linen (beige, taupe and cream! When did everything in her 
house, in her life, suddenly become beige, taupe and cream? 
So absurdly neutral, so . . . Really minimal, darling). She 
piles it all in the laundry basket, and goes to Luckys room 
to do the same. Remembering his grumpy remarks the night before, she feels slightly guilty for opening his door 
without knocking, even though he isnt there. Privacy is so 
important to teenagers, she remembers; its how their secret 
worlds are created.

She goes into the room, and begins to take off the 
pillowcases, printed with photographic images of grass, like 
sleeping in a field. Looking about her, she finds it funny 
that Jinan says he doesnt know what goes on in Luckys 
head; Lucky may not wear his heart on his sleeve, but he 
pastes it up all over his bedroom walls. One wall is 
dedicated to Star Wars, with enormous poster images of 
Leia and Darth Vader displayed like religious icons, and 
smaller pictures of that fluffy, bear-like creature (Chew-something? 
Chewy?) and Yoda and spaceships and other 
paraphernalia. Theres no Luke Skywalker, she notices; its 
as though the main character isnt needed  in his world, 
Lucky himself is the hero. The next wall is all football: 
heroes and villains, strikers and keepers, an enormous 
photograph of the boys of 66 wielding the cup, and some 
action shots of his own local team. Funny that for someone 
who loves football as much as Lucky, he doesnt support a 
specific premiership team; he celebrates every game without 
prejudice, cheers every good goal or spectacular save. The 
final two walls are covered in touristy sites and scenes of 
Bangladesh and France; it seems rather wistful, as though 
anywhere might be better than here. It wasnt as though she 
or Jinan ever spoke nostalgically about either place; Jinan 
had been brought up in England, and could barely string a 
sentence together in Bangla, and when she was a girl she 
couldnt wait to get out of Les Landes. On the shelves she 
sees framed photos of Luckys friends and team-mates, arms draped over shoulders in easy, unspoken affection, 
and one of him with his grandad, Zaki, but none of her 
and Jinan. And what else did I expect? she thinks, whipping 
off the duvet cover with a sudden, irritated violence. 
Did I think that I could manage my own sons feelings, 
just as Ive pretended to manage my own? I made do, I 
settled for someone, and I was stupid enough to think 
that no one would notice, not even me. Her eyes begin to 
well up and she shuts them tight for a moment, then carries 
on.

Delphine finishes putting everything in the linen basket 
just in time, as she hears the cleaners key turn in the lock, 
then the doorbell rings as a warning as Kasia realizes that 
someone is still in the flat. Good morning, Mrs Khalil, 
trills Kasia, letting herself in after a polite pause. Delphine 
has told her hundreds of times to call her by her first name, 
but for some reason Kasia prefers not to. She had been a 
nursery teacher in her native Poland, and was intending to 
retrain in London; she wasnt the best cleaner, but she was 
punctual and cheerful, qualities that Delphine admired as 
she no longer had them herself.

Hi, Kasia, Im just heading out, says Delphine, snatching 
her sunglasses from the stand in the hallway to cover 
her eyes. She has wound herself up so much that a single 
kind word from someone, anyone, even the punctual 
cleaner, might have her blubbering in a quivering heap in 
her hallway.

Is everything all right, Mrs Khalil? asks Kasia with 
concern, wondering what has happened to irritate her 
normally civil client, whose face is unusually pale and tense.

Delphine pauses for a moment at the doorway, absurdly touched by a relative strangers kindness. She is tempted, 
for a small trembling instant, to cry and confide, but 
masters herself quickly. Cross with herself for her silly 
weakness, she snaps, For Gods sake, Kasia, why cant you 
just call me Delphine? as she grabs a jacket and walks out 
of the door.

Delphine doesnt go to the gym. She follows her sons 
path, along the crescent and the snappy little boutiques 
where they know her by name, and takes the tube to 
Hammersmith.
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Zaki, who has finally got up, has bribed the girl who works 
in Orlas Cafe to deliver the papers, and is sitting in the 
cafe himself with a cup of coffee as thick as tar and equally 
thick slices of toast. He sees Delphine hesitating on the edge 
of the green, and finally walking purposefully towards his 
shop.

He gets up, and waves from the cafe doorway. All right, 
Della, what are you doing here?

I might ask you the same question, says Delphine 
pertly, feeling more cheerful already. I thought you were 
meant to work next door?

Im diversifying, explains Zaki with mock seriousness, 
going back to his moulded plastic seat at the cafe window. 
I thought I might start doing breakfast too. This is just 
research. He gestures expansively towards his coffee and 
toast.

The research looks delicious, says Delphine, noticing 
that his toast was enviably golden and perfect.

You can get your own, you know I dont share food. 
He shouts to the plump, bleached-blonde owner who is left 
minding the cafe on her own. Orla, another round of toast 
for Della here, and get her a coffee.

Decaf latte, please, corrects Delphine, and seeing both 
Zaki and Orla look at each other and snigger, suggests, Or 
a regular cappuccino? As Orla raises her plucked eyebrows 
and shakes her head in mirth, Delphine concedes with a 
sigh, OK, just coffee, then.

Youre not in Kansas now, Dorothy, says Zaki. Honestly, 
Della, asking for a decaf latte in Orlas place, its 
practically bad manners. Youll be asking for Parma ham, 
Parmesan and rocket on the toast next.

Why cant you just call me Delphine? she retorts, for 
the second time that day, although with much less annoyance, 
accepting the cup of gritty filter coffee from Orla with 
a smile.

You know why, Della. It sounds too much like dolphin 
 it makes me think that you might start making 
high-pitched squeaking noises and jumping for fish

That jokes not got any funnier, interrupts Delphine. 
Why dont you ever act your age?

Jinan acts my age for me, so Im free to act my shoe 
size, Zaki replies cheerfully. Anyway, you didnt answer 
my question. Whats the girl doing so far out of Knightsbridge 
. . . again?

I was just in the neighbourhood, says Delphine lightly, 
stirring her coffee. Zaki looks at her with frank disbelief, 
so she embellishes extravagantly, Luckys school asked if 
Jinan or I wanted to join the board of governors, so I said 
Id pop in.

Why do you even bother lying to me, Della? asks Zaki, 
almost kindly. Theres no cold day in hell that would have 
you turn up at Luckys school dressed like that. You look 
like you rolled about in your walk-in wardrobe and wandered 
out with whatever stuck . . .

Delphine looks down at herself, her designer tracksuit 
and ballet pumps absurdly topped with a smart tailored 
jacket with military brass buttons that she had taken 
unthinkingly from the hall cupboard, her aviator sunglasses 
sitting on top of her head. I just felt like talking, I suppose.

Oh, bloody hell, Della, I dont want to talk about that. 
Go complain to your girlfriends about your husband, not 
me. Its not on, you know, its downright . . . Zaki hesitates, 
trying to find a snippet of vocabulary that Delphine 
will accept . . . gauche to whine to your father-in-law 
about your husband.

Whereas its perfectly acceptable to whine to an old 
boyfriend, says Delphine, looking straight at him. She 
drops her metal spoon on the yellow Formica-topped table 
with a tinny clink.

Orla, fascinated by the exchange that she pretends shes 
not listening to, has almost forgotten about Delphines 
toast. She brings it over, burnt, thickly buttered and 
unapologetic. You can blame Zaki for the toast; he nicked 
my girl to deliver his blessed papers, so Im having to be 
everywhere at once.

Delphine stares at the toast that she was so looking 
forward to, more burnt and even less appealing than the 
toast she had made that morning, and despite herself, her 
lower lip starts to quiver. She suddenly feels small, exposed 
and unable to cope with the slightest mishap. Oh, for Gods sake, have some of mine then, says Zaki, swapping 
their plates brusquely and sprinkling sugar on her burnt 
slices.

Why do you put sugar on them? asks Delphine conversationally, 
her way of thanking Zaki for not letting her 
break down in public.

It reminds me of the parathas that Jinans mum used to 
make us for breakfast, replies Zaki. Nadya wasnt a great 
cook, and they were usually quite burnt too, but we just 
covered them in sugar and then they tasted fine. He pauses, 
and asks, Why did you really come here, Della?

I guess you make me feel better, she answers honestly, 
surprised by his persistence with this question.

Well, you make me feel worse, he says abruptly, thinking 
of his sorry, stupid son; so successful in meaningless 
ways, such a spectacular failure at the things that mattered, 
and he didnt even know it.

Delphine says nothing, and sips her gunky coffee, trying 
not to make a face. She knows that Zaki is right, that its 
not appropriate to lean on him so much. But his suggestion 
of her speaking to her girlfriends about it is laughable; the 
girls all think that she has a perfect life. Shes the one that 
got away, the one that skipped out of the rat race, the one 
who has the perfect (younger!) husband, wealthy and adoring, 
the one who has the perfect, talented offspring, the one 
who has nothing to do but look down from the balcony of 
her streamlined Starck-interiored nest in Knightsbridge and 
float airily through the swish cafes and smart shops until 
its time to whip up the perfect risotto for her family, then 
perhaps meet the girls for a cocktail at Zuma, or attend a 
lecture at the Royal Geographical Society or wine-tasting at the Institut Franais. She knows that she is envied, and 
sometimes she feels that this envy is all she has. That 
and her private little meetings with Zaki, who despite 
everything that has happened between them, always does 
make her feel better.

Zaki sighs, and seeing the genuine pathos in Delphines 
fine-featured face, feels his brusque mask melting away. 
Would you like to come next door, Della? Ill let you work 
your way through the gossip mags. Or even the glossy 
mags. Take your pick, as long as you put them back on 
the shelf. He downs his coffee and adds magnanimously, 
If you like, I could even attempt to make you a latte with 
that shiny contraption that you and Jinan got me last 
Christmas . . .

Delphine smiles, and nods gratefully. Its a Krups, weve 
got the same one. Ill show you how to use it, if you like.

Zaki goes to settle up with Orla, and looks back at 
Delphine waiting for him at their table. He thinks with 
some regret that his late-morning visit to the bookies will 
have to be abandoned.
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The Teenage Washerwoman of the Bangshi Rivers

WHEN ZAKI FIRST saw Nadya she was sixteen years 
old, washing clothes with her family by the Bangshi 
River, the muddy water transformed on her skin into dazzling 
dewy pearls that rolled down her arms towards the 
tips of her slender fingers. She was laughing with the children, 
who were trying to help her soak and beat the 
clothes, amused rather than annoyed by their clumsiness. 
While she worked, she sang little songs to entertain them, 
occasionally stopping to kiss the youngest infant, until the 
tottering little girl squirmed and giggled with mock protest, 
Na, Apa, na! Too much! Zaki was only eighteen 
himself, and stood transfixed by the sight of her cold, 
clean arms, her carved profile cast into relief by the thick 
hair pulled back and wound into an untidy bun, the milk 
chocolate skin that melted from the back of her neck into 
the rough cotton sari blouse; it was as though he had 
wandered into a dream. The tableau was so fresh and pure 
in its innocence and glowing colour that it was almost 
unreal; he was half expecting cartoon doves and helpful 
bluebirds to land on the girls shoulders and wring her clothes with a cheerful twittering before laying them on 
the flat rocks to dry.

Zakaria! his father shouted behind him, from their car. 
Zakaria, hurry up! How long do you need to take a bloody 
leak?

Mortified, Zaki shouted back, Im just washing my 
hands, Baba, and looked contritely at the girl for the crude 
way in which shed been alerted to his presence. However, 
she simply looked back over her shoulder and smiled and 
nodded at the young stranger, showing no sign of embarrassment. 
She nudged the children to nod politely, too.

Asalaam alaikum, he said respectfully, as he walked 
swiftly to the river to dip his hands in the cool water. It 
was clearer close up than he had originally thought; the 
muddy colour was just the reflection of the earthy bed.

The washerwoman nudged the children again, who 
chorused Walaikum asalaam indifferently, before carrying 
on with their washing game.

Apnar naam ki? he asked the girl, but she just smiled 
and shook her head. It wasnt done to talk to strange young 
men. Especially a strange young man with such an appealing 
expression, even with his Baba as an unwilling roadside 
chaperone. Zakis father shouted at him again, and he 
turned to go, unwilling to leave with so little ceremony, 
without giving the magical moment its due, without giving 
the girl some small token to remember him by. He had 
nothing to leave her apart from his name, which he gave to 
her carefully, hoping she would remember their brief 
encounter, Amar naam Zaki. Zaki Khalil.

He went back to his fathers car and saw her turn 
around and watch him as he was driven off. He hadnt noticed before that she was quite pregnant, the demure 
sweep of her cotton sari almost concealing the bulge. His 
father had paid no attention to the group by the riverside 
as he had been complaining to the driver about the heat. 
Ouf, Zakaria, what took you so long?

What was the hurry, Baba? asked Zaki. There was the 
most beautiful girl by the river.

Mr Mujib is waiting for us in Dhamrai, and he said 
hed get us a good deal. Im not telling him were late 
because my intellectual son has suddenly got an eye for 
village damsels, said Zakis father irritably. He looked critically 
at Zaki, who was wearing flared trousers that were 
too fitted at the waist, and some sort of paisley polyester 
shirt that he must have bought while at university overseas. 
His hair definitely needed a cut, he looked like a 
goddamned harami Beatle. You have no head for business, 
son, but by God youre going to learn.

Ignoring him, Zaki leaned towards the driver. Youre 
from around here, arent you, Abdur? Do you know that 
girls name?

The old driver looked disapprovingly at Zaki. Shes 
married. And shes about to have her first child . . . His 
silence was eloquent, and he refused to say anything further.

Zakis father finished the sentence for him, . . . and so 
what business is it of yours to know her name?

Despite them both, Zaki found out later that her name 
was Nadya, meaning moist with dew  an appropriate 
name for a girl who took in washing.
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As a young man, Zaki had a dream. He had won a place 
to university overseas, but not to Oxford or Cambridge or 
even an Ivy League college in the States; he had won a place 
to the Sorbonne in Paris. He dreamed of being a Left Bank 
intellectual, like Sartre, and he was searching for his own 
Simone de Beauvoir, his soul mate; someone with whom he 
would live an unfettered life, free from petty concerns and 
practicalities. He had just spent his first year at college, 
and his father, furious at how little his son seemed to be 
learning, had insisted that he spend his vacation mastering 
the family trade. Mr Khalil ran the Khalil Emporium in 
Dhaka, selling saris, shawls and traditional village brassware. 
He had dragged Zaki unwillingly on this buying trip 
to Mr Mujibs factory. Zaki didnt scorn his fathers profession, 
but neither did he admire it; it was just the way his 
father was, as though someone had marked Shopkeeper 
on his wristband when he was a newborn baby, and it was 
a label he had kept.

Zakis label, if he had one at all, was Dreamer. Hopelessly 
romantic, he believed that he had fallen in love at 
first sight with a village beauty, who had already been sold 
off in marriage and fallen pregnant at a tender age, probably 
to some local lout who beat her for breakfast. Zaki 
believed that if anyone could save her, it would be him. Of 
course, it was just a dream, and no one was more surprised 
than Zaki, driving himself on another buying trip to Dhamrai, 
to find out that his fathers chauffeur had lied. The 
young washerwoman wasnt married after all, but widowed, 
as her husband had fallen into the river and 
drowned. The less kind gossips pointed out that the husband 
was drunk when he fell in, and that his family, having no one to blame, decided to blame Nadya for not giving 
him proper attention. Nadya had returned to her family 
home, to the consternation of her parents, who had wasted 
a good dowry on their now pregnant and therefore unmarriageable 
daughter; they were hoping that her child might 
be a boy, in which case they might persuade her husbands 
family to take her back. Zaki took in the news from the 
villagers with interest, and then asked for directions to 
Nadyas parents house; he had a business proposition for 
them.

Zaki began to take an unprecedented interest in his 
fathers emporium, and particularly in the goods produced 
by the Dhamrai factory. Mr Khalil was pleased by Zakis 
change of heart, but couldnt help being suspicious when 
he saw that some of the stock was arriving damp. Zaki 
explained with wide-eyed, convincing innocence that some 
of the more highly discounted shawls were emerging rather 
grubby from the factory, and so he was getting a local 
washerwoman to clean them for him, at a much lower rate 
than they would have had to pay in Dhaka. Mr Khalil 
unwillingly congratulated his son on his initiative.

Towards the end of the summer, Zaki was spending the 
last of many long afternoons he had passed by the Bangshi 
riverside, while Nadya and her younger brothers and sisters 
cleaned the shawls that he had purposely muddied on the 
journey from Dhamrai. Nadya, now heavily pregnant, was 
no longer required to be reserved around him, and accepted 
his presence cheerfully; she was chatting to him about her 
baby and future plans. I hope its a girl, she said decisively, 
as then Ill stay at home, and can bring her up with this 
rabble. She straightened her back with a grimace, rubbing the heel of her hand over the lower part of her spine before 
squatting back at the waters edge to continue her work. If 
its a boy, theyll want me to go back to my in-laws, and 
Ill end up being an unpaid maid for them. If Im to be a 
maid, Id rather go to Dhaka with the baby and be one 
there.

Have you ever thought of going further than Dhaka? 
asked Zaki, sitting with his feet dangling in the water.

Like where? Chittagong, maybe? Id like to go to the 
seaside, said Nadya.

No, further than Chittagong, said Zaki.

Further than Chittagong? frowned Nadya. What, you 
mean Calcutta?

Further even than Calcutta. Go on, guess where Im 
thinking of!

You are a silly boy. And this is a silly game, said 
Nadya, turning her attention back to her washing.

I know that Im a silly boy. But humour me. If you 
guess right, Ill give Padma a present, said Zaki winningly.

Nadya looked at her littlest sister, tottering with her 
brothers, who were showing her how to peel a mango. She 
smiled affectionately as Padma dripped the juice from the 
mangled mango skin into her mouth. OK, Ill play, she 
said. How about Delhi? Zaki shook his head. Bombay? 
He shook his head again, but splashed the edge of her sari 
with his foot. Arr! Stop that, Im thinking. She paused, 
and hesitated just briefly before splashing him back cheekily, 
accidentally on purpose, as she dipped a shawl in the 
water. Karachi! she said firmly.

Wrong, announced Zaki, splashing her even more as a 
punishment.

Stop that, you little . . . Nadya just managed to stop 
herself muttering an expletive. See, youll have me swearing 
in front of the children with your silly games. What a 
waste of your poor fathers money if this is what they teach 
you to do at that big university.

What big university? asked Zaki innocently.

Nadya looked at him impatiently, as he was clearly 
acting dense on purpose. Allah give me patience with you. 
Your big university in Paris, of course . . .

Zaki leapt up. Thats it! Thats it! You won the prize! 
He ran to pull her up by her hands, but she pushed him 
away so that he almost fell comically into the water.

Paris? Why would I think about going to Paris? said 
Nadya with suspicion. And wheres my present for 
Padma?

Its right here, said Zaki. Suddenly nervous, he pulled 
a little square package out of his pocket and opening it, 
showed Nadya a beautiful ring set with a pearl and tiny 
diamond.

Nadya looked at him with dawning comprehension. 
Na, Zaki, na! Too much! she said in shock. She added in 
a hushed whisper, Its too much for a little girl like Padma.

Zaki was dry mouthed, and said quickly, I didnt really 
get it for Padma. I thought it would look beautiful on her 
eldest sister. I thought she might honour me by accepting 
me as a father to her baby. I thought she might come to 
Paris with me, as my wife.

Nadya said nothing for a moment, and turned away 
from him. When she looked back her eyes were filled with 
tears, as she reached out and closed the box that was in his 
hand. Put it away, silly boy, she said, her voice very precise and firm. Zaki thought he might cry himself with 
the humiliation of being rejected by the girl he adored, but 
then she added, Now go and ask my parents, and for 
Gods sake do it properly this time, without any silly jokes. 
And offer my mother the ring as a present . . . She shook 
her head ruefully, wiping away her tears with the end of 
her sari before giving Zaki a playful and affectionate push. 
Go on, she said, I dont know what they teach you in 
college, but its certainly not how to propose.

Zaki looked at her in stunned silence, and dashed off. 
He then ran back to Nadya, held her by the tops of her 
cold, clean arms to kiss her suddenly and warmly on her perfectly 
formed lips, then raced towards the village. Stop 
washing those clothes immediately, he called back over his 
shoulder. As your future husband I command you to never 
wash anything ever again. He ran into the village with 
great boyish bounds. She said yes! he told the stunned 
villagers, She said yes!
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The Unexpected Helpfulness of Hiccups

LUCKY LEAVES HIS SCHOOL shortly after four oclock 
and, strolling across the river, finds himself back at his 
grandfathers corner shop. The shop is open this time, and 
he walks in to find Portia installed behind the counter, 
eating a chip butty and reading Hello!

Hello? he says, wondering if shell get the joke.

Very bloody funny, I dont bloody think, she retorts, 
recrossing her legs under the flip-top door of the counter. 
Someones already been through this one  the quiz has 
been done.

Wheres the boss man? asks Lucky, opening the fridge 
door to get himself a Coke so that he has somewhere other 
to look than at her wonderful legs  not too thin, and 
certainly not too big, with a perfect curved shape to the 
calf.

He naffed off to the bookies the moment I walked in the 
door, and I only popped in to get my wages. Ill report 
the daft bugger one day, leaving a minor in charge of this 
place, its not on. And thats a pound please. She puts 
down her chip butty, and stands up officiously.

Family doesnt pay, lies Lucky, as he doesnt have 
much cash on him.

Youre not my bloody family, says Portia. Looking at 
Lucky, she tosses back her trailing school scarf and mutters, 
Oh, forget it. Like I care if your grandad goes out of 
business. Lucky looks at her in surprise as he realizes, from 
that off-handed and bad-tempered remark, that she does 
care, she in fact cares very much. Her righteousness discomfits 
him; he is embarrassed by the tacit implication that 
perhaps she cares more for his grandfather than he does. 
He guiltily empties his blazer pockets into his hands, and 
counts out an untidy shrapnel of coppers and silver, which 
are nestling among the bits of gum wrappers and fluff, 
until he reaches a pound. He hands the money over self-consciously, 
without saying a word.

Ta, says Portia indifferently, popping it into the till, 
which makes an old-fashioned ker-ching noise. For some 
reason, this noise delights Portia, and he sees her suppressing 
a giggle. Private joke, she explains, as Lucky takes his 
usual seat on the other side of the counter. She companionably 
passes him the Hello!, while she moves on to the back 
page of the Independent to do the sudoku and the quick 
crossword. Shes a bright girl, Lucky thinks to himself, 
watching her chew the end of her biro thoughtfully. She 
understands numbers and words, she can tease out hidden 
meanings and sequences where all I can see is a chequerboard 
jumble. He feels humbled by her all over again. He 
flips open the Hello!, looking at the quiz she mentioned, 
and recognizes his mothers handwriting. His mum must 
have popped over this week; probably watching some arty 
French movie at the Riverside Studios; there was very little else that would draw his perfectly polished mother to this 
unfashionable backwater. Looking at Portias profile, the 
chewed biro and her elfin hair dissolving into down at her 
neck, he searches for something to say.

Thats my mum whos done the quiz, although shes 
not normally a quiz sort of person, he says, much more 
calmly and casually than he actually feels.

Portia looks back over the quiz with interest. So shes 
mostly Bs. A shopaholic who would rather a night out 
with the girls than a steamy night in with a hot date.

Yuk, says Lucky, making a face. Dont talk about my 
mother and hot dates, thats just . . . gross.

Portia smirks knowingly. Boys are all the same. They 
all think that their mothers are virgins. Of course your 
mum dated before she met your dad. Portia pauses, and 
adds slyly, She even dated Zaki, didnt she?

How do you know that? Lucky asks, annoyed. Of 
course he can already guess how she knows as Zaki shares 
this story freely, professing to find it hugely funny that he 
was the one who first found his future daughter-in-law and 
unwittingly introduced her to his son. By contrast, it was a 
source of acute embarrassment to Luckys dad that his wife 
once went out with his father; the sort of thing that happens 
in soap operas and sitcoms and has no place in real life. 
Especially not a life as precisely ordered and organized as 
Jinans. The first time Luckys parents met, Delphine had 
been Zakis date at Jinans school play. The next time they 
met, years later, had been at some meeting at Delphines 
company offices where she had completely failed to recognize 
him. The funny thing, thinks Lucky, is that in some 
ways Delphine and Zaki were probably seen as a more normal couple than Delphine and Jinan. After all, Zaki was 
only a dozen years older than her, which wasnt so odd. It 
was more unusual for his dad to be half a dozen years 
younger than his mum; young enough for her to have 
babysat him. Lucky has the impression that his fathers 
relative youth embarrasses his mother much more than her 
long-ago liaison with her future father-in-law; perhaps 
thats why his father is making himself so old before his 
time.

Portia has ignored his question, and gone back to her 
sudoku. Without looking up, she continues as though he 
hadnt spoken, Now, girls are a lot less gooey when it 
comes to their mums. We see them for who they are.

Your mums German, isnt she? says Lucky, wondering 
if he can manipulate this into some sort of accusation, to 
get his own back for her remark about his mum and Zaki. 
He starts to hum Two world wars and one world cup, 
doo-dah, doo-dah, but then decides against it. Looking at 
the top of Portias head as she bends over the paper, her 
long, thick lashes fanning against her cheeks, he wonders if 
she would be more or less beautiful if she had longer hair. 
Less, he decides. Lots of beautiful girls had long hair, but 
there was something about Portia that made her unlike 
anyone in the world. And the cropped hair hid nothing 
from sight; there was something so very vulnerable about 
her exposed ears with the tiny silver hoops in them.

Shes a bloody slapper, retorts Portia fiercely. She speaks 
without warning after what seemed a long pause, as though 
the words had been bubbling up slowly inside, and then 
simply had to be spat out. The sudden unfiltered anger in 
her tone causes Lucky to stop and stare at her. Perhaps his look might even be interpreted as reproach, as though his 
teenage goddess has revealed her feet of clay, showing him 
that she can be vindictive and unkind, but Portia returns his 
gaze unrepentantly, lifting her chin a little higher in the air.

Zaki saunters in and sees the kids locked in a staring 
battle; perhaps it was some kind of juvenile mating ritual. 
Are you two in love or something? he asks, and is amused 
to see Lucky almost blush.

Portias fierceness evaporates with his arrival. Ker-ching? 
she asks mysteriously.

Ker-ching, Zaki confirms, just as mysteriously.

I thought you looked pleased with yourself, she grins 
finally with delight. So, have you won me my wages?

He nods and hands her a couple of crisp notes with a 
flourish. My last nag came in. Thank your mum for me, 
Lucky; if she hadnt rolled up this morning, Id have lost 
everything on a bad tip in the first race. Zaki looks at his 
watch. Too early for a beer. Ill make us Irish cappuccinos 
to celebrate; I learned how to do the foamy milk 
thing this morning. He grabs the Independent from Portia, 
and strolls towards the stairs. Bugger, I was going to do 
the sudoku . . . he complains to her as he passes.

Dont make mine Irish, she calls after him, Ill get in 
trouble.

Make mine a double, Grandad, Lucky calls impulsively, 
seeking obviously to impress. He looks at Portia, 
and shrugs his shoulders with a sheepish grin. Im always 
in trouble anyway, he explains.
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Hours later, once they have finally been thrown out by 
Zaki, Lucky and Portia are sitting by the river in Hammersmith 
on the benches thoughtfully supplied by one of the 
pubs. Portia had been unwilling to go home for some 
reason, and Lucky had found himself walking along with 
her, simply by having forgotten to say goodbye and walk 
in the opposite direction. It was far easier to be pulled 
along by her sheer magnetism. He wasnt the only one 
drawn to her; she got wolf-whistles even with her cropped 
hair, and even in her school uniform. Maybe because of it. 
Portia, however, was unimpressed by any such attention. 
Fuck off, perverts, she had snapped to the perpetrators, 
muttering, I hate bloody dirty old men. She had pulled 
Lucky by the arm to walk closer to her, as though he would 
protect her. She was different from the other schoolgirls 
Lucky knew, who complained that the boys their own age 
were too young for them, and sought out the older lads 
instead; they were of an age when an extra two or three 
years appeared to lend limitless sophistication. Portias light 
touch on his arm gave Lucky goose-bumps through his 
blazer, and he had taken to his appointed role with gusto, 
glaring at any others who dared to eye up Portia, as though 
he was a burly bodyguard, not a sporty schoolboy who 
was just a bit tall for his age.

On the grey river-bank, Lucky looks at Portias profile 
in the increasingly poor light, as she blows smoke artistically 
into the breeze, and the traffic twinkles along the 
bridge. It is late, and they would both have been expected 
home some time ago. He is sure that his parents would 
have called Zaki by now. He wants to say something 
serious to Portia, something more than asking what she plans to do for the weekend, or whether shes seen some 
well-reviewed movie  the usual dull things that he asked 
her when Zaki wasnt with them. Portia, why do you . . . 
he starts to say, but the solemnity of the moment is ruined 
by an irritating little popping noise that stops him in his 
tracks, accompanied by a flutter in his abdomen, the sound 
so featherlight at first that it takes him a moment to realize 
that it is coming from him. He only has the bloody hiccups; 
and now he cant stop, and theyre getting louder and more 
noticeable.

Portia bursts into peals of giggles, a rare, musical sound 
that he cant appreciate through the fog of his humiliation. 
You utter lightweight  one double Irish cappuccino and 
youre hiccuping like the neighbourhood drunk, she says 
affectionately.

Lucky suddenly feels hopeful rather than foolish, and 
tries to say between hiccups, I just wanted to know, why 
do you . . . Another hiccup interrupts him, and Portia 
bursts out laughing again. Oh bloody hell, Im off home, 
he mutters, and pushes himself up from the bench.

No, stay a minute, says Portia, pulling him back down. 
Please, she adds appealingly. Im sorry for laughing. What 
did you want to say? Patting his hand, she adds, Hold 
your breath for a minute; it helps sometimes, I think.

Lucky holds his breath, but is sure its the warmth of 
Portias hand on his that calms his hiccups away. He feels 
suddenly grateful for the hiccups; without them, she 
wouldnt be touching him so gently, and looking at him so 
intently. I wasnt going to say anything, really. I was just 
going to ask, why do you not like your mum?

Who said I dont like my mum? asks Portia, frowning so adorably that Lucky wants to touch the slight furrow 
that appears on her otherwise smooth forehead. I love the 
silly cow. I just said that shes a slapper. Ever since she and 
my dad split up, shes come home with one random guy 
after another. And the last one looks like hes staying  hes 
always at home, and hes a real sleaze . . . I can hear them 
sometimes when they . . . you know . . . its just gross. I 
guess shes trying to prove something to my dad, that she 
doesnt need him, something like that.

Yuk, says Lucky sympathetically, thinking how horrific 
it must be to hear a parent doing . . . stuff. Parents 
shouldnt have sex lives, or love lives, or anything like that 
 they should behave themselves and do whats expected 
of them, normal things like slouching on the sofa in front of 
the TV, complaining about interest rates or the neighbours, 
or arguing in DIY shops about walnut flooring. At least, 
thats what his parents did; he feels a flash of gratitude 
for their thoughtful lack of demonstrativeness. Why dont 
you stay with your dad? he suggests helpfully. Portias dad 
is an actuary (Lucky has only a vague idea of what an 
actuary is, and assumes its some complicated form of 
accountant), he is half Jamaican and half Scottish, and 
according to Zaki, utterly humourless and dryer than 
sandpaper.

Portia shrugs. I guess I think that it would be letting 
her down, proving to my dad that shes a bad mother. Shes 
got low enough self-esteem as it is. I think she needs me. 
Lucky nods with recognition; he feels needed by his mother 
too, although not in quite such an obvious way. His 
mothers needs are more insidious, and harder to express.

Its hard, to be needed, I think, he says, but then considering this, adds, But maybe its better than not being 
needed?

Portia gives him a small, slight smile and, shivering 
slightly, walks over to the river, and looks down into the 
murky, inky depths. Did you hear that they pulled somebody 
out last week, just over by the bridge? Somebody, 
some unknown body, had decided that theyd had quite 
enough of being needed, or not being needed, and had 
decided to stop being at all, just to become part of the river 
instead. To get caught up in the current, and swept away 
along the dark, hidden secrets of the rocky bed; to bump 
along the bricks of the bank, and to look up finally at the 
stars, and the twinkling lights of the traffic on the bridge. 
What would they have chosen for their final journey? she 
wonders. Would it have been an impulsive leap, something 
to be done in an instant or never done at all, or would it 
have been planned, considered? Would they have taken off 
their shoes, or left them on just to feel them get washed 
away? Would they have filled their pockets with stones, or 
expected that the heaviness of their heart, that the weight 
of their expectation, would be enough to enable them to 
sink into the currents embrace. She feels a sudden, dangerous 
empathy for this somebody, even envy for their decisiveness, 
and their success. If she fell into the river, would 
she care enough to fight it and float?

Lucky isnt sure if hes meant to say anything in 
response; there is a dark side to Portia, he realizes, something 
you wouldnt expect from someone with such a fresh, 
open beauty. He can see it in the way that she is considering 
the bridge; in the vengeful, injured tone she used when she 
insulted her own mother. It intrigues him, rather than puts him off. He finds everything about Portia interesting. Poor 
sod, he says eventually, they must have been desperate. 
There must be nicer ways than that to end it all. Portia 
turns to look at Lucky, and he wonders if hes said something 
stupid. I dont mean that its ever nice to end it, he 
feels the need to clarify, only that its such a cold and wet 
way to go. He realizes belatedly that he now seems even 
stupider; whatever drives someone to suicide is probably 
significant enough for them not to be much bothered about 
the cold and the wet. Its now dark as well as late, and 
Portias needy, randy mum is probably worried about her, 
but Portia is just standing by the river and lighting another 
cigarette. Are you all right? he asks. Its just that I think 
we ought to start heading back  your mums probably 
wondering where you are.

Portia smiles at Lucky, who can be so serious and quiet, 
and touchingly schoolboy awkward. Despite his height, he 
is just a little boy who plays with balls. He is uncomplicated 
in his unblinkered admiration of her, in his blunt and 
ineffective way of disguising it. How am I ever meant to 
know that you like me, if you never tell me? she asks him 
simply. She stands close to him, kisses him firmly on the 
lips, and turns to walk away. But Lucky instinctively pulls 
her back to him, and before he has time to think about 
what he is doing, unthinkingly returns her chaste kiss in 
kind. His mouth is warm and dry, and for a moment, for a 
small, miraculous moment, Portia feels safe. She feels she 
might have found her reason to stay afloat.

They walk back to the tube station together, Lucky both 
unsure and elated about this new intimacy. Portia is holding 
his arm again, even though it is now dark and there are no further wolf-whistles to be protected from. This, thinks 
Lucky, is what heaven must be like, to have a beautiful girl 
holding him by the arm. Perhaps people even think that she 
is his girlfriend; the thought makes his back straighten with 
pride. Perhaps she is now his girlfriend, perhaps their kiss 
has sealed the deal; the wonder of this thought makes him 
start hiccuping again.

Portia tries not to giggle at the renewed attack, and 
waits until they reach the station before asking, So, what 
are you up to this weekend?

Pract Lucky starts to say, but is interrupted by 
Portia, who confirms his response with the answer to her 
own question.

Practice. Of course. She sighs. Well, good luck with 
it.

But Ill see you on Monday morning before school, at 
Zakis? asks Lucky, not even trying to be cool.

Monday, affirms Portia, as though exacting a promise. 
She doesnt try to kiss him goodbye or give him the 
opportunity to kiss her, but walks down the stairs towards 
her train, glancing just briefly over her shoulder at the tall 
schoolboy leaning against the wall.

Monday, repeats Lucky to himself, for once feeling 
that he is living up to his name. Its practically a date.
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Lucky Khalil Against the

Cosmic Forces of Darkness

LUCKY IS SOMEONE different when hes with his team. 
Hes no longer reserved, and quietly confused  he is 
quietly confident, as he is doing what he does best, and 
what he likes best. And he is revered, as he is their star 
player. He plays in midfield, but his height makes him 
dangerous in set pieces. Club scouts have been aware of 
him since he was twelve, and although no one has offered 
yet, itll have to happen soon. It has to. Lucky knows this 
because he has a dream, and just as he cant let his dream 
down, his dream wont let him down. The next match has 
my name on it, he tells himself anxiously; the next match is 
against a team from outside London, and their thirteen-year-old striker has attracted a lot of interest, and often 
drew influential scouts to his matches. Lucky knows that 
he has to acquit himself well in the next match.

His father lectured him over breakfast for not calling 
when he stayed out late the night before, and said that he 
wouldnt be allowed out until his homework was done. His 
mother ignored his fathers lecture and drove him to the 
training ground, handing him his freshly laundered kit in a Harvey Nichols bag. He now races into the changing 
rooms, still warm all over with the happy afterglow of his 
evening out with Portia, and with the unexpected, wholly 
miraculous finale. He considers sharing this news with the 
lads  his comrades, his compadres  and thinks it through 
as he pulls on his kit. The story changes with each iteration 
in his head, gaining or losing detail, but it always finishes 
the same way:  . . . and then she kissed me. No, he decides, 
that delicious moment was for him, and him only. Out 
loud, it wouldnt be something perfect and delicate, it 
would be twisted into something crude and base. Just a dry 
snog by the river. He is still thinking about this when one 
of the defenders thwacks him with a towel. Jesus, Lucky, 
you smell like a tart!

Its called being clean, Minger, he says to Ming Bruce. 
Ming lived up to his moniker by being famously casual 
about personal hygiene; he always left and arrived for practice 
in his kit, looking for all the world as though he never 
bothered to take it off in between. Jackie, their hardest-working 
forward, grabs Lucky in a friendly headlock, and 
rubs the top of his slightly spiky hair enthusiastically.

Aaw, you so purdy. He grins. Mingers right. Even 
your hair smells sweet.

Oi! Geroff, you raving fag, says Lucky good-naturedly, 
succeeding in shaking Jackie off him. He doesnt mind 
being ribbed for being clean, but in truth hes a bit embarrassed 
about his hair today. His own shampoo ran out, and 
he was forced to use one of his mums flowery concoctions. 
You nervous about next week? he asks the lads.

What, you mean the match with Swindon? replies 
Jackie. Nah, theres no shame in being shown up by a striker like Felix Conway. Phenomenon Felix, theyre calling 
him. Hes in another league.

Well, youre not the one who has to bloody mark him, 
mutters Ming. I remember playing him last year. Flipping 
knackering it was . . . Embarrassing too, the number of 
goals he got. Hed only just turned twelve.

Yeah, poor Dunc, says Lucky, referring to their hapless 
goalie. He was well upset. Didnt turn up for weeks. 
Lucky remembered seeing Duncan crying on the pitch 
before the game was even over, and crying some more 
afterwards. And Duncan wasnt even that serious about 
football, not like the rest of them; he wanted to be a marine 
biologist, or something similarly tweedy and specific. Dunc 
had been heartbroken all the same; he was a big bloke, but 
none of the squad mocked him or took the piss or told him 
to stop being a girl. Thats the thing about football, thinks 
Lucky, theres a nobility in grieving for your loss, and when 
you get to the hard end of it, everyone understands. Well, 
everyone apart from people like his dad, a clueless spectator 
whod been nagged into turning up that day by Luckys 
mum. Jinan had assumed that the outrageous defeat was 
representative of how Luckys team normally did, and 
thought it hilarious that the biggest boy on the pitch was 
crying. Lucky himself had been a bit less understanding 
afterwards; since as the second tallest in the squad, hed 
been forced to play in goal during the couple of weeks that 
Duncan was licking his wounds. Shuddering at the memory, 
Lucky looks around. Where is Dunc, anyway? Jackie 
and Ming glance around the changing room at the rest of 
the lads, and shrug. Lucky is prevented from further investigation 
as his coach, Harding, calls him up.

I need to talk to you, Lucky, Harding says a bit grimly. 
The tone doesnt suit his avuncular, rather cuddly exterior. 
Ive got some news.



[image: img_07.jpg]



Youre joking, says Lucky, appalled by what Harding has 
just told him. Then, looking at Hardings overly solemn 
face, the lips uncharacteristically thin, decides that his 
coach is laying it on too thick to be serious, and relaxes. 
You really are joking, he laughs. Good one, sir, you 
almost had me there for a minute.

Harding sighs; the kids wide-eyed optimism isnt making 
this easy. Im not joking. Duncan cant play for the 
next week, and I need you to practise in goal. In fact, to 
play in goal.

Lucky decides to play along, still not believing this news 
the slightest little bit. The lads and Harding were setting 
him up, that was all. Nice of Harding to be so sporting, 
and to make such a serious job of it; he was a good sort, 
really. So, whats wrong with Dunc? Lucky queries lightly.

Harding shrugs his shoulders, much like the lads had 
done in the changing room. You tell me. His dad told me 
that hes ill, but he didnt give any details. He rubs his 
forehead with the back of his hand, and it is the weariness 
in this slight gesture that finally begins to worry Lucky.

Youre really not joking, are you? he asks, unable to 
keep the panic from colouring his voice. Harding shakes his 
head, and Lucky explodes with rage. Fucking bastard! The 
fucking bastard! Hes too piss-scared to play against Conway, 
so hes letting us all down. He kicks the edge of the stand violently, and then punches it for good measure. Ouch, 
fucking ouch. His hands arent used to hard knocks, and he 
nurses his bruised knuckles, leaning against the stand.

We dont know that now, Lucky, says Harding remonstratively, 
he might really be ill.

If hes not, hes bloody going to be, mutters Lucky unrepentantly. 
The dire consequences of Duncans cowardice 
finally sink in, and Lucky feels his stomach churn. Hold 
up, sir. I cant play in goal this week. Any other week I 
would, you know I would. But its the Swindon Town FC 
match next week, and I need to be playing in my proper 
position . . . He doesnt need to say any more. Harding 
must realize that therell be scouts looking at Felix Conway, 
but who might look Luckys way instead. If hes not playing 
midfield, they wont be looking at him at all.

I know, son, but footballs about the team. First and 
foremost, its about the team. Youre the only boy in the 
squad with the height to cover the goal. And if youre not 
in goal, well be laughed out of the match . . . Lucky is 
looking miserable and mutinous, and scowls in response. 
Harding is a kind coach, rather than a good one, and hates 
confrontation. But forced into this corner, he finally has the 
courage to say something he knows he should have said 
some time ago. The thing is, Lucky, that maybe you should 
see this as an opportunity . . .

Lucky gapes at him  the old man has clearly gone 
barking mad. What opportunity could there possibly be in 
missing out on the biggest break of the season, the match 
which had his name on it, where the scouts would be 
watching? Are you taking the bleeding mick, sir? he says sarcastically  a sign of genuine distress, as Lucky is almost 
never rude to his coach.

No, really Lucky, I mean it. It gives you a chance to 
show what you can do in another position, and Ive always 
felt that you werent really playing to your full . . . potential 
in midfield. Lucky is stunned by this assessment, and opens 
his mouth to protest, but the coach carries on. I mean, 
youre good, theres no doubt about it. Youre easily the 
best player we have. But Lucky, there are hundreds upon 
hundreds of young lads about as good as you in midfield, 
and theyre not all going to make it.

No, you dont understand . . . Lucky begins, not at all 
sure how hes going to finish this sentence. How can he 
explain to the coach that he will make it, that he must? 
How can he explain that he knows hell make it, because 
he has a dream, an actual dream that wakes him weeping 
from his sleep?

Lucky, I do understand. You know youre a good 
player, and youre entitled to think youve got a chance. 
And Im agreeing with you  you do have a chance. But 
not in midfield. Do you remember last year, when you 
played in goal for Duncan? Those two matches were the 
only clean sheets we kept; you even saved a penalty  a 
difficult one. And that was with hardly any training in goal. 
You could be a champion goalie. Youre tall, youre fast on 
your feet, youre good with your hands, and Ive seen how 
well you read the field when you do the throw-ins or 
corners. And if youre on the receiving end, when you jump 
for the ball, no one can get close to you. Having said his 
piece, Harding feels a bit easier, and gesturing towards the battered stand, adds good-humouredly, And no one can 
say youre afraid of hard knocks or hard shots.

Lucky kicks the stand again disconsolately. It doesnt 
look like I have much choice, do I? he says miserably.

Youre still worrying about not getting seen next week? 
says Harding. Let me tell you, if you manage to deny Conway, 
youll get seen all right. Lucky says nothing; all his 
righteous anger against Duncan has evaporated, leaving him 
with the bitter, familiar taste of disappointment, now tainted 
by doubt in his coachs judgement. He knows hes not meant 
to be a goalkeeper, because then his last four years in midfield 
have been wasted; he knows hes not meant to play in 
goal, because his dream says that he will score for England, 
and everyone knows  even a complete football div like his 
dad would know  that you dont score from goal.
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How was it, darling? says Delphine. Lucky has said 
nothing since she picked him up, and shes now on the 
Fulham Road, driving down the final stretch towards the 
apartment.

Theyve put me in goal, for the next week at least, says 
Lucky flatly.

Delphine tuts in sympathy; from what she knows about 
football, being in goal is Not A Good Thing. Thats a 
shame, darling. You get to run about a lot less, dont you?

Lucky looks at her scornfully. Mum, its not about 
running about. I dont give a damn about running about; I 
can run about in the bloody park if I just want to run 
about . . .

Language, darling, chides Delphine. So thats not so 
bad, then. Its just for a week.

Mum! protests Lucky with the specific type of righteous 
indignation that only the young can muster. No way 
is it not so bad! Its very, very bad. In fact, its bloody 
awful. Its the big game next week, remember?

Thats right, darling. Im looking forward to it. I was 
thinking that your dad should make more of an effort to 
come to your big matches  Ill make sure that he skips his 
golf and comes too, this time.

Oh no you wont, says Lucky, thinking of the last time 
his dad turned up. Im not having Dad seeing me in goal, 
embarrassing myself against a wonderkid striker. Hell just 
piss himself. And then hell wonder what the hell it is Ive 
been doing for the last four years, and refuse to pay my 
subs, Lucky adds silently. So far, his dad has failed to show 
any support or understanding towards Luckys footballing 
aspirations, but at least he hasnt seriously tried to stop 
him, not yet.

Delphine considers arguing against this evaluation of 
Jinan, and then decides not to; teenagers have a built-in 
bullshit detector, and she privately agrees with Lucky that 
Jinan is probably best kept away from the stands. The only 
thing worse than a competitive and furiously keen parent 
spectator (of which there were plenty at this sort of event) 
is an indifferent and bored parent spectator. She changes 
the subject as they approach the Michelin Building. Look, 
darling, theres Bibendum. I was thinking of taking your 
dad there for our anniversary. What do you think? Lucky 
looks at the stained-glass figure of the chubby Michelin 
man on the side of the building, bursting out of his white, bloated tyres, and stifles a laugh. Yeah, I think it would 
suit him fine. Delphine sees what Lucky means, and disloyally 
permits a puff of laughter to escape before she controls 
herself. Poor Jinan has started to gain weight recently, 
getting middle-aged spread before he is even middle-aged  
too much work stress and too many of those Danish twisty 
things at working breakfasts. She stops at the lights, and as 
Lucky stoops to fiddle with his trainers, she unthinkingly 
runs her hand over the back and top of his hair, as one 
might stroke a kitten.

Mu-umm! says Lucky again, with a different kind of 
indignation. Delphine realizes what shes doing, stops midstroke 
and quickly pulls back her hand with embarrassment.

Sorry, she mumbles, I thought you were . . . Someone 
beeps her from behind; she finally notices that the lights 
have changed, and moves off. Lucky looks at her searchingly 
for a moment, then starts fiddling with his trainer 
again; but this time he doesnt stoop, and pulls his knee 
up towards his chest instead. Delphine bites her lip self-consciously, 
looking fixedly ahead. She had thought he was 
someone else, or not quite someone else, but an earlier self 
 his younger infant self, with downy strokable hair on the 
back of his soft, warm head. She had thought that he was 
still her little boy. She is so discomfited that she almost 
cant look at him as she locks the car, and says practically 
nothing as they head up towards their third-floor flat, with 
its balcony and roof terrace.
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Lucky sits back on his bed, and looks accusingly at Leia 
and Darth Vader. Well, what now? he asks them sullenly. 
You two are a fat lot of help. Turning his back on them, 
he pulls out his Star Wars DVD box set, and selects his 
favourite scene: the seminal fight between Luke and Darth 
Vader, the ultimate battle of good versus evil. He pushes a 
chair against his door (there is no lock to Luckys bedroom 
 there was once, but Jinan had it removed after Lucky 
locked himself in after a telling-off to do with homework, 
chores, and probably football), and switches on his plastic 
replica light sabre, swishing it around in time to the battle 
sequence like he is still ten years old, whacking his Darth 
Vader poster indiscriminately. In his enthusiasm he knocks 
a ceramic photo frame off the shelf, and instinctively dives 
to save it, getting a hand to it before both he and the frame 
hit the floor. His shoulder is sore from where hes fallen on 
the walnut floorboards, but he opens his hand and sees the 
frame perfectly intact. Its the photo of him and Zaki, taken 
during Luckys birthday picnic last year in the park. Its 
funny to see Zaki outside; his grandfather is an indoor sort 
of person. Whenever Lucky thinks of him, hes always in a 
room somewhere, in the close clutter of the corner shop, in 
the seedy, sullen interior of the bookies, or looking surprisingly 
at ease in a dinner jacket at the tables of a windowless 
casino. Once upon a time his grandfather must have been 
an outdoor sort of person, he must have run around the 
river banks and banyan trees, among the paddy fields and 
mango groves depicted in the lushly idealized posters of 
Bangladesh that Lucky has pasted on his wall. He must 
have sat outside the cafes of the Parisian Left Bank with 
Luckys teenage grandmother, while she wore skinny black polo-necked jumpers against the cold, teamed with extravagant 
seventies flares printed with brightly coloured swirls. 
Its funny, he thinks, replacing the picture, that Zaki 
doesnt need to be outdoors to be free; closeted in his 
corner shop, hes free in ways that Lucky cant imagine  
unfettered by romantic attachments or ambition, unconcerned 
about the opinions of family, friends or strangers. 
Lucky doesnt know what made Zaki this way, but theres 
something glorious about his blithe indifference  something 
cruelly heroic  that Lucky admires, as he knows he 
could never emulate it.

Turning his attention back to Star Wars, Lucky is just 
in time to see Darth Vader lop off Lukes hand. You and 
me both, Luke, he thinks  cut down at the crucial turning-point 
where one good strike could win both of our battles 
and decide our fates. Luke has lost his right hand, and 
Lucky has lost his position. But at least Luke survives his 
defeat, and is given a new hand along with the chance to 
fight another day; it is his destiny, as the digitized voice of 
Darth Vader tells him, tells both of them. And Ill fight 
another day too, thinks Lucky. Ill get my place back, and 
Ill get my chance  I just need to survive this next match. 
Lucky knows that he wont survive if he puts on a show as 
bad as Duncan. He cant risk it. When hes next shining on 
midfield, or converting a set piece with panache, he doesnt 
want the scouts to frown and remember him as the lad 
who was so appalling in goal against Swindon because he 
didnt even try; lack of team spirit, they would whisper, 
lack of professionalism, a real prima donna . . . we dont 
need that sort, however fast he runs, however fancy his 
passes.

Lucky sighs, as he now knows what he needs to do. He 
turns off the DVD, and pulls out a video and a sheaf of 
papers from the Harvey Nichols bag that had held his kit. 
While the video is rewinding, he shuffles through the 
printed papers and gets a biro to make notes.

Lucky? bellows his dad suspiciously. Lucky? Youd 
better be doing your homework, young man. I mean it this 
time. Jinan knocks sharply on the door and pushes it open 
without waiting for Lucky to invite him in, scraping the 
chair that was propped against the handle along the walnut 
floor. Looking across at Lucky, who appears to be innocently 
studying on his bed, with bits of typed A4 all over 
his covers, Jinan suddenly feels foolish. Sorry about that, 
Lucky, he apologizes. Didnt mean to disturb you. Chastened, 
he shuts the door softly.

Lucky gets up and puts the chair back in place. He plugs 
his headphones into the TV, and begins to watch the 
goalkeeping master-class video that Harding has given him, 
scribbling notes to himself in the accompanying printed 
worksheets. Somehow, in a week, he has to become more 
than competent at a goalkeepers craft; at the goal kick, the 
javelin throw, the overarm throw, the take-off, and most 
importantly of all, the save. He looks at the photo of Zaki 
and himself that he effortlessly dived to catch, and rubbing 
his tender shoulder once more, tells himself firmly, I can 
do this. Ill put up a fight they wont forget. And Im going 
to show them all.
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The Troublesome Definition of Home


IL TAIT UNE FOIS, il y a bien longtemps, une jolie 
petite princesse. Once upon a time, a long time ago, 
there was a pretty little princess, who was only a princess 
deep down inside, in her heart. In fact, she was a farmers 
daughter, and she lived in a picturesque, wooden-framed 
farmhouse in Les Landes, in an idyllic part of south-west 
France that wasnt the Dordogne, and wasnt the Pays 
Basque, but was somewhere in between, where maize fields 
glinted gold in the summer, and on clear winter days the 
tempting snowy peaks of the Pyrenees could be glimpsed. 
She went fishing with her father, and caught her first trout 
in the local waterways when she was six. She went cycling 
with her mother around the little chemins that bordered 
the fields and the pine forest, and collected wild blackberries 
for jam and creamy puddings, and mushrooms for 
galettes and stews. She walked a cracked clay path from 
her house to the village school, where she and a couple of 
dozen little children learned their sing-song lessons, and 
played in the dusty yard. Occasionally the family would go 
into town, an almost foreign place a whole twenty minutes away, for the local rugby game, or the feria at the bullfighting 
arena. Her life was a postcard, a chocolate-box fantasy, 
a glossy coffee-table book on the rustic simplicity of rural 
France; the type of life that foreigners envied, and wished 
they might live themselves.

Delphine, who knew nothing of how she might be 
envied, hated her home, and couldnt wait to get away. She 
found the maize fields depressing, even aggressive, in their 
ubiquity; it felt as though every patch of land around her 
that wasnt forest was enlisted into their use. She felt worn 
down by the inevitability of their May to October cycle, 
when they turned from green sprouts to meaty spears to 
withered brown husks, so that in winter, an almost indecent 
litter of dead leaves was strewn over the soggy land, like 
bodies over an abandoned battlefield. The Pyrenees, with 
their promise of snowball fights and bonhommes de neige, 
and all manner of delightful ways of sliding or slipping 
downhill, were only ever visited once a year on their family 
vacation; although less than two hours distance, the mountains 
were all the way in the next dpartement, and so were 
practically foreign. (An actual foreign holiday would have 
been unheard of, absurd, and roundly disapproved of  and 
besides, most foreigners didnt speak French.) Delphine 
wanted more for herself than endless discussions about the 
state of the neighbours marriages, village gossip about who 
had decided to grow what in their garden, and whose 
weeds were less innocent than they might at first appear. 
She didnt want to spend hours picking yet more blackberries 
from their thorny little bushes or rooting in the 
damp undergrowth for yet more muddy fungi which they 
would then be forced to eat rather than let go to waste; in fact, the abundance of these foodstuffs during her childhood 
would lead to her having an almost pathological 
hatred of them later in life, which she only just about 
managed to hide when served a wild mushroom risotto at 
a dinner party. Most of all, she didnt want her restricted, 
incestuous circle of a couple of dozen classmates to be her 
companions for the rest of her life. She read books, newspapers 
and magazines voraciously, went to the local single-screen 
cinema religiously once a fortnight when they 
showed the latest movie, and caught a glimpse of a wider 
world than she could see from her pine-shuttered window. 
She shocked her pious Grande-Tante Christiane with her 
flighty opinions, and announced Small village, small 
minds, whenever she was criticized.

Delphines pretensions to a different, if not (she only 
realizes now) better life were greeted with bemusement by 
her family, who called her their little princess since 
nothing, they felt, was good enough for her. They said this 
in an exasperated rather than an indulgent way. She studied 
assiduously, and paid a great deal of attention to her 
English classes; when the time came for her to go to 
university, her family magnanimously told her that they 
were prepared for her to go to Bordeaux, Pau or even 
(heavens above!) Toulouse. But Delphine had her sights set 
on somewhere further than two hours away from the 
familial home, and went to study in Paris, where she shared 
a squalid basement flat with two other girls. She sloughed 
off her provincial chrysalis with an imported loofah in the 
cracked and tinny shower in their bathroom, and emerged 
shining and flawless, a social butterfly of the metropolis. 
She discovered the joys of bars, nightclubs, soft drugs, anonymity, junk food, casual sex, and above all, choice! 
She had never been happier.

She was happier still when, on completing her degree, 
her determination (and to some extent, her polished beauty) 
got her a highly sought-after job in the marketing department 
of a corporate giant, in charge of a range of low-end 
toiletries. With her unusually proficient English, she was 
transferred to London, which in the cut-and-thrust eighties 
was the city of her dreams. Her letters home, which had 
always been perfunctory at best, dried up altogether, and 
were replaced by dutiful cards at Christmas and birthdays, 
accompanied by tasteful presents that she knew her parents 
would never appreciate from places like Fortnums. She felt 
no need to fill the months of silence in between. Her mother 
called her one day, at outrageous expense, to check that 
she was still alive, as London was a dangerous city; she 
added that Grande-Tante Christiane was praying for her. 
How does she know that God speaks French? Delphine 
responded caustically. The sharp intake of breath down the 
line told her that she had probably gone too far, but she no 
longer cared. She had taken too much trouble to escape 
home to have its small-town tentacles grip hold of her once 
more.

One early evening, Delphine and her boss were being 
wined and dined at Mirabelle in Mayfair by their newly 
appointed direct marketing agency. They were eating ridiculously 
early, as her boss had forgotten about the dinner 
and made theatre reservations, with curtain-up at 7.30 p.m. 
Theo Stonebridge was a personable type with a sales background 
and a natural air of authority that disguised the 
fact that he was all style over substance. Delphine noticed with amusement how the Account Director and Account 
Supervisor, both wearing shiny black suits with loud ties, 
hung on Theos every word, and laughed at all his jokes 
about their pitch presentation, however inappropriate or 
misinformed. They didnt have a clue that Theo hadnt 
even bothered reading their painstakingly produced pitch 
document, but had asked Delphine, a rising star in the 
department, to write him a one-page summary, and a 
two-line recommendation. Over their starters, the agency 
were polite to Delphine, but otherwise ignored her as the 
decorative French totty who was clearly too junior to 
have anything to do with the decision-making process. 
When Theo excused himself for an urgent call, the Account 
Director and Supervisor looked for a moment bereft, but 
then shamelessly cosied up to Delphine, asking her conspiratorially, 
perhaps even a little flirtatiously, So, tell 
us, Delphine. What does he really think of us? Why do 
you think we got the job? as though she was an ally in 
the enemy camp, as though her opinion really mattered. 
Delphine sighed; perhaps they expected her to giggle and 
simper something in kind, in her oh-so-cute Frenchie accent, 
Oh, its because you had the best looking team . . . or 
something of that nature. Isnt that what theyd think a 
little country girl would say?

I wouldnt like to presume . . . Delphine started to say 
guardedly, unthinkingly supporting her chin, but then she 
saw that the Account Director was now supporting his own 
chin too; he was deliberately mirroring her! The oldest trick 
in the client-relations book, and the one that Delphine 
found the most patronizing. It took a huge effort for her not to snatch her hand away, but to remove it gently and 
put it on her lap, where she rammed it between her knees 
to stop it shaking. She continued without a break in her 
voice, her expression remaining pleasant,  . . . but I would 
say that we were most impressed by two specific elements: 
the creative work you presented, and the flexibility of 
creative resource in the team structure you proposed. We 
liked the fact that you recognized that the purpose of 
commissioning DM creative work is not to win industry 
awards for your agency, but to get us the most responses 
per pound spent. We also liked the fact that the creative 
resource you proposed could be adapted to suit our requirements 
over the year, so we could brief for additional 
ad hoc projects as and when the need may arise. I would 
say that those were the key points of difference between 
yourselves and the others invited to pitch. She paused, 
noticing that the bland grins had been wiped off their faces, 
and that they were listening to her intently. She allowed 
herself a small but winning smile as she took a sip of water.

The Account Director cleared his throat. Thank you, 
Delphine, for such a frank and informative answer to a 
question that was asked, Im sorry to admit, in a rather 
frivolous manner.

Delphine acknowledged the apology with a slight tilt of 
her head, as Theo returned cheerfully from his call. So, 
what were you kids nattering about? he asked genially, 
taking it as his right to assume that nothing serious was 
said while he was away from the table.

The team here was just grilling me on why we took 
them on, said Delphine airily.

Theo smiled benignly. Of course they know why. Wed 
had enough of style over substance; with you guys, we got 
substance over style.

Delphine stifled a giggle that she quickly turned into a 
cough; one thing Theo lacked was any sense of irony. 
Thats exactly what I said, Theo, although it took me 
much longer to say it. I wish I had your economy of 
phrase. She beamed at him insincerely, displaying an ability 
to flatter with intent, to network, to . . . schmooze, even, 
that would propel her quickly to the dizzy heights in her 
career that hard work, talent and integrity would have no 
chance of achieving alone.

Delphine would ask herself later, when she was a 
Knightsbridge housewife who had the great gift of time to 
think, and, if you like, obsess about such things, what 
exactly she did feel when flattering the boss or the head of 
the important account, or when agreeing coquettishly to 
dance with senior management at office parties? In the 
beginning she felt nothing  she was just doing her job, and 
doing it spectacularly well, if her career trajectory was 
anything to go by. In that first year in London, she already 
had an important position in the marketing department, 
whereas other graduates who had been taken on at the 
same time as her were still photocopying and envelope 
stuffing in Paris. I remember you from your second interview, 
a married member of the board had said to her 
during the summer party, dancing a little too closely with 
her. He had sleek good looks, a desk littered with pictures 
of his photogenic spouse and offspring, and an appalling 
reputation for sleeping with his secretaries. You were . . . 
incredible, he whispered in her ear. Delphine had laughed huskily, with a confidence she did not feel, and a few 
minutes later used the end of the song as an excuse to slip 
away from him. Why hadnt she felt compromised, grubby? 
She only felt these things later, looking back on her successful 
career with the cleansing halo of motherhood placed 
firmly above her head. She would look at her little boy, so 
beautiful and rounded and perfect, a Botticelli angel, with 
the potential for grace that she would never have, and 
admit to him tacitly, as though he was her confessor: yes, 
its true, Delphine Loustalot was a corporate slut. But now 
shes something better. Shes your maman.
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At the end of that dinner, one of the waiters approached 
Delphine when she was collecting her coat, and asked her 
in French, Miss Loustalot, do you mind me asking where 
youre from? I couldnt help noticing that you were French.

A little town in Les Landes, said Delphine, not too far 
from Dax.

I knew it! Im not so far from you  Im from a village 
in the Barn. Really, its heaven on earth. He looked 
expectantly at Delphine, but she said nothing, just smiled 
and nodded.

When it became obvious that some answer was required, 
she asked, So, do you miss it?

This was exactly what he had wanted her to say, as he 
responded passionately, Miss it! I dream of going back 
home! And instead . . . he swept an arm dismissively 
towards the glittering Mayfair dining room, where the 
crystal chandelier scattered shards of twinkling light over the customers, . . . I am stuck in this hole! He spat the last 
word with disgust. Delphine looked at him with frank 
bemusement, and making her excuses, went to join her 
dinner companions upstairs, who were waiting for cabs in 
a sudden downpour.

Home, she realized, was something difficult to translate 
into French. It didnt really exist as an absolute concept, in 
a pure, unsullied state, like love or liberty. In French, you 
always had to qualify home by saying whose home it was 
 chez toi, chez elle, chez nous, your home, her home, our 
home. But in a way, the definition was simple, even if the 
translation was not: Home was somewhere which you were 
either trying to get away from, or trying to get back to. 
That was all there was to it.

Theo sailed off in a cab towards the West End, and the 
agency team decided to get out their brollies and make a 
dash for Green Park tube. It seemed to her that the English 
always remembered to carry an umbrella, however glorious 
a morning it had been when they set out. This was a habit 
that Delphine had not yet taken up; preparing for rain 
seemed too much like tempting fate  giving the rain an 
excuse to fall. The rain began to lessen, so Delphine decided 
to walk to the bus-stop rather than take a cab; her salary 
wasnt huge, and she couldnt claim back a cab expense so 
early in the evening. She teetered up Curzon Street in her 
fashionably high heels, unreasonably embarrassed by the 
clip-clop sound she made on the empty, sodden street. She 
was approaching Park Lane when the heavens opened once 
more, the rain falling heavily enough to soak right through 
her shoes so she could barely walk; forced to protect her 
head with her briefcase, this time she didnt hesitate when she saw a black cab approach with a welcoming yellow 
light. Taxi! she yelled, so loud it was as though her voice 
echoed down the street, and when the cab stopped, she 
bundled herself in, only to find a tall, dark stranger in a 
dinner jacket bundling himself in on the other side. Who 
are you? she asked at the same time as the dark stranger; 
she realized then that he must have been responsible for the 
bizarre echo she had heard when she hailed the cab.

Arent you together, then? asked the cabbie. I thought 
you were together, he added unnecessarily. So who am I 
taking, because I cant park here, you know?

Its the ladys cab, said Dinner Jacket gallantly. He was 
in his early thirties, with hair as jet black as his jacket, and 
skin the colour of creamy toffee. His impeccable exterior 
was let down only by his slightly tousled hair, and the few 
drops of rain on his lapels; otherwise he could have been 
straight out of On Her Majestys Secret Service.

Thanks, youre very kind, Delphine answered, hoping 
she hadnt stared at him too obviously. He was terribly 
good-looking, a sort of exotic angel. He was foreign, 
coloured and showy, everything her parents hated. Putney, 
please, she addressed the cab driver

Putney? said Dinner Jacket. I need to go to Fulham, 
for something very, very urgent. Its on the way. Would 
you mind if I shared your cab? I wont make a peep, you 
wont even know Im here. Ill be your invisible cab companion 
. . . he grinned appealingly and made a zip motion 
across his mouth, and Delphine found herself laughing, for 
the first time that evening, with sincerity. Her uninvited 
guest took her laughter as assent, and asked the cabbie, 
Could you take us to the London Oratory, near Fulham Broadway, if you dont mind? He reclined comfortably in 
the cab, stretching out his long, lean legs as far as he could, 
and broke his promise to Delphine immediately by asking 
her, with another winning, infectious smile, Youre French, 
arent you? I can tell. Delphine, not normally given to 
romantic notions, thought to herself that if this was a play 
or a movie, then she and Dinner Jacket would end up 
getting married, and she would tell her children that she 
and Papa met sheltering in a cab from the pouring rain.

By the time they reached Fulham, Dinner Jacket had 
managed to wheedle Delphines entire life story from her, 
listening with such flattering attention that she felt warm 
all over and disarmed enough to tell him about her career 
plans. He didnt treat her like a silly girl with ridiculous 
ambition, even though he was a grown-up  an obviously 
successful grown-up. He was different from all the other 
men shed met in London, who had either been callow boys 
her own age or lecherous management; she felt slightly 
starstruck by his looks, his evening dress, his perfect not-too-young-not-too-old age. As he went to get out of the 
cab, Delphine realized that she knew nothing about him 
apart from his first name, as he had encouraged her to talk, 
but had volunteered nothing himself. Well, Zaki. Goodbye, 
then, she said bravely, sad that their brief encounter had 
ended so abruptly. They hadnt even got stuck in traffic; 
it was the first time she hadnt been stuck in traffic on 
the way home in rush hour, and typically it had to happen 
when she was in a cab with a fascinating man instead 
of when she was on the number fourteen bus with grocery 
bags around her ankles, dying to get back for a hot bath. 
He hadnt even asked for her number.

Zaki turned around as though he was going to close the 
cab door, but then asked, Delphine, you know what might 
be fun? Would you like to be my date for this thing? Only 
if youre not doing anything tonight.

Delphines heart leapt, but she played it cool. Im not 
sure Im dressed for it, she said demurely, gesturing hopelessly 
towards her boxy navy suit, her damp heels.

Oh God, dont worry about that. You look nearly 
perfect. You should see what the rest of the old crows wear 
to these things. Im the one wholl stand out, theyll think 
Ive come in fancy dress . . . He pulled her out by the hand 
and tossed a note to the cabbie, telling him to keep the 
change. It was the first time Zaki had touched her, and she 
was surprised at how sensitive her hand felt, as though he 
had given her a slight electric shock. Your hands are cold, 
said Zaki, thankfully unaware of her reaction to his touch, 
and, taking both of them brusquely in his warm palms, he 
rubbed them roughly, as though she was a child, as though 
it was something hed had practice at doing. He didnt let 
go of her hand as they walked along the pavement towards 
the entrance.

Delphine had assumed that the London Oratory must 
be a restaurant of some sort, and judging by Zakis choice 
of dress, that it was hosting a swish event. Like the sort of 
thing she read about in Tatler, or Harpers. As they walked 
in through the gates, she realized that in fact it was a 
school, of the old, established sort; she immediately revised 
her expectations  a charity function of some sort, a gala 
event, perhaps? The truth became apparent as Zaki guided 
her through a throng of middle-aged couples in perfectly 
ordinary dress, and they came to the trestle tables laden with plastic cups of cheap, warm wine and damp peanuts 
in paper bowls at the entrance to a large hall. There were 
posters for Hamlet hung up around them, and a spotty 
young boy in striped tie and blazer ducked out of the hall 
and started ringing a bell. Take your seats, please. Five 
minutes to curtain, he bellowed with a surprisingly deep 
voice, before going back inside.

Great, we made it, said Zaki, oblivious to the interested 
looks his dinner jacket was getting from everyone 
else. Jinan would have had my guts for garters if Id been 
late for this one, after the fiasco at Christmas.

But this is a school play, stated Delphine, more for 
herself than anyone else, in a state of utter confusion. 
Youve asked me on a date to a school play?

Not just any school play, this is my sons starring role! 
said Zaki proudly. I was worried that he was going to be 
a complete geek, but then he goes and gets the lead in 
Hamlet! Fantastic, isnt it?

Your son! yelped Delphine, pulling her hand away 
from his. How old is he? I mean, how old are you? And 
wheres his mother? She felt that she was on the wrong 
end of a very unfunny joke; somehow, shed been tricked 
into going on a date with some old married man.

Hes fourteen, Im thirty-two. He watched Delphine 
do the maths, her brow adorably furrowed with a mixture 
of annoyance and confusion. He explained his situation 
cheerily, dismissing it with a few words, I know, I know, 
I was young and foolish and in love. I got married when I 
was still a kid. He paused before answering her last question 
more solemnly: His mum died eleven years ago, in a 
car accident in Paris.

Im sorry, said Delphine awkwardly, not sure if she 
was consoling him for the accident or making her own 
excuses, but Im really not sure about this. I think Id 
better go. She felt genuine regret at walking away from 
this handsome man; he was terribly appealing but there 
just seemed to be too much baggage for her to cope with  
an impetuous marriage, a youthful tragedy, and to top it 
all, a teenage son. She smiled uncertainly and turned to 
leave, but Zaki reached for her hand and pulled her back 
gently towards him.

Please stay. Im sorry, I should have told you before 
where we were going, but I thought youd say no, and I 
really, really wanted you to say yes. Delphine paused, her 
resolve already weakening. Zaki went on, And if you dont 
like me after tonight, you never have to see me again. We 
can go and have a drink after the play, Jinans staying over 
with friends this evening.

Look, Zaki, I really dont know Delphine began to 
murmur again, but not with much conviction.

Zaki interrupted her, And for what its worth, you 
really are the most beautiful woman here, not that theres 
a heck of a lot of competition. Delphine allowed a whisper 
of a laugh to escape, and seeing victory was almost upon 
him, Zaki dealt the final winning hand: But I think that 
youd be the most beautiful woman almost anywhere.

OK, OK, Delphine held up her hands in surrender. 
The play, and then a drink. Just one quick drink. Zaki 
smiled and took her by the arm to take a seat. But just tell 
me one thing: why the dinner jacket? Do you make a habit 
of overdressing for school events?

Oh, God, no. Im only dressed like this because I was playing at a casino on Curzon Street. Theyve got some 
stupid dress code. I was doing really well, too. I had to 
force myself to leave, or Id never have made it to Jinans 
play. Delphine sighed; some of the mystique was restored. 
The handsome stranger in a dinner jacket at a casino  he 
really was from On Her Majestys Secret Service. Of course, 
all the mystique was to disappear over their drinks and 
their subsequent dates, when she would find out that apart 
from being something of a professional gambler, Zaki also 
inexpertly ran a distinctly unglamorous corner shop in a 
backstreet wasteland behind Hammersmith station. For 
Delphines purposes, he couldnt be less ideal marriage 
material if he juggled in a travelling circus. She knew that 
they had no long-term future as she hadnt come all the 
way from her provincial village to settle for a shopkeeper. 
She had loftier ambitions; she wanted  in fact, she needed 
 someone she could boast about at dinner parties  a 
doctor or a lawyer, someone who mattered, someone 
important.

But despite her better judgement, Delphine continued to 
see Zaki throughout that summer, each time telling herself 
that the next time would be the last, and each time relenting 
when he called. It turned out to be one of those long, hot 
summers; a golden summer of the sort that only exist in 
memory. She accepted flamboyant gifts and the bunches of 
flowers left outside her door with dizzy delight; she drank 
far too much with him and giggled and misbehaved like a 
teenager. There was laughter and there was certainly lust, 
and treating the relationship with the frivolity of an affair, 
she ignored his baggage as much as she could; she only saw 
Zakis son, an impossibly tidy-looking boy with his head in a book, on three occasions during all the months that they 
dated, and then just in passing. Delphine only came to her 
senses when the weather cooled and their passionate 
moments began to approach tenderness; she realized that 
she was in danger of getting far too fond of her inappropriate 
boyfriend. Even though Zaki was undeniably unsuitable, 
and certainly not important, he had something that drew 
her to him, more than his humour and his winning manner; 
in a funny way, she felt at home with him. And like home, 
he was something she was either trying to get away from, 
or trying to get back to.
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A Reason to Like Mondays


LUCKY IS TO WAKE on Sunday in a state of high anticipation; 
somehow, he let the events of Saturdays practice 
distract him from the most significant thing that has 
happened to him all year: a kiss from the girl he has secretly 
adored for months. With the inconsistency and rubber-ball 
resilience of youth, the proportions of the goalkeeping tragedy 
seem to have shrunk overnight; there is nothing he can 
do about it, so he has decided to accept it and simply move 
on. He spent the previous evening studying all the magical 
things that spectators think a goalkeeper does effortlessly or 
instinctively, like when to put his hands in an M or a W, 
and how to close an angle into goal. Over the coming week 
he will put his study into practice, and he will work hard 
and be uncomplaining, and at the end of the week, he will 
play in goal in a match against Swindon Town Juniors with 
Felix Conway as their star striker. And he will either do well 
with all his best efforts, or he will do badly despite his best 
efforts; whatever happens, he will have the support of his 
team and coach for his courage in the face of adversity, 
unlike Duncan, who will be ribbed and scorned mercilessly for his cowardice when he finally returns to practice. Lucky 
will insist on going back to playing midfield, and life will go 
on. He will live to fight another day.

And so, as Lucky awakens to the faint ringing of bells 
from the grand local churches, to the dappled spring sunshine 
pouring in through his window filtered by the young 
leaves on the elderly trees lining their street, he finds that 
he can think of only one thing: Portia. In fact, he does not 
think of Portia as one thing, but as a kaleidoscope of 
different images: the vulnerability of her cropped hair and 
exposed ears, lined with three silver rings along the lobe. 
The swishing of a school scarf over her shoulder. A moment 
of anger in the corner shop, or melancholy by the river. 
The casual way in which she offers her cigarettes and 
accepts his arm. The sight of her slim figure disappearing 
down the grey and grubby stairs to the tube. Monday, she 
said. She promised to see him on Monday morning; not to 
bump into him accidentally (accidentally on purpose, for 
Luckys part) at the corner shop, as had happened before, 
but to meet him and, by implication, to spend time with 
him. They have a date, on Monday morning, before school. 
Lucky just wants this day to be over; he turns over sleepily 
in bed, hazily absorbing and writing off the beauty of this 
Sunday morning, the bells, the sunshine; if he simply stays 
in bed all day, and then all night, it will suddenly be 
Monday. Lucky cant wait until Monday.
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Lucky is dreading Monday. He has been forced up by his 
mother and is sitting at the breakfast bar in the kitchen with her, morosely drinking orange juice and pulling his 
croissant to pieces. He has managed to convince himself, 
over the course of the morning, that he is deeply in love 
with Portia, but that Portia feels nothing for him; that she 
was being kind, even sisterly, in kissing him so tenderly but 
so dryly. And he has nothing to help persuade him otherwise; 
he is ridiculously young, he is gangly and gauche, he 
can never find anything to say that can interest her, and 
he doesnt even dress well. He hides in uniforms  his 
school uniform, his team kit, his jeans and T-shirts and 
fleeces, and right now, he is still wearing a bloody Obi-Wan Kenobi dressing-gown with a Jedi hood, like a first 
year. If she could see him, shed just laugh, and then make 
it worse by trying to pretend she hadnt. He will make a 
fool of himself on Monday, he knows it, and the seeming 
inevitability of his fate makes him almost begin to dislike 
Portia, as though it is all her fault and who does she think 
she is anyway, little miss thang who thinks shes so shit-hot 
just because shes got nice legs and can solve a sudoku?

Delphine, unaware of the teenage turmoil boiling up 
inside her son, is sipping her usual home-made cappuccino 
and separating out the Sunday papers, handing the sports 
and kids sections over to Lucky, keeping the magazines and 
the arts events for herself, and putting the rest in a pile for 
Jinan. Her husband, having stuck his weekly to do list on 
the fridge for Delphine to take care of, is inexpertly toiling 
over a hot stove, frying eggs and grilling beef sausages with 
tomatoes, complaining that the only tomatoes he can find 
are either tinned plum or organic cherry on the vine  some 
new-fangled experiment of Delphines.

I keep saying I need beef tomatoes for Sunday breakfast, darling. Its easy to remember: when you get the 
sausages, think beef sausages, beef tomatoes.

OK, darling, murmurs Delphine disinterestedly, looking 
at the list hes written. For some reason she has to pick 
up his dry-cleaning on Tuesday this week, rather than 
Wednesday. Another Very Important Meeting, no doubt. 
So many of the jobs seem petty and unnecessary; she sometimes 
suspects that by making her busy at home, Jinan feels 
that he is busy at home himself. She turns her attention to 
the glossy newspaper supplements.

You will remember, wont you? persists Jinan, clumsily 
dripping the hot fat over the eggs to try and cook the tops 
of them before the bottoms burn. The harsh sizzling succeeds 
in getting Delphines attention where Jinans plaintive 
tone has failed.

Try lowering the heat, darling, and put a lid on to cook 
them through, she says. And please use the plastic spatula 
on non-stick, youll scrape the pan again.

Sorry, Ill remember next time, says Jinan, chastened, 
swapping the spatula and dropping the greasy metal one 
with a clatter on the otherwise sparkling granite worktop, 
where it creates a tiny pool of fat.

Yes, well, you keep saying that, mutters Delphine, not 
quite under her breath, looking reproachfully at the dirty 
spatula. Jinan, already hot and bothered by the stove, puffs 
up with the injustice of her remark.

Well, you keep saying that youll remember about the 
tomatoes! he retorts.

Remember what, darling? says Delphine infuriatingly. 
Seeing Jinan turn redder than the hot stove alone could 
justify, she holds up her hands in surrender. Im only joking, darling. Beef sausages, beef tomatoes. I promise Ill 
remember next week. Look, Im adding it to your list. She 
leans over and makes a big show of lifting the magnet 
attaching his list to the fridge, and scribbling a note on the 
paper.

Jinan nods and attempts to smile, but secretly feels a 
little bit compromised. As though he has somehow been 
. . . managed, in the way a nanny would manage a little 
boys threatened temper tantrum. Does anyone else want 
some eggs or sausages while Im here? Luhith?

Lucky, reading the sports section without enthusiasm, 
shakes his head. Athletes shouldnt eat crap like that, Dad. 
Full of cholesterol. This croissants bad enough already. 
Jinan smirks at his sons presumptuous mention of athlete, 
as though that were really a fit description for someone 
who kicked a ball about a bit after school, but he is prevented 
from making a comment by a warning look from 
his wife. Lucky, warming to his theme, carries on, Neither 
should you  youll have a heart attack before youre forty 
if you keep eating like that. Delphine nods in agreement 
and for a moment, Jinan is absurdly touched by the implication 
that they both care. He suddenly feels prosperous 
and full of hope, with his elegant wife who looks after his 
every need, his teenage son who has the stature and sportiness 
that he so conspicuously lacks, and his lovely home 
with a sunlit view across the trees of the crescent. He slides 
his eggs, sausages, and cherry tomatoes onto a plate and 
takes it to the breakfast bar. Hes forgotten to make his 
toast and decides to do without it rather than risk have 
everything else go cold. Besides, an Atkins breakfast wont do him any harm; hes noticed that hes getting a bit cuddly 
of late.

We should go out and do something, seeing as its such 
a gorgeous day. What do you reckon? he says, tucking in 
enthusiastically. The eggs are slightly too brown on the 
bottom, but the sausages are delicious, and the grilled 
cherry tomatoes burst in his mouth with an explosion of 
sweetness. He is tempted to tell Delphine not to bother 
about the beef tomatoes next week and to get these again 
instead, but decides against it; it might seem a bit temperamental 
on his part. He is the solid, dependable one, after 
all. His family rely on him to be consistent, to make his 
decisions and stick to them.

Sure, says Delphine. It says here that theres a fantastic 
Anish Kapoor installation at the Serpentine gallery  its 
listed as a must-see. Jinan and Lucky, without looking at 
each other, sputter out a laugh in unison.

Good one, Mum, says Lucky. I needed cheering up.

Oh, suit yourselves, Philistines. Ill go by myself next 
week, Delphine huffs.

I was thinking about a stroll in the park, maybe a nice 
pub lunch somewhere? Jinan suggests hopefully.

Yeah, well, Ill pass, mutters Lucky. His dad seemed 
not to realize any more that doing something wasnt the 
same as eating something; it seemed these days that his 
father was always eating, or planning to eat, or returning 
from eating. Was there a word for reverse bulimia, when 
you hoover rather than throw? Portia would know; she 
knew that kind of thing, because she could do crosswords 
and sudoku. Besides, I thought I might go shopping. I need to buy some bits, Im growing out of everything. This was 
a valid excuse. He already towered over his parents, who 
were both of medium height; in fact, Jinan was just an inch 
taller than Delphine, which meant that he was shorter than 
her when she wore heels.

Fine, but Id better come with you, Delphine says. 
Lucky tries to argue, but Delphine is stern. Ive told you 
lots of times, when youre sixteen you can buy your own 
clothes, but not before. Then she adds, with incontrovertible 
logic, Besides, how do you think youre going to pay 
for it all? so Lucky is forced to acquiesce. Jinan, suddenly 
abandoned by both spouse and child, realizes that he will 
need to have his walk and pub lunch on his own; he is too 
proud to argue his case, or point out that there is plenty of 
time to do the walk, have the lunch, and then go shopping. 
The flicker of happiness that he felt evaporates abruptly, 
and he now feels with certainty that neither his spouse nor 
his offspring cares very much after all. He wishes, for a 
bitter moment, that he could cause them the sort of pain 
that he is feeling now in his chest and deep in his insides; 
a feeling that he suspects is nothing to do with his newly 
voracious appetite, nothing to do with heartburn, but simply 
to do with his heart. He reaches for a croissant, wishing 
that either Delphine or Lucky will stop him, but neither of 
them does.

Lucky, meanwhile, is thinking only that he will have 
new clothes for Monday. But he is still dreading it.
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Nice top, says Portia, looking over the side wall into 
Zakis back garden, where Lucky has been practising dives 
in his freshly acquired gear to get rid of the tell-tale new 
look, kicking the ball against the wall and then saving it. 
Why arent you in uniform?

Lucky, unaware that he was being observed, is taken by 
surprise. This was not how he planned to see Portia on 
Monday morning. He had intended to be sitting casually in 
Zakis shop, his cool clobber on show for when she walked 
in after her paper round, and be able to reach out towards 
Portia, to kiss her hello. Perhaps on the cheek, perhaps 
even on the lips. But instead she has returned early, and he 
is lying prostrate on the ground while she is on the other 
side of a wall, her lips nowhere within reach. Symbolic, he 
thinks grimly to himself.

I was up at the crack of dawn, practising, he says.

I thought practice was tonight? she asks, raising an 
eyebrow. She seems so casual as to be almost disinterested, 
and he feels foolish to have assigned such a weight of 
expectation to their meeting this morning.

Normally it is, but this weeks different. Ive got to 
learn to be a cracking goalie in a week. He explains the 
events of Saturday to her and gets quite overwrought by it 
all, although he is not sure if he is upset about Saturday or 
upset that their date has not proven to be a date at all, just 
a not-quite-accidental meeting.

She listens sympathetically and then says matter of 
factly, Well, what are we bloody waiting for, then? and 
starts to ruck up her skirt. Lucky, still a bit upset, looks at 
her with horror, not having a clue what she is proposing. Portia simply tucks her skirt into her knickers and adds, 
Ill help you. Its no good you trying to save if youre 
having to kick it yourself. Just tell me what you need me to 
do.

Lucky is about to say that there would be little use in 
Portia helping him as his own strikes rebounding off the 
wall probably had more pace than anything she could kick 
or throw, but then he realizes that of course that isnt the 
point. The point is that Portia is showing shes in his corner, 
and he appreciates this gesture enormously. She climbs up 
the wall, manages to get one shapely leg over and calls out 
to Lucky, A little help here, please, as the second one 
follows precariously. He goes and half catches her, half lifts 
her down, and as he deposits her, she is so close that she is 
standing on his own trainers. Portia stands on tiptoe, 
achingly near to Lucky, and brushes her lips very lightly 
against his, so gently and softly that it is almost not a kiss, 
but something even more intimate; a promise, a secret. Her 
lips feel wonderfully warm and slightly damp, as though 
she has just licked them, and Lucky feels his own lips 
melting at her touch  a liquid feeling that trickles all the 
way through to his fingertips, which are still lightly holding 
her waist, and right down to his toes, which still have the 
reassuring weight of Portia balanced on them. Is that 
better? she asks.

Lucky nods. Yes it is, he says. And suddenly, it all was.
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Honeymoon in Paris

IT WAS AN ACCIDENT. That was all. Something as simple 
as an accident, on a busy street in Montmartre, 
where a cab swerved to avoid a bike and ploughed into a 
young woman crossing the street. She had been holding 
a little bag of croissants that she was bringing back for 
breakfast. She had been waving to her husband, who 
had been looking out for her from the tiny, outwardly 
ornate window of their shabby rented room on the second 
floor. Her smooth brown arms were bare in the spring 
sunshine and she was wearing extravagant flares in white 
and blue that swished around her ankles. And suddenly 
she was flying, almost gracefully; for an instant her body 
was perfectly parallel with the ground she soared above, 
her bare arms straight by her sides, and then she landed 
in a crumpled heap, the back of her head releasing a 
steady flow of bright red blood, her lips forming an O 
of surprise.

Zaki ran down the stairs and forced his way through the 
gathering crowd. Cest ma femme! he shrieked, and when 
he reached Nadya, there was already a man authoritatively kneeling by her side. The man announced to Zaki that he 
was a doctor, and looked sorrowfully at him.

Je suis navr; je ne pouvais rien faire. Elle tait dj 
morte. Touching Zakis shoulder, he added sympathetically, 
It was sudden, she would have felt no pain.

Zaki ignored him and gathered Nadya in his arms, her 
blood spilling over him. She was so warm and soft, and he 
whispered to her, Youre not dying. Youre not dead yet. 
Youre still here. I know youre still here. He remained 
rocking her, whispering to her, until the ambulance arrived 
and she was taken to the hospital and formally pronounced 
dead on arrival. She was just twenty years old.
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The last thing Zaki expected, in the dark and dizzy aftermath 
following the accident, was for his father to turn up 
in Paris. He had not left things well with his Baba, who 
had flown into a fury about the ill-advised elopement with 
a pregnant village girl and had insisted that Zaki annul 
the marriage or lose his funding for his college place at the 
Sorbonne. Realizing that his no-good-nothing son had no 
intention of annulling the marriage and that without 
money, Zakaria would have no choice but to stay in Dhaka 
and flaunt his stupid marriage with some local slut and her 
harami-bullshit-bastard, Mr Khalil reviewed his strategy. 
The scandal could ruin his business among the moneyed 
ladies of Dhaka, and he was nothing if not a businessman; 
he was, after all, one of the most successful shopkeepers in 
the new quarter. He would give Zakaria enough money to 
go back to Paris, on the condition that he stayed quietly there and never darkened his fathers door again. The last 
words that Zakis Baba had said to him when giving him 
his cheque and marching orders were, The next time I see 
you, Zakaria, it had better be my funeral, or yours.

Zaki took up this offer cheerfully and, telling Nadya that 
college was greatly overrated, took up a casual job as a 
croupier in a casino that paid their modest rent and left 
them enough to live like students, in the unfettered and 
impractical way that Zaki had always dreamed of. They ate 
canned foie gras with bread and bananas in their room for 
supper, shopped for flamboyant clothes and knick-knacks 
at flea markets, and spent lazy afternoons in cafes and 
student digs with Zakis liberal friends from the Sorbonne. 
Nadya liked the adventure of Paris, with its soaring, ornate 
architecture, and loved the serenity and order of the formal 
gardens and parks most of all. So when the baby was born, 
dark, fat-lipped, and furious, the teenagers were both so 
delighted with the cross little bundle they named him Jinan, 
a garden of paradise. Apart from writing his Baba a short 
note to inform him of the birth, and to include a happy 
photo of the three of them with the impertinent suggestion 
that it be displayed in the Dhaka dining room, for the next 
three years Zaki kept true to his word and made no further 
attempt to contact his father or to coerce further funds from 
him. He fully expected never to see him again.

And yet here his Baba was, at his door, looking fat and 
prosperous and saying, God, Zakaria, you look like seven 
kinds of shit.
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Making coffee on the little gas ring, Zaki asked his father, 
So, how did you know?

Mr Khalil looked at his unshaven, hollow-eyed son; it 
was like he was in costume, with his patterned polyester 
shirt and grubby white flares. He seemed helpless as a child; 
all around him were the signs of collapsing domestic routine, 
piles of unfolded nappies and unwashed dishes. Mr 
Khalil felt a twinge of concern, of guilt even, that he 
suppressed sternly. This was all Zakarias fault, after all. 
He deserved no sympathy. No one had forced him to drag 
the poor girl out of her village in the first place. Your 
address? You put it on the letter, simpleton, he said 
condescendingly.

Zaki shook his head, too numb and weary to muster 
any indignation about the insult. No, I mean, about . . . 
my wife. It still hurt too much to say Nadyas name. It still 
hurt too much to get up in the morning and to go to bed at 
night. It hurt too much to do anything, but he was forced 
to carry on for Jinan, whose impotent infant fury had 
subsided with his mothers death, replaced by an unnerving 
gravity and solemnity that terrified Zaki more than his 
tantrums ever had.

I heard from the embassy. And dont flatter yourself 
that I came all the way from Dhaka just for you. I was in 
London taking care of some business with your Chacha 
Syed and Auntie Uma, Mr Khalil said testily. So, you 
dont have tea?

Zaki shook his head. No, not proper tea. But theres 
camomile somewhere, I think. He looked around helplessly 
and started opening jars with a wild-eyed hopelessness until 
even Mr Khalil took pity on him.

Coffees fine, Zakaria. Coffees fine, he said hastily, 
before his son could make the room even more disorganized 
than it already was. So, wheres the boy? Her boy, I mean, 
he asked, peering round. With the state of the apartment, 
he wouldnt have been surprised if the child was asleep 
under a pile of laundry somewhere.

You mean my son, said Zaki, some of his old fire 
returning at the needling implication that Nadyas child 
was nothing to do with him. His names Jinan. Hes at the 
maternelle  nursery school. They thought it was best that 
he keep to his routines. Ill pick him up after lunch.

Isnt he a bit old for nappies? asked Mr Khalil a bit 
meanly, looking pointedly at the piles around them.

Hes only three and half, snapped Zaki. Hes needed 
them again since the accident. For Gods sake, the boys 
lost his mother and youre criticizing him for not being 
potty-trained!

Ouf, Zakaria. Always so touchy. I was just making 
bloody conversation, muttered Mr Khalil.

Zaki poured out the thick coffee into a cup for his father 
and thumped it in front of him on the brightly painted 
table. Why are you here, Baba? Are you here to gloat? 
Youve done that now, so you can bugger off and leave me 
and my son alone.

Mr Khalil took his coffee cup and drank it with obvious 
distaste. After a pause, in which Zaki looked mutinous and 
stared obviously at his wrist-watch, Mr Khalil added, So 
why do you think Im here? Im here to clean up the mess 
youve got yourself into. He looked around at the untidiness 
of the apartment for emphasis.

Well, thanks for the offer, but I can do my own washing-up and laundry, said Zaki, deliberately misunderstanding.

Mr Khalil had had enough of his arrogant sons moody 
nonchalance. For Gods sake, Zakaria! he exploded, popping 
one of his shirt buttons open in fury. Look at yourself! 
You cant take care of yourself, let alone an infant. This 
isnt Bangladesh, you cant expect the authorities out here 
to mind their own business. Theyll take the child away 
and put him into care. And even if they dont, how are you 
going to bring him up here? You cant work and look after 
him.

Well, what do you suggest I do? said Zaki in frustration.

The most obvious thing is to give him back to his 
people, and get on with your life, said Mr Khalil. Abdur 
knows his fathers people, his real fathers people, he added 
for emphasis, talking over Zaki before he could object. 
Hes their grandson, theyll be happy to have him. Theyre 
not so badly off, you know. The grandfather sells tickets at 
the local cinema, I believe. I could take him back and you 
could return to college. And do a proper subject this time, 
like business or accountancy, none of this philosophy 
bullshit.

Zaki looked at his father in outrage. You must be 
joking! Hes my son! Ive brought him up, and now you 
want me to abandon him to some provincial strangers who 
chased away his mother and who havent cared enough to 
enquire whether hes alive or dead? Hes just lost his mother 
and now you want him to lose his father too? Get out of 
here, Baba. I mean it, get out. Before I do something Ill 
really regret. Zaki stood up in anger and smashed his coffee cup violently on the floor, his grief-stricken lethargy 
evaporating. At that moment there was a knock on the 
door and a womans voice trilled out, Coucou! Nous 
sommes l! Zaki went to the door and saw Flavie from the 
fourth floor standing there with Jinan. You forgot, Zaki? 
she asked in French. Its Wednesday. Today is morning 
only at the maternelle. I saw this poor little angel waiting 
when I went to pick up my Vronique, and I thought Id 
bring him home for you.

God, its Wednesday! said Zaki, slapping himself on 
the forehead in frustration. His father shot him a look that 
was both irritated and pitying; he didnt understand French, 
but he could see exactly what had happened. His son was 
so hopeless that he couldnt even pick up a child from 
infant school at the right time. Sometimes he thought that 
there was nothing of him in Zakaria at all; he was all his 
mothers son, and his mother had been hopeless too  a 
lovely, long-limbed dreamer with a sickly pale complexion 
and such an infuriatingly weak and wilful constitution that 
she had dropped dead of diabetes in her thirties, a simple 
disease of too-much-sweetness that she should have been 
able to manage. Mr Khalil didnt so much mourn her death 
as resent her for it; she had abandoned him with her equally 
weak and wilful teenager to manage. What a bothersome 
burden, thought Mr Khalil, to have to admit that his proud 
blood coursed through Zakarias feeble, foolish veins; sometimes 
he thought that blood was not worth as much as 
people thought it was. Zaki was fortunately too harried 
to notice his fathers disdain and was gabbling his thanks to 
Flavie with desperate gratitude. Flavie, je te remercie 
infiniment! Thank you so, so much! He had dropped to his knees and was giving Jinan an enormous hug, which 
the little boy simply accepted, displaying neither pleasure 
nor annoyance. Im so sorry, Ji-Ji. Baba was silly to forget. 
Say thank you to Flavie.

Jinan obediently thanked her and held up his cheek 
to her for a kiss goodbye. Then he walked solemnly over to 
the fat, dark stranger in the chair and wordlessly held up 
his cheek politely for a kiss as well. Mr Khalil looked astonished; 
he had never encountered the French tradition of 
kissing a child when you enter their home, and unsure 
what to do, pecked the soft little cheek warily. Seemingly 
satisfied that etiquette had been met, Jinan toddled sturdily 
over to the corner, walking carefully past the broken shards 
of the coffee cup with a slight sigh, and pulled out a 
wooden box of toys and oddments from under the table. 
He tipped out a few items and then neatly replaced them 
all apart from an oversized book with extravagant illustrations 
on its well-thumbed pages. He lay on his tummy 
and turned the pages, reading out a story to himself in a 
broken combination of French, English and Bangla. His 
sleek cap of dark hair was impossibly smooth and neat.

This is him, this is Nadyas son? asked Mr Khalil in 
amazement. He had been expecting to see a scruffy village 
brat with a streaming nose and a screaming mouth, or 
perhaps a milky-faced weakling. Not this well-mannered, 
studious little prodigy. Not this chunky-legged, strong-looking 
thing with skin as dark chocolate as his own. And 
the boys toy box was the tidiest thing in the apartment. 
He can read at three?

Zaki looked at Jinan proudly, the distraction of the past 
few moments having made him forget his firm intent to throw his father out. No, he said with a rueful smile, of 
course he cant read, he hasnt even started school yet. His 
mamma used to read him that book; he knows each page 
by heart. Hes remembering, not reading.

Mammas gone, Jinan said sadly, looking up at the 
mention of his mother. She went away up there, he 
explained to the fat man in the chair, pointing to the sky 
through the window. He asked Zaki hopefully, Is it time 
for lunch?

Im sorry, Ji-Ji, I havent bought anything yet, said 
Zaki wearily; yet another thing he had failed to get right 
that day. This is your daddys daddy  he came over and 
surprised me. Lets go to the shop and get something.

No, lets go out for lunch, said Mr Khalil, surprising 
himself even more than Zaki. Ill treat us. He said conspiratorially 
to Jinan, Do you know what a daddys daddy is 
called, in Bangla?

Jinan nodded. Dada, he said simply, taking Mr Khalils 
hand with appealing trust. Mr Khalil was momentarily 
speechless at the small shock of affection that went through 
him with the little boys touch. He wished that his real son 
was half the man that his fake grandson promised to be. 
Blood, he thought to himself, really wasnt everything.
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It was over lunch that Mr Khalil came up with another 
suggestion for cleaning up Zakis mess. His cousin Syed 
had been inexpertly running a corner shop with his wife in 
an unfashionable part of London. Mr Khalil now owned 
the shop, albeit with a mortgage, as a result of having covered all of his cousins debts; he had been in London to 
look at selling the corner shop, but now had a better idea: 
his son could take it over. Working for himself, Zaki could 
run the shop and look after Jinan at the same time; he 
could just close it when he had to take Jinan to nursery or 
school. And on the condition that Zakaria stayed at the 
shop and paid his father a rent from his profits to cover 
the mortgage, Mr Khalil would eventually sign it over to 
him; it would be his and Jinans inheritance.

Ill need to think it over, said Zaki quietly, watching 
Jinan being fussed over by the avuncular owner of the little 
brasserie. He was showing him the fish-tank in the corner, 
and how the tiny treasure chest popped open every few 
seconds with a jet of bubbles that caused the rubber scuba-man 
to wobble with excitement.

Think all you want, Zakaria, said Mr Khalil cheerfully, 
but you dont have much choice. Youll not get any other 
inheritance from me, you know. Not once Im married 
again. Registering the surprise in Zakis face, he realized 
some explanation might be in order. Of course, you didnt 
know, did you? Im to marry again. Ive been a widower 
for eight years and Ive had enough of having to organize 
the house as well as the business. Im marrying Iqbals 
daughter, shes a wonderful administrator.

Faiza? Shes barely older than me, said Zaki in astonishment. 
Arent you a bit old to start a second family? 
Youre not a rock musician or a film star, you know.

Tch! Graceless as always, Zakaria. No matter, I accept 
your warm congratulations and shall pass your kind compliments 
to my intended, said Mr Khalil smoothly. And 
she is at least ten years your senior, so you shall address her respectfully as Apa. He added a bit tetchily, Besides, I 
am not yet fifty. Charlie Chaplin was much older than me 
when he married Oona ONeill. And she was just eighteen. 
But they had a long and happy marriage and several 
children.

Like I said, youre not a film star, said Zaki, just as the 
waitress brought over the dessert. Ji-Ji, your ice-creams 
on the table, he called out. Jinan didnt need telling twice; 
he leapt up from the fish-tank and returned to his seat 
instantly, tucking into his ice-cream with such speed and 
enthusiasm that Zaki spoke up distractedly, Ever since . . . 
you know . . . hes been eating non-stop. He never used to 
eat like this before. I think hes eating for comfort.

Nonsense, said Mr Khalil, looking at Jinan with 
approval and shovelling down his crme brle with equal 
relish. He has a healthy appetite, thats all. Its good that 
he eats. When you were his age you ate nothing, you were 
just skin and bone; it drove your poor mother to distraction. 
At the last mouthful, he added, Think about my 
offer, Zakaria. And think fast. Your Apa Faiza might have 
other plans for the corner shop in London once were 
married.
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Zaki did think it over, and realized that he really didnt 
have much choice. His funds were already at rock-bottom; 
Nadyas simple funeral had used the last of their savings 
and he had been forced to leave his job after the accident 
to look after Jinan. The only money he had earned lately 
had been from playing chess for money with some of the residents of his building and he suspected that they had lost 
out of pity. His student friends had helped a little, but they 
were as impoverished as he was. He couldnt deny that his 
fathers proposal made sense; he was qualified for nothing, 
but his summer helping out at the Khalil Emporium meant 
that he knew he could more or less manage a shop. He 
realized that his teenage pretensions to independence had 
been just that, and at the age of twenty-two he was being 
taken over and managed, with the best of intent, by his 
father and by his own familial ties. He agreed to his fathers 
proposal with one condition: that he would never reveal to 
Jinan, out of spite or malice, that Zaki was not really his 
father.

When Zaki and Jinan arrived at the little corner plot in 
the backstreets of Hammersmith on a grey summers day, a 
chill wind from the river whistled up the road, rattling and 
scattering the rubbish strewn over the nearby council estate. 
In the upstairs flat, the ghostly scent of Auntie Umas 
cooking still lingered in the brown swirling carpet, and the 
crowded shop below was littered with Chacha Syeds disorganized 
and out-of-date stock, all the sticky shelves 
packed high in teetering confusion. Zaki finally understood 
that the tag on his wrist at birth didnt say Dreamer after 
all. He didnt have any dreams any more; his dreams of an 
unfettered life with his gentle soul mate had been whisked 
away by a simple accident on a busy street in Montmartre. 
But he still had a son, and now he had a means to provide 
for him. The tag on his wrist at birth said Shopkeeper, 
just as his fathers had done; this was to be his straightforward 
and uncompelling fate, and Zaki now accepted 
that he was helpless to escape it.
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Shopping Lists for the Perfect Marriage

LUCKY IS IN HIS ROOM late on Friday night; although 
he has told himself again and again that tomorrows 
match is no big deal, he still feels too anxious about it 
to fall asleep. So instead he is pretending to be asleep; 
it seems a sensible thing to do, as he is in trouble, and his 
parents are arguing. He is not sure whether the trouble came 
before the argument and caused it, or whether the argument 
happened first and the getting in trouble bit just happened 
to come in along the way. From the muffled snatches of 
conversation he has managed to overhear when the voices 
have become heated enough to be raised, it seems his parents 
have found out that he hasnt been doing his homework all 
week. He suspects that his form master called them after 
dinner and sneaked on him; it wouldnt be the first time.

Lucky is not too concerned about being in trouble in 
this way as it happens fairly regularly and the punishment 
is usually straightforward. He will obviously have to make 
up the homework and will probably have a week without 
television, or something like that; in school terms, its pretty 
much a white-collar crime  its not like hes been caught cheating in tests, smoking in the loos or menacing the first 
years. Nor is Lucky too concerned about the argument; his 
parents are always arguing, but they thoughtfully tend to 
save their big arguments for when they think he cant hear. 
He finds this habit comforting rather than evasive; it is as 
though the one fundamental thing they do agree on is that 
they should never let Lucky witness their fights, or get 
involved. So however bad the argument was, whenever he 
sees them afterwards they are always civil to each other in 
front of him and present a united front, even if he can tell 
that theyre so pissed off with each other that theyd rather 
not even look at each other, let alone stay in the same 
room, let alone serve up dinner and make small talk around 
the table. With naive vanity, he unconsciously assumes that 
he alone holds them together, and that they will not 
separate as long as he remains between them. Itll all have 
blown over in the morning, he thinks to himself, finally 
falling into a fitful, mercifully dreamless sleep.



[image: img_07.jpg]



In the tastefully decorated living room, after taking the 
unsociably late call from Luckys form master, Jinan is 
furious. But its your job, Delphine, he fumes. You cant 
keep letting this happen. If its not your job to look after 
these things, what is?

Oh, thats just great, Jinan. Every time something goes 
wrong with our child, just blame it on me. Of course its 
my fault, she mutters sarcastically. Makes it easy for you, 
doesnt it? God forbid that you ever take the least bit of 
responsibility for your son.

Responsibility? exclaims Jinan. Youre accusing me of 
not taking responsibility for my son? You tell me, Delphine, 
when have you ever actually let me take responsibility? 
When he was a baby youd hardly even let me hold him 
without supervision, you just kept shooting instructions at 
me  support his head, support his head properly. You 
made me a nervous wreck!

Now youre just being ridiculous, she says. What on 
earth has holding a babys head got to do with getting an 
adolescent to do his homework?

Its to do with you undermining me, mutters Jinan.

But you constantly undermine me, exclaims Delphine, 
outraged. Nothings ever good enough for you. Im constantly 
pandering to you and putting up with your bad 
temper and criticism. You treat me like Im one of your 
bloody staff whos failed to meet expectations in her annual 
appraisal. At least at work I only got appraised once a year, 
with you its like a constant drone of things Ive done badly 
or not at all. I didnt pick up your dry-cleaning on the right 
day, I didnt get the right tomatoes, I didnt know that 
Lucky hadnt done his homework . . . do you ever stop to 
consider that perhaps I didnt deliberately set out to forget 
the dry-cleaning, just to piss you off? And if you must 
know, the reason I didnt buy the beef tomatoes last week 
was because I thought Id get you the organic cherry ones 
on the vine for a treat. I thought you might like them. I 
was trying to do something nice, and all you can ever do is 
snipe at me and complain . . . Delphine is managing to get 
herself quite wound up, and feels almost teary.

Look, I dont care about the dry-cleaning, or the tomatoes 
 get any damned tomatoes you want, says Jinan with the intention of being soothing, but despite himself it comes 
out sounding truculent. He wishes now that he had said 
how much he enjoyed the cherry tomatoes; to admit he 
liked them now would make it seem as though he was 
being deliberately bloody-minded in going on about the 
beef ones, and justify her belief that he looked for trivial 
reasons to criticize her. It amazes him that he can make 
enormous, nail-biting decisions at work with confidence 
and integrity, but in his home he can get tiny decisions 
so spectacularly wrong. A simple decision about whether 
to say that the cherry tomatoes tasted nice or not. But I do 
care about Luhiths homework. I mean, what do you have 
to do thats more important than looking after Luhith? 
Unthinkingly, he adds, I mean, what else do you have to 
do? He realizes instantly that the last sentence shouldnt 
have been said aloud, even though he didnt say it with 
malicious intent, and in fact meant it honestly.

What else do I have to do? How dare you! Delphine 
practically hisses in anger. And you have the gall to stand 
there and tell me that this is about me undermining you? 
Nothing is more important to me than Lucky, and if you 
were the least bit capable or bothered about looking after 
your son, Id have been able to go back to work years ago.

Oh God, not this again, says Jinan wearily. Didnt we 
talk about this two minutes ago? Ive got one thing to say 
to you, or rather two things: support his head, support his 
head properly! Besides, its not like you even wanted to go 
back to work. You just wanted to stay at home and mooch 
needily over the baby.

I wanted to stay at home and try to be a good mother. 
And thats what you wanted too, if you remember. And I am a good mother. Do you have any idea why Lucky hasnt 
handed in any homework this week? Because I can at least 
make an educated guess. Hes incredibly stressed about 
tomorrow, and I know for a fact that hes been practising 
around the clock. Hes barely been sleeping. What do you 
expect me to do? Go down to the ground, drag him back 
kicking and screaming and stand over him with a stick 
while he writes out some poxy history essay?

Yes! says Jinan, surprising himself with his vehemence. 
Yes, if thats what it takes. I keep telling you that hes 
taking his football too seriously, and now its affecting his 
schoolwork. He needs to start focusing on whats important. 
I mean, when I was his age

I dont want to hear about when you were his age. Its 
not about you, Jinan, interrupts Delphine quietly, with 
sudden, dangerous authority. And it doesnt matter that his 
football isnt important to you, what matters is that its 
important to Lucky. She gets up and walks not towards 
their room, but the spare bedroom. Tomorrow, Im going 
to get up and drive Lucky to his match, and youre going to 
do the decent thing and wish him luck. And after the match 
I will sit down with him, and make sure that he does all the 
work he didnt do last week, and all the work hes meant 
to do for this week. And thats all there is to it. She looks 
at him from the gloom of the hallway and twists back her 
hair with a tired gesture. We all make mistakes sometimes. 
Theres no need for you to make us all so miserable about 
it, just because we dont live up to your expectations.

Jinan, unwilling to leave the discussion so abruptly, 
follows her into the hallway, even though he knows he 
shouldnt. Im fed up with this, Delphine. Im fed up with being accused of being a bad person, a bad father. Im 
always the guilty one, Im always the cause of all our 
problems; I make one little comment, and you interpret it 
as criticism and jump down my throat. Youre difficult too, 
you know; youre bloody hard work sometimes.

Delphine stops at the door and turns around. I know 
Im difficult. Im sorry. She knows that in this matter he is 
right, and she feels she must admit this, if only to be honest 
to herself. She is difficult because she is unhappy, she is 
unhappy because she is dissatisfied, and she has no one on 
whom she can project her dissatisfaction apart from her 
husband. She knows that Jinan cant win with her, as what 
he says gets taken down in evidence, and what he doesnt 
say gets interpreted as disinterest. She also knows that 
Jinan needs her; despite his big talk, he needs her to support 
him, to prop him up, to put up with bursts of bad temper 
or sullenness and even pander to harmless whims. It is 
entirely possible that she needs him in the same way, but 
the truth is that she is too tired in their relationship to try 
any more, as though it was the trying that was so . . . trying 
in the first place.

Her softly spoken apology has knocked the indignation 
out of Jinan like a physical punch to the guts. He feels 
compromised once more, he feels small and insignificant, 
as though the idealized mother he doesnt really remember 
has just told him off. It doesnt feel fair.

He says plaintively, You know, my friends think we 
have the perfect marriage. He hates the sound of his voice; 
it seems to him like that of a little boy whining, when hed 
intended to end their discussion with a rueful and ironic 
master stroke.

Mine too, says Delphine, offering a truce, unintentionally 
taking the petty consolation of the last word from 
Jinan. See you in the morning, she says, and as she sees 
Jinans well-scrubbed face fall slightly in defeat, she is 
suddenly unhappy with herself for only managing to sound 
polite, rather than kind. She shuts the door to the spare 
room behind her, looks at the clean expanse of beige, 
taupe and cream bedlinen stretched coldly across the bed, 
and remembers a flamboyant voice from the past saying 
irreverently and illogically, but somehow with authority, 
Something is only perfect because it cant get any worse.
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The Scent of Whisky and Regret

LUCKY IS THRILLED to see Portia at the ground when 
he arrives for pre-match training. In his experience, 
most schoolgirls tend to be unrecognizable when not in 
uniform, but Portia just looks even more like herself, and 
simply stunning. Its not as though shes dressed particularly 
sexily; shes wearing faded denims and a jumper, but 
with her long, slim legs and her short, cropped hair, she 
looks a bit like a model on her day off.

Isnt that the girl from Zakis shop? asks Delphine, pulling 
up and parking. Pretty, isnt she?

Yeah, thats Portia, says Lucky casually. After the 
initial excitement of seeing her, he now feels a bit intimidated; 
he can see himself with Schoolgirl Portia, but why 
on earth would Model Portia be interested in him? He still 
cant quite believe that she has picked an oversized, not 
very clever adolescent like him. He sees his mother is going 
to get out of the car too and says, Mum, would you mind 
just coming back for the game? You dont need to watch 
me train.

Delphine looks at Lucky, looks at Portia, and understands. Sure, darling. She waits for his usual abrupt kiss 
goodbye, the kiss that she values even though it is from 
habit rather than affection, but he just bounds out of the 
car towards Portia and doesnt even turn around to wave 
her goodbye as she starts the car and moves off.
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Lucky stands very close to Portia. I want to kiss you but I 
think my mums looking, he says shyly.

Its OK, Im not going anywhere, she replies, sliding 
her hands up and down his upper arms reassuringly. How 
are you feeling  not too sore? Not too tired. Not too 
scared?

No, Im feeling perfect, just perfect. Looking over his 
shoulder to check that his mums Audi is out of sight, he 
pulls Portia to him in a bear hug, and kisses her warmly. 
For once she doesnt smell of fags, and she tastes sweet, 
like the Cadburys fruit and nut bar that is sticking out of 
her back pocket. You feel perfect, too, he says, feeling the 
warmth of her along his torso, the softness where her slim 
waist nips in above her jeans.

Dont say perfect, says Portia, between their kisses. If 
something is perfect it cant get any worse.

That sounds like one of Zakis lines, laughs Lucky. 
OK, almost perfect, hows that?

Much better, says Portia. You dont mind me coming 
so early, do you? I wont get in the way, I couldnt 
face staying at home for another minute watching creepy 
Malcolm slop all over my mother . . . She shakes her head 
in disgust.

No, Im glad you came, says Lucky, surprised by the 
question. Portia has that melancholic, almost angry look 
about her again; he wants to ask her about it, but is 
interrupted by the arrival of a couple of his team-mates, 
with bags slung over their shoulders. They wolf-whistle at 
Portia and make teasing kissing faces at Lucky as they 
wander into the ground. Bugger off, he shouts to them, 
secretly pleased to have been seen with her. I guess Id 
better go in. Ill see you after the match.

I dont need to wish you luck, do I? says Portia. Its 
practically already your middle name.

Luhith Lucky Khalil grins at her. Youre right! he 
says, and kisses her gratefully on the cheek. He races in 
after his team-mates, anticipating a barrage of questions 
about the gorgeous girl he was with and not minding the 
prospect one little bit.
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Delphine has to stop around the corner, as she feels an 
absurd urge to cry and her eyes are fiercely blurry. She has 
cried over Lucky many times before, although never in 
front of him; she cried when he burbled his first word-like 
sounds, a little song of ma-ma-ma-na-na-nyum-num, she 
cried when he took his first steps, cruising around their 
chunky coffee table, and she cried when she took him to 
school. Hold my hand if youre scared, she had told him, 
but instead she had been the one to reach out for his soft 
little palm as she was the one who had been scared, 
watching him disappear confidently through the gates. She 
had cried with each little watershed that took him away from her, that made him depend upon her less; each 
moment that took away his infant perfection and marked 
the passage of time as he grew into something real and 
imperfect. Now he was practically an adult, with a girlfriend, 
and concerns of his own that had nothing to do 
with her. She feels a surge of bitter resentment towards 
Lucky for no longer needing her; she feels used and even 
cheated. I havent forgiven him for having grown up, she 
thinks candidly to herself, horrified by her selfishness. 
Delphine pulls herself together, blows her nose, and goes to 
a cafe to wait until the game. Ordering a latte and a slice 
of guiltily comforting fudge cake, she understands, with a 
flash of empathy, why Jinan gains weight so easily. She 
leaves the cake untouched and, taking the latte in its paper 
cup, gets back in her car to drive to Hammersmith. She 
wishes that her own weaknesses were as simply diagnosed 
as her husbands; she wishes she could find comfort in the 
same straightforward way.
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Zaki is in the corner shop poring over the Racing Post and 
feeling vaguely guilty about Lucky, who has his big match 
that afternoon. Oh, for Chrissake, he thinks to himself, its 
not as though you havent got better things to do with your 
time than stand in the rain and watch a load of zitty 
adolescents chase a ball around. Besides, the kid doesnt 
need you to be there  dont flatter yourself. No one needs 
you, youre just an old joke  the comic relief, an embarrassment 
to your prosperous and respectable family, to 
your nitpicking lawyer son and your nit of a father; the former ignores him from the other side of town, and the 
latter ignores him from the other side of the world. Oh 
well, he reflects, in eleven years Ill get my free bus pass 
and be officially too old to be called a black sheep any 
more, so everyone will just call me eccentric instead. Bad 
old, mad old, just plain old old, eccentric Chacha Zaki. He 
takes a slurp of his coffee, made the old-fashioned way 
with instant as he couldnt muster the energy to fiddle 
around with the shiny Krups machine that morning, and 
makes a face. He never minded instant coffee before, or 
even the thick gunk that Orla produced next door, but 
after just a few days of decent espressos, now he cant stand 
it. The trouble with getting something good, he reflects, is 
that you get used to it, and then when you dont have it, 
you miss it more than you ever enjoyed having it in the first 
place. You feel the loss more than you take pleasure in the 
possession. Just like relationships, he says. Christ, hes 
talking to himself now, he really is a mad old man. The 
bell tinkles on his door as a customer wanders in, and he 
keeps his eyes down from long habit. Looking at people 
only encouraged them to engage with you, or, God forbid, 
interrupt your morning by buying stuff, which would then 
need to be reordered and replaced.

Good morning, Zaki, says Delphine with unusual formality, 
walking up towards the counter and sipping 
through the lid of a paper cup.

Hello, Della, responds Zaki, not bothering to hide his 
surprise. Why arent you at the match?

Delphine sits on the stool opposite the counter and 
slides her handbag off her shoulder. Oh, Lucky asked me to push off during practice. I was cramping his style with 
his new girlfriend.

Makes a nice change, says Zaki, to have you wandering 
in here complaining about your son instead of mine. 
He looks at Delphine, who is dressed impeccably in casual 
chic, with immaculately clean jeans and a simple, expensive-looking 
pullover. You look different today, he says. 
Theres a brightness to her eyes, a pinkness to her cheeks, 
but he supposes that could just be clever cosmetics.

Im feeling different, says Delphine. I came to tell you 
something. Im not going to come in any more and complain 
about Jinan to you.

Well, thank Christ for that, mutters Zaki dishonestly, 
since the truth is that he quite likes Delphines visits, even 
though he makes a great show of grumbling about them. 
Let me guess  you had a searching heart-to-heart over a 
civilized bottle of Bollinger and agreed to a revised household 
rota, marriage guidance counselling on Saturdays 
somewhere conveniently near Jinans golf course, and perhaps 
to get side-by-side massages together every other week 
so you could bond away from the pressures of the home? 
He says this all rather meanly, even though he knows he 
should be happy for them. Isnt that how you middle-class 
types resolve your little episodes?

Not quite, replies Delphine calmly. Ive just had 
enough of complaining. We had another quarrel yesterday 
over nothing, and Ive had enough of that too. Im beginning 
to wonder whether it might be less stressful for us all 
if I just left him.

What? Zaki spits his coffee over the Racing Post in horror. Not funny, Della  you know I cant take practical 
jokes first thing in the morning. April Fools Day was last 
week.

Im not sure that I am joking, says Delphine. Im 
getting so tired of us, of our stupid little quarrels, of his 
bloody weekly lists, of being constantly picked at. Im 
becoming miserable, depressed and, God, Im becoming 
downright . . . boring. Christ, Im sorry, Im complaining 
again and I said I wouldnt . . . She sighs and peels the lid 
off her coffee, licking the foam off the plastic top 
unthinkingly.

Zaki pulls a bottle of whisky out from under the 
counter. Fortunately its just gone noon, so its acceptable 
to drink, he says, pouring it generously into his coffee and 
taking a deep slug. Allowing himself to indulge after midday 
was almost the only way he differentiated his weekends 
from his weekdays. Would you like some?

No, but thank you for offering, replies Delphine 
politely.

No, thank you for refusing, says Zaki, tipping the rest 
of the bottle into his mug so that the whisky is only slightly 
flavoured by coffee, rather than the other way round. He 
downs a bit more, then asks, So, does Jinan have anything 
to say about all this, about how down youve been feeling?

I havent talked to him about it, she says.

So why on earth are you telling me? asks Zaki. 
Delphine raises her eyes to his; she has misty grey eyes, 
chameleon eyes that can flicker from being cautious and 
assessing to appealing and otherworldly. They had been the 
first thing hed noticed about her, over twenty years ago when he first saw her, a drowned yuppie rat in a good suit 
dripping in a cab. Oh, he says knowingly, I get it . . .

Dont flatter yourself, old man, Delphine says 
brusquely, with just a touch of her old humour.

I dont mean that! says Zaki, pretending to be 
offended. I really do get it. You want me to tell you how 
much Jinan loves you, and that hed be heartbroken without 
you. You want me to pick apart and overanalyse that 
oh-so-troubling puzzle of men and relationships with you. 
You want me to gossip and offer comfort and sympathy. 
He drinks his whisky coffee a lot more cheerfully and 
finally guffaws, unable to hide his mirth. Della, you want 
me to be your bloody girlfriend!

Delphine flushes because she suspects he might be right. 
Well, Im glad that my miserable life provides you with 
some entertainment. Youre meant to be my friend, youre 
one of the oldest friends I have here in London. Why cant 
you stop joking for once and give me a bit of goddamned 
friendly advice? And why shouldnt you give me comfort, 
and sympathy, and some reasons why I should stay with 
Jinan?

Firstly, Im not your friend. You stopped being my 
friend when you married my son  then you became my 
relation. You cant be friends with your family, its like 
enjoying something youre forced to do, or paid to do. It 
never happens, you just resent the imposition too much, 
says Zaki. Secondly, Jinans an annoying little bugger. He 
wasnt always that way, but since he hit double figures 
theres been no stopping him, so I cant give you any 
reasons to stay with him. If Id been married to him, Id have left him when I got my first stupid weekly to do list 
from him when he was eleven years old. Baba, wash my PE 
kit, iron my uniform, buy me orange juice so I dont get 
scurvy, make my dentist appointment, get me a junior 
dictionary . . . Anyhow, the bottom line, Beautiful, is that 
Im stuck with him  youre not.

Delphine looks at him, dumbfounded. So thats your 
advice? You think I should leave your son because hes 
annoying, and he writes to do lists?

Yup, says Zaki cheerfully. That pretty much sums it 
up. And dont hang around too long to do it, youre no 
spring chicken any more, so you might get left on the 
second-time-around shelf. In ten years time, youll be too 
old for me, even . . . The bell rings over the doorway and 
a couple of local kids walk into the shop. Bugger, mutters 
Zaki, before continuing regardless, despite his audience, 
But dont worry about Jinan, hell be fine. Rich lawyers 
dont have any trouble finding dates, even if theyre old and 
ugly. And Jinan is only thirty-six, and hes by no means 
hideous, if you like the well-scrubbed, clean-shaven look. 
Hell be with a nice blonde twenty-something secretary 
before you can sneeze trophy wife. Theres probably one 
with her eye on him right now, thinking poor thing, that 
skinny Knightsbridge housewife isnt taking proper care of 
him.

Oh, fuck off, says Delphine good-humouredly. I know 
exactly what youre doing, telling me that hell be in 
demand and I wont  youre trying to scare me into staying 
with him.

Is that what I was doing? says Zaki in mock surprise. 
Im cleverer than I thought. Is it working?

I think Id miss you more than him, says Delphine 
innocently, drinking her latte. You always make me feel 
better.

The kids come to the counter with comics and chocolates, 
forcing Zaki to put down his paper and help them. 
As Delphine watches him joke with them, her grey eyes 
mist over as she remembers the summer they met and dated 
 the silly pranks he played on her annoying neighbours in 
Putney, the nights in the casinos and days at the races, the 
sheer irresponsibility of it all. By day shed been a buttoned-up, 
ruthless, ladder-climbing executive; by night shed been 
like a schoolgirl with her secret, unsuitable boyfriend. With 
the distance of time, she feels a slight yearning, a sorrow 
for the young girl she had forced to lead such different 
lives, as though it wasnt really her who had done and felt 
all those things, but someone else. A previous self. She 
possibly even feels a little bit of regret for the ambition that 
the girl had that would never allow her to have a serious 
relationship with a shopkeeper, however fond she was of 
him. Its silly to feel sorry for that girl, she thinks  didnt 
the snobby little princess get everything she wanted? A 
successful career and a successful lawyer husband that she 
could boast about at dinner parties, and later, a lovely son 
and a lovely home, as far away culturally from her village 
as she could manage? Although, she thought, perhaps 
getting everything you wanted is also something to feel 
sorry about, since where did that leave you to go? 
Nowhere, apart from backwards.

How funny, after all these years, that the unsuitable 
man that girl had rejected so blithely, after one long 
summer, was the one still sitting here and listening to her confidences and making her feel better. She remembers 
Zakis flamboyance and head-turning looks, but she doesnt 
remember what it felt like to kiss him, to hold him close 
and then let him go. She represses a dangerous urge to 
remind herself of those forgotten things, then she pats his 
hand and satisfies herself by giving him a warm, daughterly 
kiss on his unshaven cheek. She does not allow the kiss to 
linger; if she stays too close to him, he may notice her scent 
of coffee and regret. Do you mind if I go upstairs and 
make myself another latte? This ones gone cold, she says. 
And then well go to Luckys match. He could do with 
your support; Jinans playing golf today.

Zaki looks after her as she disappears up the stairs. He 
tells himself that he is glad that he helped; it was the least 
he could do after she had taken over the burden of his son 
from him, and those to do lists and other annoying habits 
that he had never been able to persuade Jinan to break. He 
has always told himself that it was his job to make her feel 
better.

But you always make me feel worse, he tells the empty 
air that she has left in her wake. Talking to himself again, 
like the bad old, mad old, old old eccentric man he is soon 
to become. He downs his drink and is unable to resist 
touching his cheek where her lips brushed him so warmly, 
where her breath misted on him. What did she smell, when 
she kissed him? What else was there to smell on him but 
whisky and regret?
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Captain Khalil on the Field of Battle

AS THE TEAMS spill out on to the pitch, a light drizzle 
starts. Symbolic, thinks Lucky, resigned.

Oi, Lucky, you know what they say about blokes with 
big hands, says Ming, as they get into position. Lucky says 
nothing and waits for the punchline. Yeah, big gloves, 
Ming guffaws, whacking Luckys massive goalie gloves for 
effect. When Lucky doesnt join in, he adds, Come on, 
cheer up, mate! Its not a bloody execution.

We dont know that yet, do we? replies Lucky. Just 
mark your man, mate, and leave out the jokes. He looks 
across at his nemesis, Phenomenon Felix, Curler Conway, 
a striker who can bend a ball, who can fly across a pitch so 
fast with such perfect timing that he barely needs to touch 
the ball to keep it ahead of him. Lucky has seen his photos 
in local papers and on the Swindon team website, but is 
always taken aback by how tiny he is in person. A short 
white kid with a round potato face and freckles who looks 
a bit of a geek. Like Lucky, Conway is captaining his 
team, but he isnt indulging in his usual banter with his 
team-mates; he just seems unusually focused and collected. However, Lucky has been observant enough to see him 
glancing surreptitiously at the stands, at two particular 
anonymous-looking people in expensive all-weather gear, 
because Lucky has been doing the same. There are two 
scouts there, one from a London club, the other one from 
Manchester. Perhaps this game will be the big one for 
Conway, where hell finally seal the deal and get an offer. 
Or perhaps hell get more than he bargained for.

Bring it on, Conway, Lucky mutters under his breath. 
Lets make a bit of club history.
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It is only ten minutes into the first half when Conway has 
his first clear shot on goal. He has had to run the length of 
the pitch and has been sneakily fouled by Ming, but still, 
as he goes down, manages to put the ball accurately in the 
direction of the net, although not with much pace. Lucky, 
able to judge exactly where the ball was going, saves it 
easily, and throws it back out to Ming immediately. Thats 
it, Lucky, shouts Harding encouragingly. Lucky shakes his 
head; that was barely a save, even Duncan would have 
managed that one, but he feels his confidence surge despite 
himself. The second shot on goal is a tougher one; it is a 
free kick, and knowing Conways curling ability, Lucky 
makes sure to hang back on his line, however tempted he 
is to come out to punch the ball clean away. The ball flies 
a neat and unexpected curve to the top right corner of the 
goal, and there are premature cheers from the Swindon 
supporters, who think its unsaveable. But Lucky, so intent 
on the smooth trajectory of the ball that he seems half hypnotized, just manages to get the tips of his fingers to it, 
and ease it over the bar.

Conway is getting agitated  it is almost unheard of for 
him not to have scored halfway though the first half. Get 
me some bloody service, he is heard shouting to his team, 
his voice unexpectedly deep and fractious for such a small, 
mild-looking boy. The third chance on goal Conway 
makes almost single-handedly for himself, dribbling past 
all the defenders with such swift precision that the other 
players look like they are in slow motion. Lucky, who has 
the clearest view of the pitch, is almost lost in admiration; 
bloody hell, he thinks, its Michael Owen against Argentina 
in the France 1998 World Cup. He realizes that the 
only way he can deny Conway is by showing that he 
wants the ball more than him, and that hes willing to do 
anything for it; the battle is going to be less about skill 
than about nerves. Lucky recklessly abandons the goal and 
running out, dives for the ball, risking Conways boot in 
his face. He falls badly, but the ball is safe, curled in tight 
against him, and Conway tumbles over him. Fuck me, 
Conway says in furious shock, looking at his opposite 
captain; the idiot Khalil kid could have wound up with a 
mouth full of broken teeth. As the whistle blows for halftime, 
Conway, who shook hands pleasantly enough at the 
start, gives Lucky the filthiest look. Its not fucking over 
yet, you FrogWog mongrel. Lucky, testing his shoulder, 
is surprised, as hed never heard of Conway having a temper; 
he is also flattered, since Conway knowing his French 
and Asian background means that he must have looked 
him up on Luckys own teams website. He says nothing, 
but hauls himself off the ground and smiles as he goes to meet his coach on the sidelines. Hes rattled Conway; if he 
can rattle him, he can beat him. He just has to want it 
more.

In the second half Lucky saves two more goal attempts, 
to the delight of the home crowd who are singing a 
combination of I should be so Lucky with Can Khalil do 
it? Yes he can! Hes never heard them get so excited before. 
Lucky has played some great games in the past, but there is 
nothing that compares to this  its like he cant put a foot 
or a hand wrong, and he and the ball home in together 
with almost magnetic attraction. But his luck runs out in the 
closing minutes, when Ming gets overexcited and tackles 
Conway aggressively in the area; Conway takes his chance 
and drops like a stone. The crowd hiss and shout at him to 
get up; Harding yells indignantly at the ref, but Lucky just 
prepares himself for the inevitable penalty. He watches 
Conway preparing to take the kick among the boos and 
catcalls, and suddenly he feels very calm. I know you, he 
thinks; I know where youll move, I know which way youll 
strike; I know, because youre just like me. Conway strikes 
the ball and everything suddenly slows down; there is no 
noise apart from the blood rushing through his head and 
pumping an insistent tattoo behind his ears. There is no 
anticipation and no memory, there is only the moment, an 
elongated moment as the ball sails into the air, and Lucky 
leaps to claim it. He jumps the right way, but cant quite 
manage to get his hands behind the ball and instead 
unthinkingly tries to head it. The ball is travelling at 
60 mph, and glancing off the side of his glove, gets him 
between the eyes and rebounds off him with a soft thwack into the side of the net. Lucky collapses in the goal, and the 
whistle is blown.
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Lucky wakes to find his team carrying him off the field in 
honour, to the shrieks and cheers of the home crowd. Did 
we do it? Did I save it? he asks, and has to look at the 
scoreboard for the answer. But we lost? hes asking Jackie 
and Ming and Harding in bemusement, wondering why 
they are celebrating.

Bollocks we lost! contradicts Jackie. We went the 
distance, and he only got that penalty because he fell like a 
girl. Id say Conways tarnished his golden reputation 
today, and you, mate, are my personal hero! He pulls at 
Luckys sore head and places a smacking kiss on the top of 
it.

Put me down! Lucky protests, not quite convinced 
about the merit of the celebration, scouring the crowd for 
Portia, his mum, and the two anonymous-looking blokes 
hed clocked before. He is finally deposited on the side of 
the stand and is barely up on his feet when he is knocked 
down viciously from behind with a sharp kick to his 
kidneys. He turns over on the ground to see Conway 
leaping over him and starting to punch him, his face twisted 
with fury. You bastard! You bloody Paki bastard!

Lucky pushes him off easily, and holds him flailing at 
arms length. Not Paki. FrogWog, remember? Whats the 
matter, Conway? You won, didnt you?

Conway stops punching, and his fury gives way without warning to hot, angry tears. His guttural sobbing hits 
Lucky harder than his punches. You dont get it, do you, 
Khalil? This was my big chance, and thanks to you, I blew 
it.

Lucky feels a surge of sympathy. Mate, I do get it, he 
says, and reaches out to pat Conway on the shoulder, but 
he is shrugged off.

Just dont look at me, says Conway bitterly, embarrassed 
by his tears, and he runs into the dressing rooms. 
Hes just a kid, Lucky thinks; hes just a little kid after all 
the passion and the penalties are over. He wonders whether 
he should go after Conway, but then hears a familiar voice 
shouting his name and looks across the ground to see Zaki 
and Portia standing together, waving furiously. It has been 
such a magical afternoon, so full of unexpected occurrences, 
that Lucky does not question Zakis unusual 
appearance at the field, even though his obstinately indoor 
grandfather had expressed no intention of being caught out 
of doors on a damp Saturday afternoon. Lucky runs over 
to them. Wheres Mum? he asks, putting his arm around 
Portia. Isnt she with you?

Zaki smiles broadly, and makes a slight, silent gesture 
with his head a little to the left and behind. Lucky sees her 
talking with Harding and the two anonymous men in their 
expensive all-weather gear. Talking intently. Omigod, 
whispers Lucky and tries to join them, but he is pulled back 
by Zaki.

Let your mum handle this, says Zaki. This is what 
shes good at. You didnt see her in the old days when she 
was a marketing director; the woman can negotiate for 
England.

I dont want her to negotiate, I want her to say yes! 
protests Lucky. Or maybe yes please.

And thats exactly why youre staying right here, insists 
Zaki, while Portia nods in agreement, squeezing Luckys 
hand fiercely. After a few more moments that seem like forever, 
Delphine turns and waves to Lucky and she, Harding 
and the two men begin to walk towards him. Omigod, he 
thinks again, feeling the blood rush to his mildly concussed 
head and hearing nothing but that insistent tattoo behind 
his ears  This Is Where It Begins.
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The Management of Boys and Men

DELPHINE IS SUDDENLY alive again. In the course 
of one morning and afternoon, the delicate balance of 
her forlorn life has unexpectedly shifted, her discontentment 
has evaporated, and now, as she makes her usual 
complicated dinner for her nearest and dearest, she feels 
both expectant and happy. She feels on the inside what she 
usually projects for friends and former colleagues on the 
outside.

There is a simple reason for this turning of the tide. 
After years of choosing to be a housewife and a mother, 
Delphine has found a job  or rather, the job has found 
her. During ninety magical minutes, her talented son has 
confounded all her expectations, and in creating a victory 
from almost certain defeat, has managed to attract the 
interest of those with the power to turn his hobby into a 
vocation. Suddenly, in the moments after the game, he 
needed her as he has never needed her before  he needed 
her not as a comfort provider, a tear-wiper, homework 
helper or chauffeur; he needed her as one adult might need 
another, as a hard-nosed representative and negotiator. He needed her as a manager, and she found that she still had 
what it took to step effortlessly into this new role. Delphine 
sees a future, for Lucky and for her; she sees herself being 
useful instead of miserably indulged, and her son being 
propelled to fame, fortune and happiness as a result of his 
God-given talent and her conscientious management. They 
will be a team again; he will be her boy again.

No, absolutely not. Ive never heard of anything so 
ridiculous, says Jinan, spearing home-made goats cheese 
ravioli with roast poussin. Hows he expected to get his 
GCSEs if hes playing for some club on the other side of 
London?

Its not just another club, darling, explains Delphine 
patiently, hes been given a chance with the youth academy 
of a premiership club. If they accept him permanently, it 
means that when Luckys nineteen he could be playing in 
the premiership  or even sooner, if hes good enough. Hell 
be playing with the best in the country. She pauses, waiting 
for this to sink in, and adds, It means that hell be a 
professional footballer; itll be his job.

Professional? sputters Jinan. How can he be a professional 
anything? Hes not even fifteen yet!

I dont think you understand what an incredible opportunity 
hes been given; its the sort of thing most kids just 
dream of, says Delphine. And besides, its what he wants 
to do.

Hes doing this to spite me, mutters Jinan unreasonably. 
Hell plough all his exams, and when hes finished 
chasing his stupid ball around, he wont be qualified to do 
anything at university apart from Physical Education at 
some former poly . . .

Oh, for Gods sake, dont be such a bloody snob, says 
Delphine, finally getting annoyed. She watches Jinan shovel 
down her lovingly prepared celebratory meal with no more 
regard for the melting perfection of the poussin or the 
perfect bite of the ravioli than if it were a supermarket 
ready meal, and wishes she hadnt wasted so much time on 
it. He didnt even look like he was enjoying it; it was just 
more fuel for his latest grievance. Was he even chewing?

I am a bloody snob. And so are you. Why is Lucky 
doing this to us? What does he think he is, some kind of 
working-class hero? Jinan finishes the last of his ravioli 
and looks momentarily bereft before spotting the focaccia 
that Delphine has sprinkled with roasted rosemary; grabbing 
a hefty piece, he mops up his plate. I mean, I didnt 
drag myself up by my bootstraps, and get to where I am 
via Oxford and law school, just so Lucky could jump back 
three generations and go back to working the fields in his 
lungi.

Its hardly working the fields, its playing on a field, 
says Delphine, wondering if she would feel quite as supportive 
if Lucky really had decided to work the fields and 
become a maize farmer in an idyllic part of south-west 
France. You wouldnt be so disapproving if it was cricket, 
or tennis.

Youre right, I wouldnt be. Footballs an oafs game  
we may as well have brought up Lucky on some council 
estate in Peckham. Name me one footballer whos gone to 
public school or got a degree, mutters Jinan.

Theres no time limit on getting a degree, says Delphine 
soothingly. Well make sure that Lucky gets his GCSEs 
while hes doing his apprenticeship, and well give him a year or so to see how he gets on with the football. He can 
even do his A levels while hes under contract. And if it 
doesnt work out, he can do a degree then. She thinks of 
two things that will sweeten this proposition for Jinan, and 
stroking his hand, adds gently, Just think of it as a gap 
year. Havent you always said that you regretted not taking 
one? And Ive made chocolate souffle for dessert.

Souffl, you say? says Jinan, perking up. He follows 
Delphine into the kitchen with the plates, almost puppy-like, 
and looks appreciatively at the souffl puffing in the 
oven. Smells amazing, he sighs. He watches reverently as 
Delphine carefully removes it and spoons out the stiff, 
sweet crust and melting chocolate insides onto his dessert 
plate. He asks as he tucks in, So, you seem happy with all 
of this? You dont think its a bad idea?

Delphine hears the compromise in his voice and hides a 
smile. Jinan always came round to her way of thinking in 
the end. Perhaps she was lucky to have married him  there 
couldnt be another millionaire solicitor in Knightsbridge 
as easy to manage as him. I think we should let him have 
his chance, she says. It wont do him any harm, and hed 
resent us otherwise.

I guess you have to do this sort of thing when youre 
young, concedes Jinan, scraping the remains of his souffl 
from his plate, then helping himself to some more. Youre 
right, I always regretted not taking a gap year and doing 
the whole Grand Tour thing. Then I was in college, then 
law school, and then we got married and had Lucky, and it 
was just too late.

Delphine nods in agreement. You only regret the things 
that you didnt do, she says. She checks her watch  Lucky will be getting back soon from Zakis; shed let him go 
there with Portia on the condition that he got his homework 
done. She gets up to make their decaffeinated espressos, 
and thinks of Zakis stubbly cheek, of the poignant 
mustiness of his freshly showered skin in two-day-old 
clothes, and the scent of coffee and regret.
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