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With words come power. But do you speak out or shut up?

Everywhere Sara Javed goes – online or outside – everyone is shouting about something. Couldn’t they all just shut up? One day she takes her own advice.

At first people don’t understand her silence and are politely confused at best. But the last thing Sara could anticipate is becoming the figurehead of a global movement that splits society in two.

The Silent Movement sparks outrage in its opposers. Global structures start to shift. And the lives of those closest to Sara – as well as strangers inspired by her act – begin to unravel.




To my bulbul, Shaista Chishty, for being the voice inside my head.

And to Eli Dryden, for being the voice outside it.




PART ONE




THE CALAMITY

May 2021


I have suffered so long from an inclination to tell people to shut the fuck up that I’ve finally decided to take my own advice. I have decided to shut the fuck up.

A revolutionary notion.

What’s become the purpose of words anyway?

My conviction has collapsed under the weight of verbosity. The need to know. Be known. The self-reverence! The push notifications, emails, Whatsapps, phone calls, texts . . . It’s all muted the better part of my own mutable person. I can barely hear my own voice. The world’s always been falling apart, but that’s not to say I should fall apart with it. There’s no excuse for that sort of behaviour.

A lack of priority is how we – I – got into this fucking mess.

I’ve nothing new to say. Has anyone?

‘Beware the Barrenness of a Busy Life.’

Yours,

Sara Javed

May 2021

P.S: I will not be writing opinion pieces about this.



Sara Javed had tried to tolerate people but the age of fervour and passion hadn’t aroused in her an equal zeal. In that sense she was out of fashion. Sara had undergone a protracted period of struggling before going silent, alleviated, marginally, by the noise-cancelling headphones she’d felt compelled to purchase four years ago. She would wear them on book tours, author dinners, even at home, as she became increasingly popular and therefore subjected to an equally increasing demand for opinions. She had tried to conjure indignation, when the occasion called for it, but it generally only lasted for a few hours, and some tweets.

Sara’s watery engagement with most things made the letter her publisher, Penelope Pembrooke, was reading now, under the domed ceiling of the Royal Literature Arts Club, all the more galling.

‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ exclaimed Penelope, tugging at her sequinned dress.

‘I just got the email as the taxi pulled up,’ said Katarazyna Nowak.

‘Is that it?’ Penelope scrolled up and down Kat’s phone, expecting her, as Sara’s publicist, to have more information on this unprecedented turn of events. ‘What does she mean she’s decided to “shut the fuck up”?’

‘She’s taken some sort of vow. Of silence.’

‘Silence?’

‘So much of what she’s been saying over the past year’s making sense now,’ said Kat, gravely. ‘She was becoming a little—’

‘Difficult—’

‘Tired.’

‘Of what exactly? Her sales. Awards? Her rising success?’

‘People choose to take control in all sorts of ways. It might be good PR-wise,’ Kat added. ‘Silence amid noise.’

‘There’s a time and place for this kind of thing,’ exclaimed Penelope who did not think in copy.

‘She just had enough of . . .’ Kat gestured at the hall with its marble floors, waiters in white tuxes offering wine and canapés. People. Their constant chattering. ‘You know . . . the absurdity of it all.’

Someone in a group by the reception doors guffawed.

‘“Words, words, words,” she’d say, in that exasperated tone.’

‘Words are her job,’ retorted Penelope. ‘She has a prize to accept!’ The prize.

Her eyes darted around as people streamed into the hall in all their finery.

Penelope had been tipped off that Sara was going to win tonight’s award. It was supposed to be one of the most illustrious nights of Sara’s career. And, by default, Penelope’s too.

‘Darling!’ Penelope pushed the phone into Kat’s hands and air-kissed a passing literary agent.

‘I’ve got everything crossed for Sara,’ said the agent. ‘Especially after all that nonsense last year. Mountain out of a molehill.’

Penelope nodded. The way Sara’s words had been twisted by a minority during the Victoria Park Book Festival debacle, damaging a nature that was already predisposed to self-doubt . . . The public were impossible sometimes.

Penelope spent the following ten minutes being wished luck or told emphatically that the tide was turning – no one explained towards what. Sara’s publisher’s belief in her was about to pay-off in front of two hundred members of the industry’s elite.

Kat tried ringing Sara again. Nothing. ‘I’ll draft a press release.’

Professionally speaking, this was going to be a PR ball-ache for Kat, yet she couldn’t help but admire that Sara had put her money where her mouth was. Literally.

‘She’s gone through a lot the past year,’ continued Kat. ‘And silence is a virtue.’

Penelope stared at her. As if virtue was a necessary aspect of success!

(Virtue-signalling stood a much better chance.)

‘Shit. I’ll have to accept the prize on her behalf.’ She grabbed Kat’s phone, cutting and pasting Sara’s words to suit her own speech.

(The line between editing and erasure wasn’t that fine.)

‘Who said “Beware the Barrenness of a Busy Life”?’ muttered Penelope.

‘Socrates. Sara quotes it all the time.’

‘Oh, yes. With that look. As if you’ve been dodging your taxes.’

What would people think? The effrontery of winning the Mildred Aitken Award and not turning up. Had Sara forgotten the first four years of her career in which she’d sold a total of five thousand and fifty-nine copies of her three books – across all formats. But Penelope believed that Sara had things to say. Was Sara often hesitant when it came to voicing them? Yes. Did Penelope wish Sara could be more categorical in her opinions? Of course. It’d save people having to think too deeply about what Sara meant.

‘Hi.’

Roxy Hussain stood beside Penelope.

Of all her needy authors, here was Roxy, stoker of the Victoria Park fire, dressed in a tailored red suit. A sharp note in the sea of black gowns and tuxedos. Penelope leant forward and dutifully air-kissed her on both cheeks.

‘Sorry I haven’t got back to you yet about your new book proposal.’ If one could call it that. ‘It’s been so busy with—’

‘Sara’s shortlisting,’ Roxy finished.

Sara’s protégé and friend, Roxy, had initially delivered on the promise Penelope had sensed when Sara first introduced them. Roxy’s debut, a controversial memoir, had become a bestseller and had stayed in the charts for two full weeks; it was in the end of year press round-ups, a sure sign of success. She had been listed as ‘One-to-Watch’ in two major magazines. Only that was three years ago now, and one could only watch for so long.

‘I haven’t seen Sara.’ Roxy looked about the room. ‘I’m on a table with, ugh, Aadhi Sathar.’

Kat eyed Roxy with decided coolness.

Aadhi Sathar! Oh, he’d enjoy Sara’s silence enormously. Another thing about which to opine. ‘Let’s set up a meeting,’ said Penelope. ‘You had some interesting thoughts . . .’

Kat watched as Roxy walked away. ‘Being a one-hit-wonder would serve her right for the way she treated Sara after Victoria Park. As for Aadhi, he can—’

‘Pen!—’

Penelope looked up at the approaching publisher, arms outstretched.

Kat forced a smile.

‘—You must be so proud of Sara.’

Roxy Hussain took a deep breath as she walked towards her table, where sat one of the country’s most acerbic and thus, naturally, sought-after cultural critics.

‘Aadhi Sathar?’ said Roxy as she stopped beside him.

Aadhi who had been talking to his neighbour looked up.

Roxy swapped her place-card, a few chairs away, for the one next to Aadhi and sat down, waiting for similar recognition. She was a bestselling author, after all. ‘I enjoyed your most recent piece in The Telegram . . .’ As a minority woman forging her way through an unjust world, what you read mattered just as much as where you read it, and so she added, ‘Surprisingly.’ She offered a smile to counter the intended bite.

‘Oh,’ replied Aadhi. ‘Thank you. I suppose.’

His piece had been about the farcical nature of book awards. Despite two long-listings and one shortlisting, Roxy’s memoir had not won any awards, and so she was inclined to agree with him.

‘Sorry, you are . . .?’

Roxy felt the inevitable flattening of self at the slight. Surely as one of the few women of colour in the literary world, alongside Sara, her name should be etched in his brain. So what if she had only written – and deleted – two-thousand-and-fifty-three words in the last three years?

(It hadn’t yet occurred to her that being a writer meant telling more than just one story. That it centred around others, not the self.)

‘I wrote An Unveiling—’

Pause.

‘—My bestselling memoir—’

Aadhi arched an eyebrow.

‘—about growing up gay in a Muslim household.’

‘Ah,’ Aadhi gave a vague smile, then turned back to his neighbour.

Aadhi’s inability to place her had displaced her entirely. But she knew his type of brown man. Fawning over old, white male authors just to feel important. Well, fuck him. The arrogant, self-satisfied, uninquisitive . . .

Deflated, Roxy looked around the hall filled with white faces, with its low, tastefully lit chandeliers and elaborate, floral centrepieces. She was here because she deserved to be. She hadn’t written about her struggles just to be snubbed by the likes of him. She’d left her family home, broken ties with her parents, even her sister, Halimah, in order to live her Truth. She’d worked as a waitress before she got a job in a bookstore, and then she’d met Sara Javed. A brown Muslim woman. Finally someone who would actually understand the daily literary battles.

Roxy had to remind herself that An Unveiling had also inspired conversation! And when there was public agitation over the title of the book, considering Roxy had never worn a headscarf, she was duly contrite. She had subsequently written a piece about the influence of Sales & Marketing and the boxing in of marginalised authors. She’d toured bookshops, appeared on panels, spoken to people with similar personal struggles, was invited to important cultural events. She would live her life in service to others.

(Self-deception often felt heroic.)

But when Roxy began to speak to Sara about ‘changing the narrative’, Sara’s eyes would glaze over, as if she were bored. Surely her role model, confidante and fellow woman of colour should have had more to say than ‘hmmm’, in expressionless acquiescence.

The unfortunate truth, however, was that after scrolling through Halimah’s latest Instagram posts, Sara was the one person Roxy wanted to speak to. She could see from her sister’s photos that their mother had lost weight. That her dad’s usually kind face looked terribly drawn. Had Roxy living her Truth stripped her parents of the ability to live theirs?

Roxy looked around for Sara. Why wasn’t she here already, basking in her literary glory?

How fleeting that fame had been for Roxy.

How significantly extended for Sara.

People were taking their seats in the main hall, ready for the speeches to begin.

‘It won’t do,’ muttered Penelope to Kat. She had fought her first husband and cancer and won, while raising two reasonably turned-out children, and coping with an increasingly vague mother. She wouldn’t be beaten by this.

‘Sara owes it to herself and the people who’ve fought to get her here. Whether she likes it or not, her voice matters. So, go and get her.’

‘Bu—’

‘Now.’

A hush descended as people turned to look at something. Someone.

Slowly, walking through a sea of sartorial opulence, wearing just jeans and a sweatshirt and a look of defiant conviction, was the reason for all of Penelope’s current panic and acute frustration.

Sara Javed.

Roxy stood up for a better view past the candelabras. What was Sara wearing? She was walking towards her own table, head bent low, in Puma trainers. Honestly, Sara was so often lost in her own head she didn’t care what she might be doing outside it.

Aadhi stood up next to Roxy. ‘What a spectacle.’

He had a face that looked as if it were unused to laughter. Another reason, Roxy recalled, that Sara would purse her lips every time the man’s name was mentioned.

‘Being mirthless is so bloody one-dimensional,’ she would say, claiming there was laughter to be had in everything. ‘I guess I should be amused by the shit reviews he’s given my books.’

Aadhi’s words finally registered with Roxy. ‘What do you mean, spectacle?’

‘This need for attention,’ he replied.

Roxy felt maddened that Sara, as usual, had got it all for herself.

Her heart quickened as the lights dimmed and a spot-lit Lauren Berger, presenting the award, appeared on stage. News cameras flashed. People at their tables were Live Instagramming, Tweeting. Sara didn’t seem right. She looked serene.

In her fucking jeans and sweatshirt.

A year ago Roxy would have wished nothing but for Sara to win this prize. But now it would be an affront. Sara seemed to have forgotten who she was. And if she won, it would break Roxy’s belief that words mattered. Words which were her passion and livelihood. Through which Roxy could understand and had been understood.

She felt her face flush, indignation rise.

‘The judges apologise for looking exhausted,’ began Lauren Berger. ‘It’s what happens when you lie awake at night, having to decide on a winner from such a staggering list. But in the end, there can only be one—’

Sara was looking at the ground, hands resting on her lap.

‘—And so, it is with great honour that I announce the winner of this year’s Mildred Aitken Award is . . .’

Roxy’s stomach turned. How could Sara look so calm?

Lauren gripped the award, smiled. ‘The Stories We Told Ourselves by Sara Javed.’

What the fuck?

Roxy’s disbelief was disturbed by the applause that erupted at the announcement.

How could this be happening?

Flashes from cameras, journalists clamouring forward as Sara looked up from where she sat. Expressionless. Motionless. Kat whispered in Sara’s ear. Penelope Pembrooke jumped up, clapping, her smile strained.

Why wasn’t Sara moving?

The applause went on.

And on.

And on.

Finally, Sara stood up. She looked irritated. People seemed confused by her reticence as she walked slowly towards the stage, mounting the steps. Lauren, in her four-inch heels, loomed over Sara, as she handed her the coveted award, looking equally confused by Sara’s reaction.

Sara was finally holding on to what, Roxy knew, had been her dream. She looked so out of place, standing calmly in front of the mic and yet, strangely, as if this is where she belonged. What genetic strand had she inherited that eluded Roxy?

Roxy waited for Sara to speak. Attempted to stop herself from throwing over the damn centrepiece at how unfair it was.

The audience waited.

Sara looked back at the crowd, a panicked expression crossing her face.

Roxy could now hear the indeterminate noises of the room. The tapping of phones. Muffled voices out in the hall. Why wouldn’t she speak?

Then Penelope swept into view. She grabbed the award from Sara, pulled her into a hug.

Sara, without acknowledging her, pulled away, and walked off the stage.

Aadhi Sathar, commentator, respected reviewer, filmmaker and advocate for taking responsibility for one’s actions, watched on, bemused. The award winner was now sitting back at her table, looking altogether idiotic in her casual attire. The levels to which some people stooped in order to get attention: the world was filled with this type of pseudo-revolutionary. But there would always be an audience for it, as exemplified by the way in which the room now buzzed with curiosity.

He hadn’t meant to come to today’s ceremony. Unless he was a nominee, he tended to avoid such events: he found the small talk diminishing. But he had been startled awake at 2 a.m., with a cavernous loneliness which he couldn’t shake. The quiet horror of recent months, of witnessing his father’s descent into dementia, of entering his own unlit flat, alone, at the end of each day, compounded Aadhi’s fear of one day being erased from people’s memory and history altogether.

Although Sara Javed, silently getting on stage, in her jeans and trainers, confirmed Aadhi’s conviction that the world and its people were inherently stupid.

He should have stayed home.

‘What an extraordinary honour—’ A flustered Penelope Pembrooke looked out on to the perplexed crowd. ‘—Through her literary career, Sara Javed, author of such critically acclaimed novels as Woman in Waiting and Rule-makers, has challenged the reader to interrogate intentions, question perception. Sara’s far too modest, but as her editor, I have come to thoroughly admire the way she’s drawn upon her culture and experiences and brought it to her writing.’

Aadhi groaned. He felt Roxy – Rukhsana – glance at him. Of course he had recognised her. But she was everything he despised. Someone who watered down her Muslim identity on one hand, but used it to her advantage to tell her story on the other – so typical of her generation.

‘The Stories We Told Ourselves,’ Penelope motored on, ‘is a beautiful, heartfelt, funny and brutal . . .’

Aadhi noticed Sara rubbing her forehead; she looked agitated.

‘. . . This book compels us to reveal who we are to ourselves. Compels society to . . .’ Penelope struggled. ‘. . . to think about the choices we make.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But Sara has always captured the mood of a nation. Anyway, I know you’re all wondering about mine and Sara’s award relay . . . Ha-ha. In an inspiring move, Sara, who never fails to surprise, has taken . . . a vow of silence. She will not communicate with anyone in any form.’

The audience shuffled about on their seats, a sea of heads turning towards Sara. Cameras flashed. Sara looked determinedly at the ground.

Roxy started an Instagram Live feed.

‘Do you know her?’ Aadhi asked Roxy.

‘Oh, I know her.’

All tiresome people knew each other. Then he recalled there’d been some sort of spat between them at a literary festival. He couldn’t remember what it had been about. Something ridiculous. He leant forward, watching as Roxy zoomed in on Sara’s face, flushed and impenetrable. And he found himself staring at Javed through Roxy’s lens, caught between inherent cynicism and something possibly interesting.

‘The world seems to have got so loud that, and I quote Sara,’ continued Penelope, “I can barely hear my own voice”.’

The room rippled at the seemingly familiar sentiment. Aadhi scoffed.

‘Let’s all raise a glass to her incredible win here tonight and her noble endeavour. Sara, may you find your voice—’

Sara’s head shot up. For the first time, she looked angry.

‘—And may we all “Beware the Barrenness of a Busy Life”.’

These words passed like a current through the audience, each mind scanning its regular pastimes. Books and yoga. Activism and navel-gazing. Baking and boxsets. Where exactly did barrenness lie?

‘Give me a fucking break,’ Aadhi muttered.

Penelope descended from the stage and tried to hand the award to Sara, but Sara stood up abruptly. The audience waited for Sara to accept it so they could duly applaud. But she looked at the tall, triangular marker of her struggles and success, still in Penelope’s hand, as if she didn’t know what it was doing there. Everyone watched, waited, hooked. Then, Sara Javed merely shook her head and backed away.

The murmurs rose.

Aadhi sat in stunned silence. This should be one of the greatest moments of an author’s career, yet Javed seemed desperate to escape it.

He noticed Roxy looking at Sara in similar disbelief. Appalled.

A camera flashed in Sara’s face and then she pushed through the clamour and strode – practically ran – out of the hall, leaving behind a speechless audience.

Aadhi found himself staring after her. This woman, a writer, feminist – if her books were anything to go by – was voluntarily abandoning attention and accolade. Rejecting her award and everything writers – people – hold sacred and triumphant.

Their very own voice.
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