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MISSING
1
1992

Amjad Sharif clutched the tiny bundle in his trembling arms. He rocked gently, back
and forth, careful not to make a sound. The streetlamps were glowing outside. He
could see the dull orange light burning through the condensed window. It was 4am in
the morning and Amjad wondered if he would get any sleep now. He doubted it.
Sleep provided a merciful cover and it had been blown only a few moments before.
The sound had travelled ruthlessly down the hallway, determined to trouble him. He
had considered turning over on the couch and placing something over his ears. His
arm had throbbed as he’d retrieved it from under his weight, and his fingers twitched
longingly as he contemplated reaching out for a cushion.

Minutes later, Amjad plodded up the stairs. He dragged his feet, step by step,
one arm using the banister to pull himself up, the other still throbbing and limp by his
side. Amjad paused for a moment, balling up his fist in determination. He needed all
the strength he could muster, all the resolve in the world to reach the top of those
damn stairs.

Five little fingers were now wrapped tightly around his pinky. His daughter’s
face rested peacefully against him, her tiny chest rising and falling. Amjad tried not to
think of the disgraceful thoughts he had entertained just moments before. The ones
where he’d thought of blocking out Zahra's frantic wails with a beige, corduroy
cushion.

Amjad held Zahra close. Even then, amidst all the pain. he could not help but
smile as he looked at her. He had managed to soothe his newborn baby, despite

desperately needing consolation himself. It was the first of a series of ‘moments’,
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Amjad thought. For the next few weeks. he'd find himself comparing his two lives.
The previous one, in which he could simply call out and his wife Neelam would come
rushing into the room to assist. And this new one, where his voice would reverberate
against the dark walls and disappear into nothing. They would never stand together
over Zahra's cot and exchange tired smiles. Fingers interlocked as Neelam’s head
rested on his shoulder. They would never shush each other as they eventually tiptoed
back to bed, Neelam telling Amjad off for stepping on a creaking floorboard.

Amjad wiped his eves. It had all changed. The mud under his fingernails
proved that. Only vesterday he had thrown the Earth into his wife’s grave and cried
silently at the mosque beside her body. Now it was just Amjad. Amjad, rocking back
and forth in a darkened room, clinging on to Zahra.

She would never know her mother. Zahra’s little face would never be cupped
by Neelam’s hands. The tips of their noses would never touch. The injustice of it all
crushed him and Amjad wanted to fight against it. Was there no-one he could protest
to or demand an explanation from? No complaints form, no senior institution he could
persuade to overturn their decision, to let his wife live?

Amjad thought he saw a pair of eves peeking through the bedroom door. It
creaked open and ten vear old Saahil teetered into the room. His long, uncombed hair
shrouded his tiny face and his big. doleful eves looked to Amjad, desperately.

“Come here,” Amjad whispered, arm outstretched.

Saahil walked closer and leaned into his father. His shaky little hand gently
stroked Zahra's head. Amjad felt his heart break. He enveloped his son and they all
huddled together for some time. Zahra, sleeping soundly against her father’s chest.
Saahil, small and as fragile as a baby deer, struggling to take his first steps in a new

world, a world without his mother. And Amjad, holding them all together. He must
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“You need to marry again.” Amjad’s mother peered at him expectantly over
her jam-jar glasses.

“Are vou listening to me?”

“Do you want to eat saag aloo tonight?” was Amjad’s response.

“Don’t change the subject. The kids need a mother. You can’t do it all by
yourself.”

It had been one year since Neelam’s death and now the nagging had started.

“Anyway, what about vou? Do vou want to end up all alone? You need
someone you can grow old with.”

Amjad sighed.

“I'm not going to marry a stranger from Pakistan and bring her over here to
clean the house and look after my kids,” Amjad said. “They’ve got me and you, they
don’t need anvone else.”

“Well I'm not going to live forever! I'm an old woman.” Ammi screeched.
“You don’t listen to anything I say. You won't even let me move in and help vou
out.”

She sat peeling pomegranates for Saahil who stuffed the seeds into his mouth
quicker than they appeared on the plate. Every now and then, her henna-tipped fingers
ran over his face affectionately.

“Look Ammi,” Amjad began, hoisting himself up in his chair. “You've lived
in yvour house for nearly forty years. You've got friends and neighbours, vour own
little community. It would be difficult for vou to move over here where vou don’t

know anvone. And anyway, it’s good to stay independent for as long as vou can. ™
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“Ah ves, and I suppose when I can no longer stay independent vou will chuck
me into a nursing home like goray do away with their parents.”

“Of course not,” Amjad said, though the idea was tempting. “I really don’t
know what the problem is, Ammi. You're here quite a lot anyway. You stay
overnight. I pick you up, drop vou off whenever you want.”

Ammi continued arguing and although Amjad didn’t say it, the constant
pestering was the main reason he didn’t want his mother living with them. When she
came over, she would settle herself down on her favourite spot, all fluffed up like a
hen ready to roost. Her head darted with precision in all directions, and her beady
eves remained forever watchful, always waiting for some slight error to be made on
Amjad’s part. It was later used against him as evidence he needed to marry again.
Although Amjad knew she meant well, the last thing he needed was to be pecked to
death over silly mistakes. Guiltily, he would sigh with relief when he dropped the old
woman off on her own doorstep, wishing she’d visit his brother, Javid, more often
instead of him.

Besides. he had a pretty good system in place. From day one, Saahil was
alwayvs on stand-by whenever he attended to Zahra. Nappies. baby bottle, dummy, he
ran to fetch whatever Amjad ordered. Saahil followed Zahra around the room as she
crawled between table legs and put random objects into her mouth. He stood patiently
against the kitchen door in case Amjad flung it open from the other side as Zahra
shuffled towards it. Now she could almost walk, Saahil would distract her as his
father ironed his school uniform and tidied the house.

Making dinner was also a joint effort. Unlike Neelam’s finely chopped onions
and selected spices added to the curry in a timed manner, Amjad just threw 1t all in

and hoped for the best. It turned out okay. Saahil would run down to the roti shop a
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few streets away and buy four chapattis for a pound. Of course, the days Amjad could
not muster the energy to cook, he would grab some fish and chips on the way home,
or, simply reach out for the faithful can of Heinz beans, always available to throw
over some toast.

Of course, if Ammi was around, she would take over in the kitchen. She
would knead the dough and roll out the chapattis herself.

“No ginger!” she would remark. “How can vou make handi with no ginger?
See, this is why vou need a woman in the house. And if not me, then it’s time you got
married again!™ Amjad would block his ears.

“So0.” he said, hoping the conversation was over. “Is saag aloo okay then?”

Ammi sniffed and began muttering under her breath.
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Amjad drove past the littered back alleys filled with scraggly children and the
tracksuit-clad youths hanging around grimy kebab shops. He sighed with relief. Thank
God we got away from here, he thought once again. Amjad had just picked up Saahil
and his best friend, Ehsan, from school with Zahra gurgling away in the baby seat
next to him. The bovs were sitting in the back, tugging at their school ties and
whispering awayv in hushed voices. Amjad craned his neck and tried to listen in on
their conversation. He caught Ehsan’s eve in the rear-view mirror,

“Ask vour dad.” Ehsan said, nudging Saahil. Saahil cleared his throat.

“Abbu, what’s so good about the other school, the one vou wanted us to go
to?”

Amjad sighed. He panicked when he heard that Saahil and Ehsan were being
placed in the local failing comprehensive, the one he’d dreaded them going to.

“That one’s for white people.” Ehsan said, without waiting for an answer. “We
haven’t got a place there coz we're Pakis. Think about it. All our goray mates have
got one.”

Saahil looked confused. “But how can there not be any white kids at this other
school?”

“Oh yeah, there will be,” said Ehsan. He leaned closer to Saahil and
whispered, “Council estaters.”

“Ehsan,” said Amjad, frowning in the mirror. He saw Ehsan shrink back in his
seat.

“Sorry. Uncle.” he said. “But I'm just sqvin’... It's true, innit.”
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“What did [ say to both of vou the other day?” Amjad said, taking a right turn.
“At least vou’ll be together. And 1f vou work hard, yvou can succeed anywhere. You
Just need to really concentrate and... and try.”

“What does “special measures’ mean again, Abbu?” asked Saahil.

“It just means the school is erm... struggling... a bit,” said Amjad, choosing
his words carefully.

“Hmmm,” Saahil said, not sounding too fussed. “At least we can mess about at
this crappy school.”

“Saahil!”

“I"m just joking, Abbu.”

“We can’t mess about,” Ehsan said, his face scrunched up with worry. “You
know what my dad’s like. He says I'll end up washing dishes at a restaurant if I don’t
study hard.”

“He"s right. And you,” Amjad said, pointing to his son in the backseat. “You’ll
be stacking shelves at Morrisons. That’s what happens if you don’t concentrate at
school. Look at me.”

Saahil nodded dutifully. Ehsan continued frowning.

“I don’t wanna be a bloody shelf-stacker.” he said. Amjad saw Saahil grin and
roll his eves.

“As if that’s gonna happen,” he whispered into Ehsan’s ear. Amjad smiled to
himself approvingly as he parked up outside their house. He thought about quickly
shoving some fish fingers into the oven for the boys when a taxi pulled up behind
them. It was Harun, Ehsan’s father.

“Sorry. I got held up in traffic.” he said.
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“You didn’t have to rush,” Amjad said, unstrapping Zahra from her car seat.
“Anvway, come in, we’ll have a cup of tea.” They all went inside.

Harun always helped Amjad with school runs to save him from dragging little
Zahra out in the cold. Saahil and Ehsan could walk home, of course, but Amjad didn’t
like the idea of the pair sauntering home with the rest of their friends, kicking
discarded takeaway cartons in their path and replying to racist graffiti on the walls. He
felt uneasy about Saahil hanging around with some of the boys who lived in the rough
neighbourhoods Amjad had worked so hard to get his family out of. He felt bad for
feeling this way, because after all. he had grown up on the same rundown streets lined
with halal butchers, money transfer shops and windows displaving mannequins
wearing glittery salwar kameez.

Amjad had worked six day shifts at his warehouse job to save up enough
money to move away from there. He could see the area deteriorating further and
wanted better for his family, especially when Neelam had announced she was
expecting a baby. The best he was able to afford at the time was a pleasant-looking
terraced house less than two miles and a ten minute drive away from their old place.
There were even a few English families on the street too, though Amjad predicted
they would move away soon enough. He remembered being glared at by one man on
the day they had moved in. Amjad had almost mouthed, “sorrv™ as he'd carried a
cardboard box apologetically through the door. a pregnant Neelam following him.
Amjad had placed two hanging baskets at each side of the door at her insistence. He
still imagined her sometimes standing by the doorway, scarf draped loosely over her
head, one arm extended to arrange the flowers and the other placed protectively over

her baby bump.
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Besides. they weren’t able to move too far away as they needed to be close to
a mosque. Amjad had always skipped his lunch break on Friday afternoons to pray the
special Jummah prayers. Men poured into the mosque at noon sometimes
accompanied by their voung sons whose floor-length robes flapped around at their
ankles. Fathers and sons walked together; Saahil with Amjad, Ehsan with Harun. The
dads had often shared a casual wave or nod of the head across the mosque. That was
until news of Neelam’s passing made Harun come knocking on Amjad’s door with
some food prepared by his wife, Meena. Amjad often wondered what he would have
done without their help over the past year. Or what he would have done without
Harun’s friendship.

As much as he loved his children, it made a nice change not to have to gurgle
away in baby language to Zahra twenty-four seven, or have to tell Saahil off again for
banging his football against the wall. Plus, a good catch-up with Harun always
relieved Amjad of the bitterness he felt at being stuck indoors for days on end.
Changing nappies, preparing the baby milk, ironing umforms, making dinner. Harun
reminded Amjad he was still a voung man who could obsess over cricket and football
scores, talk about cars and share Bollvwood music cassettes. He was Amjad’s contact
with his previous life.

“Keep 1t down.” Harun shouted at Saahil and Ehsan as Amjad prepared the
tea. They alwayvs saved their meetings to make proper Pakistanmi chai, not the watery
English tea they usually drank for quick convenience. Harun stood in the kitchen with
Zahra in his arms as Amjad boiled the milk in a pan and threw in a few teaspoons of
loose Yorkshire Tea, lots of sugar. cardamom pods and some cinnamon sticks. When

it was ready, they both settled onto the couch as Saahil and Ehsan played with Zahra.
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“You're not still worrying about the new school are you, Amjad?” Harun
asked, slouching over his mug, the bad posture inherited from his job as a taxi driver.

“No,” Amjad lied. Harun raised an evebrow at him.

“Well,” Amjad began. “You know I would have preferred for them to go to a
mixed school, to be around different children.”

“I know, but there’s nothing we can do about that now,” Harun replied.
“They’ll be fine. They’re both clever boys.”

Amjad looked unconvinced. I know they are, but the school’s reputation...”

“Amjad,” Harun said, impatiently. I don’t know what your problem is. You
need to stop worrying.”

Amjad bit his tongue. Mayhe vou don't have to worry, mate, he thought as he
watched Harun sipping his tea. Harun carried an ordinary man’s burdens. Bills,
mortgage, work problems. But at least he had a lovely wife at home who he could talk
to. Somebody who could share the *worrying” with him. Harun continued:

“At least you were born here and can help vour boy. Look at me...” He paused
for a moment, keeping one eve on Amjad as he grinned. “I still sign my name with a
thumbprint.”

Amjad laughed along with him, feeling slightly guilty for his negative
thoughts.

“Yeah well,” Amjad began, trving to justify himself. “I was never clever
enough at school. We didn’t have much money either growing up. Just took whatever
job was available.”

If Harun’s feet hurt from pounding at the pedals in his taxi all day, then
Amjad’s shoulders ached from stacking heavy boxes at the warehouse. He didn’t want

that for Saahil. And he knew Harun didn’t want that for Ehsan.
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“It’s not like that for our boys.” Harun reminded him. “Times have changed.
Insha’Allah, they’ll both make it to university. You wait and see.”

There was no doubting the bovs were intelligent. Amjad watched them on
occasions working through their homework together. They sat with open books facing
them, brows furrowed as they tackled difficult sums. It seemed his regular outbursts
of *vou don’t want to end up like me” had had some impact. Saahil actually wanted to
do well at school. So did Ehsan. Amjad had heard them a few times speaking of what
they would do once they “got rich”. He smirked as he eavesdropped on their big
plans. They consisted of nothing more than driving fancy cars for the time being, but
it didn’t matter. Amjad held onto that flicker of ambition, he wanted to nurture it, to
tell Saahil he could do and be anything he wanted. In fact, it wasn’t that Amjad
worried Saahil wouldn’t do well at school. His insecurities were more personal. He
just didn’t want to mess up.

Of course, it was one thing feeding and clothing vour kids, and another
making sure thev were well prepared in life. If he could just make it until they were
old enough to look after themselves, he’d be happy. If he could just witness the lives
they would go on to create for themselves, he’d be content. If all he could do was
encourage hard work and determination in Saahil, it was enough. After all, if he
popped his clogs unexpectedly, then at least Saahil would be well-equipped to look
after his baby sister.

Amjad felt silly worrying over the timing of his ultimate demise. But death
just took people. He'd seen that for himself. The thought of his children alone and
unsupported choked him up with fear. He needed to raise them well and give them

everything they would need to be okay, for Neelam’s sake.
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4
May 2003

Saahil Sharif eved the empty plastic bottles lined up on the dining table. One of them
had toppled over and rolled onto the floor near the doorway. If Zahra bounded
towards the door without looking, she would trip over and fall. Still, Saahil couldn’t
muster the energy to go and pick it up. Maybe energy drinks lose their effectiveness if
vou down too many, he wondered. He'd have to switch back to coffee and try not to
spill any over his books. He d noticed a few stains on some of the pages. The last time
he had completely missed his mouth as he’d brought the cup to his lips. It wasn’t his
fault, he was just concentrating too hard.

Saahil lowered his head and let the cold page touch his cheek. He let his mind
wander off. He thought of Ehsan. They both envied those losers at school, the ones
they used to laugh at. They were probably sitting at supermarket checkouts right now,
sliding loaves of bread down those slopey things and arranging groceries into plastic
bags. Saahil would gladly swap lives with them. Here, he’d say. take the bloody
Engineering degree and let me have a go on the till. At least it would stop the brain-
ache.

Of course, he wouldn’t be saying that tomorrow after his final exam. But that
was twenty four hours away and Saahil was already exhausted. He had almost dozed
off when Zahra almost jumped on top of him from behind. Saahil jerked awake as her
skinny arms wrapped around his shoulders. She giggled as she planted a big kiss on
his cheek.

“Zee, why did you do that?” he asked wearily. She appeared at his side,
grimacing and holding her nose.

“You stink Bhai-jaan,” Zahra said.
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“Oh, thanks.”
“When did vou last have a shower?”

“I don’t have time,” Saahil snapped.

“Well,” she started, waving her arms around importantly. “I have loads of
homework too, but I still find time to have a bath.”

“There’s a bit of a difference between your homework and mine, kiddo.”

Saahil watched Zahra’s eyes travel over the pile of books on the table,

“I know. Yours looks well boring.”

“Well it doesn’t matter if it’s boring,” he said, tugging her plait lightly. “It’s
gonna get me a wicked job. And then I'll have loads of money to buy vou stuff.”

“What does Abbu always say to vou? It’s not all about money.”

“Er... veah it is. Now stop acting like a smartass, | think Abbu’s back from
work.”

Zahra giggled her way to Amjad as he appeared at the door. He responded
with equal enthusiasm prompting Saahil to smile and roll his eves. He stood up,
stretching and yawning.

“Pull your pants up!”

Saahil winced.

“Nice to see you too, Abbu.”

Amjad kicked off his shoes and Saahil heard him mutter “stupid fashion™ and
“bum hanging out” under his breath.

Saahil went off into the kitchen and put the kettle on. He came back with a
solitary cup of tea.

“No biscuits Abbu. You're getting a bit podgy around the middle. I don’t like








































































































































































































































































































































