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It’s only fitting that I dedicate this book to my loving husband, Ibrahim El-Kadomi, who thankfully swept me off my feet from the moment we met (in the family-lounge-room-first-date-arranged-set-up style), early enough to save me from too many matchmaking disasters.




One


It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a student visa must be in want of an Australian wife.


This truth is so well fixed in the minds of single girls who hold Australian citizenship that any such young man, whatever his feelings, is instantly suspected of being more interested in obtaining permanent residence than genuinely falling in love with them.


Hassan from Turkey, who is at this moment sitting in my lounge room eating crème caramel, confirms this truth. Hassan has been in Australia for a little over five months. He has an IT degree under one arm, student visa under the other, and barely speaks a word of English. Well, apart from his recitation of the lyrics of Titanic’s theme song, ‘My Heart Will Go On’.


Poor Hassan. It’s so obvious to me that he’s interested in me because a) I’m single and the matchmaking busybody aunties in my local Turkish network know I’m ‘available’; and b) I’m an Australian citizen and so would be Hassan’s ticket to permanent residence.


Hassan has brought along his equally visaless roommate, Salih, for support. Salih’s in the family room, making small talk with my parents (no doubt trying to ascertain the marital status of any other female members of the family), while I sit in the formal lounge room with Hassan, trying to have a conversation with somebody who has an English vocabulary range of about forty words, and who expends most of them on asking me if I know ‘how to speak the Turkish’.


‘No,’ I lie.


‘You no speak the Turkish?’ he presses.


‘No, I no speak the Turkish,’ I repeat in a droll voice.


I’m a pretty reasonable person. But if there’s one rule I’m going to insist on it’s that The One has to speak English. Although I can understand Turkish, I don’t speak it fluently enough to express myself as well as I’d like (in fact, my parents speak to me in Turkish and I reply in English). As far as I’m concerned, you can’t communicate effectively with somebody when you’re too busy concentrating on the grammatical composition of your sentences.


Hassan looks crushed. I smile weakly at him and take a sip of my tea. I look around the room. I must remind Mum that the chair in the corner needs to be reupholstered. If I’m going to put up with this lounge room on such a frequent basis, we may as well redecorate in my favourite colours.


When Salih telephoned my dad out of the blue, explaining he’d obtained our number from Aunty Sevil, who’d obtained our number from Aunty Arzu (both of whom were complete strangers to our family), he reassured my dad that Hassan knew English. My father took the usual biodata: age, education, family, visa status and English proficiency. I agreed to invite him to our home because I’m still optimistic enough to believe that your destiny can spring up when you least expect it.


I’m willing to compromise on visa status if sparks fly and it’s Mr Right walking through the door. There are plenty of Aussie-born dropkicks, so I don’t automatically discriminate and assume every overseas student or visitor is an undercover visa hunter.


But English proficiency is another matter altogether. The chances of sparks flying with a guy who knows forty English words (most of them exhausted on a Celine Dion song) are pretty low. Either Salih was embellishing, or he has a different understanding of what it means to know a language.


‘So what do you think about the current state of federal politics?’ I ask. ‘Do you think there’s a lack of policy conviction?’


Yes, okay, I’m cruel.


Hassan gives me a blank look, takes a gulp of his tea and then says, ‘I love cooking and the bitch.’


‘The beach?’


‘Yes, the bitch.’


He grins at me. So far he has about ten variations of smiling. The ‘I have no clue what you just said’ smile. The ‘maybe if I flash my teeth like so, she will forget we can’t communicate to save our life’ smile, and so on.


I smile. Queasily. I need to put the poor guy out of his misery. Only he doesn’t seem too miserable. For God’s sake, what if he thinks this is actually working? Well, his commitment to memory of a Celine Dion song is just not turning me on. So I sit up straight, fix my eyes on his and say, ‘Ah, Hassan, I’m sorry but I don’t see this going anywhere. You’re obviously a very sweet guy but I think it’s important that people in a relationship can actually have a conversation. I’m sure there are more suitable girls out there who paid attention during Turkish weekend school. I was too busy sticking chewing gum under the desks to learn much. Unfortunately we can’t get by in Turkish or English and I don’t know sign language. I also suck at Pictionary, so I can’t exactly draw you a representational diagram every time I want to communicate with you. So goodbye and good luck.’


Okay, so I don’t say that. While I can be cruel, I’m not that cruel. I endure another ten minutes of Hassan’s extensive repertoire of smiles, interspersed with him quizzing me again on how much of ‘the Turkish’ I know, whether I like Titanic and how often I swim in the bitch. Finally, when I consider it polite to end our formal-lounge-room first date, I stand up and invite him back into the family room.


Salih and Hassan leave a short while later, Hassan managing to actually look hopeful when we say our goodbyes.


When Mum closes the door I throw up my hands in frustration. ‘No way!’


‘So much for being fluent in English, hey?’ my dad says gruffly, shaking his head.


‘He had nice eyes and was very polite,’ Mum says.


‘You don’t have to be so kind, Mum,’ I groan. ‘He’s not your son.’


‘Didn’t I tell you time and time again to pay attention at Saturday school?’ she says.


‘Oh Mum, don’t even go there.’ I turn to my dad. ‘When he calls, tell him I didn’t feel the click. But go easy on the poor guy. He’s emotionally fragile ... a Celine Dion fan, for God’s sake.’


I stomp upstairs to my bedroom, ignoring my mum’s rant to my dad about my obsession with ‘clicking’, and throw myself face down on my bed.


I’ve had enough.


I’m twenty-eight.


I’m attractive (according to my friends and family who never, ever lie about these things).


I’ve got a master’s in human resource management, I volunteer every month at the Sydney Refugee Centre, I’m well travelled, I have excellent taste in music, I watch the ABC news, I have the Guardian saved as an application on my iPhone, I’m very good at getting maximum points out of two-letter words in Scrabble, I never jump queues, I pay my bills on time, I never order ‘just a salad’, I’m great with kids, I don’t freak out at the sight of a spider, I turn off the tap when I’m brushing my teeth – Goddammit! I DESERVE TO BE SWEPT OFF MY FEET!


Calm down.


Take deep breaths.


But how can I calm down when my checklist means that the pool from which I’ll pluck out Mr Right is pretty small? That is:


1. He has to be Muslim. (I don’t care what ethnicity. If he’s Turkish it’s just a bonus as it means the in-laws will have more in common.)


2. Even though I want to be with a Muslim, I’m not exactly observant. Spiritual? Yes. Rituals? Quite lazy. Sure, I don’t drink, I’ve never had a boyfriend (in fact, most primary-aged children would have more experience than me) and I’m inconsistent about keeping up with the five daily prayers. As for fasting in Ramadan, I try to get through most of the month, but there are days when I cave in to the temptation and end up going to McDonald’s. Notwithstanding, it would be nice to meet someone on the same religious level, or even a bit more observant than me. Not a totally clueless guy, or a fanatic either.


3. Mr Right has to be educated and employed and care about social justice.


4. He doesn’t have to be super good-looking by any objective Cleo or Cosmo measure. Just attractive to me.


5. Oh! And he has to exist outside my fantasies.


I’m well and truly fed up with meeting guys who barely make it past dot point one. I need to vent, but I can’t exactly talk about this to my colleagues, who think I make Mormons look wild given that I’m a twenty-eight-year-old non-drinking virgin who is open to the idea of a blind date organised by family. (I’m happy to meet a guy at a party or through friends too, but, really, who am I kidding? With my kind of checklist, what are the chances?)


Sample scene one:


‘So you’re twenty-eight. And you’ve never had sex? Never even kissed a guy?’


‘Nope.’


(Cue bodies thudding to the ground and ambulance sirens blaring.)


Sample scene two:


‘You don’t date?’


‘Nope.’


‘So how do you get to know a guy before you get married? You need to try before you buy.’


Honestly, you’d think I was going to meet my future husband on my wedding day – quick introduction in the car park and on with the nuptials. It’s a bit hard to explain that I’ve got to know guys without being their girlfriend. I’m like a character in an old Doris Day movie: all old-fashioned courtship and pent-up sexual tension. Well, maybe not. Those movies are nauseatingly sexist. Okay, so it’s probably better explained as two people getting to know each other with a mutual understanding that their ‘dating’ is limited to their search for a marriage partner. Now I sound like Wikipedia. Needless to say, none of the explanations tend to go down too well.


Eg: ‘But that’s so backward! How can you marry a guy you’ve never even kissed? Haven’t Samantha and Carrie taught you anything?’


‘Yeah, how to match my accessories with my outfit.’


I’m twenty-eight, armed with a personalised checklist, ready for a love life and most definitely not having sex in the city.


I sit up against my headboard, perching my MacBook on my lap. I log on to my email account and send an email to my best friends, Lisa, Ruby and Nirvana.


There are many things that unite us, not least that we’re active in the community, passionate about politics and human rights, single, living at home and time poor.


Lisa Roth works half the week as a caseworker at the Sydney Refugee Centre and the other half in a women’s refuge. One word sums her up: dedicated. Working in the community sector is never a nine-to-five job, and Lisa often works long hours or takes her work home. I know this because I volunteer after-hours at the refugee centre and Lisa’s always there past five o’ clock. She usually stays back so that we leave together.


Ruby Georgiou is a lawyer in one of Sydney’s top-tier firms. It goes without saying that she has insane working hours. Given that she’s one of the youngest lawyers on a fast-track path to partnership, it’s little wonder. Add to that her pro bono work at a legal centre in Redfern and you can understand why she’s rarely home. As for Nirvana Ajmera, she’s a midwife and does shift work, including regular graveyard shifts, which is when most babies choose to announce their arrival. Nirvana also teaches Sindhi to preschoolers at Saturday morning classes at her local temple.


The four of us met at a protest at Sydney University, which is where we all studied. I think it was about student union fees, or the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, or overpriced food on campus. I can’t remember exactly because we seemed to be protesting about something every month. There were some guys standing near us who weren’t taking it seriously, talking throughout the speeches. When one of them made a comment about the speaker’s breasts, we simultaneously blasted them. They didn’t know what had hit them, being ripped to shreds by four girls from different directions. The four of us had a laugh afterwards, introduced ourselves to each other, and quickly became the best of friends.


So it’s only natural they’re the ones I email. It’s been a while since we’ve all been free at the same time for a catchup.


Oi! Lisa, Ruby and Nirvana,


Okay, so we’re all on the ‘Where is The One hiding out?’ quest. (Don’t deny it, Lisa. I know you must be too.) Are they lost in Ikea, desperately trying to find the exit? Are they being questioned at Sydney Airport while being filmed for Border Security? Have they fallen into a manhole? Are they delayed on a Tiger Airways flight?


I’m out of answers!


Are you finding it increasingly hard not to self-combust after yet another failed matchmaking experience, either of the traditional kind (Nirvana and me), or the setting up by friends/eyes locking across a crowded room/etc kind (all of us)? And I bet my life that, like me, you’re all sick to death of hearing people call you ‘old-fashioned’, ‘prude’, ‘frigid’, ‘picky’, ‘fussy’ (the list goes on).


As you can tell, I need to vent. So I hereby declare the official and virtual inauguration of the No Sex in the City Club.


Our first meeting is on Friday, 8 p.m., Chocolate Spice in Newtown. Come along with your emotional baggage, horror stories, impossible checklists, twenty-something angst and an appetite for a high-calorie emotional-eating pig-out session. If you’re dieting (that means you, Nirvana – no points calculators or carb-to-protein ratios allowed), positive, optimistic or in love, don’t bother showing up. Only those who can truly indulge in a proper dose of self-pity (and comfort eating) are invited.


Love Esma


PS. I miss you guys. It’s been two weeks. What’s that about?




Two


I work at a recruitment agency finding potential employees for various clients, predominantly in the pharmaceutical industry. It’s Friday and I’m on my way to my last appointment for the day, at a pharmacy in Bondi. It’s two in the afternoon and the traffic is killing me. I turn up the music in my car (a bomb of a Honda Civic that is the bane of my mum’s existence as she can’t understand why I’m nearly thirty and still haven’t managed to save up for a ‘nice-looking’ car). Pearl Jam blares out of the speakers and I instantly feel calm. Until a truck veers onto my side of the road. I swerve out of the way and slam my hand down hard on the horn. The truckie sticks his head out of his window and yells, ‘Ah get ova ya PMS willya!’


‘Learn how to drive!’ I yell back.


The traffic light changes and the truckie blows me a kiss and continues in the opposite direction, leaving me fuming.


I just want to get the appointment over and done with so I can get back on the road before the real traffic jam begins. I live about an hour’s drive away from Bondi – when there’s no traffic. If I get trapped on the motorway in peak hour I’ll never make it home in time to get ready for tonight and drive to Newtown to meet the girls.


When I finally arrive at the pharmacy I take the liberty of parking in a staff car space. I quickly apply some lip gloss, get my file in order, smooth out my hair and hurry in through the front door to meet Mrs Goldman, who ushers me to the back room for our meeting.


‘Like I told you on the phone,’ she says as she pours me a glass of chilled water, ‘I want someone hard-working and honest.’


‘Of course,’ I respond, smiling broadly at her. ‘That’s the least an employer can expect. I’ve short-listed four résumés for you to review. As you specified, they are all recent graduates with excellent qualifications.’


‘And Jewish,’ she adds.


I blink at her.


‘Jewish only,’ she repeats, holding out her hand for the résumés.


‘Er ... well ... that isn’t really appropriate,’ I say.


‘What do you mean?’ she snaps. ‘Is being Jewish inappropriate?’


‘No, I didn’t mean it that way! I mean it’s, well, it’s unlawful to discriminate on the grounds of—’


She waves her hands at me and cuts me off. ‘Don’t talk to me about the law,’ she says. ‘People do this all the time. You go to Cabramatta and everyone working there is Vietnamese. Are you telling me that’s pure coincidence? You go to Lakemba and they’re all Muslim. Work with the rules of life, Esma, not against them. Find me a Jewish graduate. Most of my customers are Jewish and I want somebody who understands their needs.’ She snatches the résumés from me and looks at the one on top.


‘Huh!’ she exclaims. ‘You think an old Jewish bachelor is going to ask Indira Singh for Viagra? He wants to ask Naomi Kreutner, who can then go spread the word and bang, he’s back in the dating scene again.’


The way I see it, asking Indira Singh would protect the old fellow’s anonymity. Wouldn’t he prefer that to having his local community knowing he was throwing back Viagra?


Oh well, who am I to argue? I’ve been a virgin for twenty-eight years. I’m not exactly an expert on Viagra.


Mrs Goldman flips through the résumés and hands them back to me. ‘Not one Jewish name,’ she says with a sigh. ‘Back to the drawing board, Esma.’


‘I can’t advertise in a way that discriminates against non-Jews,’ I say.


She flashes me a condescending smile. ‘My dear, nobody is asking you to break the law. I pay you to be creative in the screening process. Ask the right questions and you will work it out. And don’t feel bad. People do this all the time.’


‘Really?’ I mutter, knowing full well that she’s right.


‘Of course! It was only yesterday that I was talking to a friend who’s started a waxing business. Most of her clients are of a Mediterranean background, so she needs an assistant who knows how to rip off that kind of hair. Most of the Anglos, well, you couldn’t make a tiny plait out of their leg hair. And still they complain!’ She stands up abruptly. ‘Don’t disappoint me, okay?’


I smile warily and collect my things. ‘I won’t,’ I say, conscious that my boss will kill me if I lose this contract, given that the Goldmans own five pharmacies across the eastern suburbs and have only just come on board as a new client.


The traffic on the way home is bad but not shocking. I call my boss, Danny Blagojevic, and give him a blast about Mrs Goldman.


‘You’re overreacting,’ he scolds. ‘She’s the client and it’s up to her to hire whoever she wants. It happens all the time.’


‘I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,’ I mumble.


‘Like she said, it all comes back to the screening process. Just specify that speaking Hebrew is a bonus. Advertise in the Jewish News. Use your imagination ... So how’d your family date go the other night?’


I almost hit the car in front of me.


‘Excuse me? How on earth do you know about that? And it wasn’t a family date.’


‘I heard you on the phone. So the guy was fresh off the boat, hey?’


‘I’m really not sure what you mean by that, Danny,’ I say. ‘Are you referring to European settlers?’


He chuckles. ‘If you want to hook up with an asylum seeker, that’s your call. But how’s he going to afford a ring or house when he’s locked up in a detention centre?’


‘That’s offensive, Danny.’


‘When are you going to realise it’s not the eighteen hundreds?’ he presses. ‘They had the sexual liberation movement in the sixties for a reason, you know.’


‘Oh, give it up,’ I say mildly.


What I really want to say is, Shut the F up, Danny! But self-preservation wins out.


Let me explain. Danny’s a forty-year-old spoilt rich boy in an unhappy relationship (‘My wife married me, put on ten kilos and has been a bitch to me ever since’), who opened the recruitment firm when he was twenty-three and has since refused several offers to buy it for over a million dollars. He likes his expensive clothes, expensive watches, expensive cars. He’s a pretentious prick who can turn on the charm one moment and viciously cut you down the next.


The thing is, I’ve never been in his bad books. In fact, for reasons that elude me, I’m his favourite. And it makes our relationship excruciating.


‘I told you, you’re crazy to want to settle down,’ he says. ‘Marco’s a top bloke. I’ll set you up with him – you can have some fun, and Jesus, if it works out and you’re that desperate for commitment, he might even call himself your boyfriend. But trust me: you don’t want to get married. Only masochists choose that path.’


‘Not everybody is unhappily married,’ I say. ‘So don’t go projecting your failures onto the rest of us.’


‘Ooh, see, that’s why I want to set you up with Marco. You two are never lost for words.’


‘Have a great weekend, Danny,’ I say.


‘Yeah, that’s frigging unlikely given Mary’s forcing me to go furniture shopping with her.’


I want to tell Danny where he can stick his furniture shopping, but he’s my boss. There’s only so much I can say without crossing the line. And as annoyed as I am by his constant remarks about my way of life (not drinking, making up excuses to get out of after-work partying sessions at the local club, wanting to settle down with a Muslim, volunteering to help ‘queue jumpers’), I’ve never taken him on about any of it. I need this job too badly.


Because I have a secret.


About two years ago, my dad’s ‘gambling for fun’ turned into a serious addiction. He hasn’t been near a fruit machine since, and is slowly trying to get his life back on track. The thing is this: I’m part of the ‘back on track’ plan. And nobody, including my mum or my sister, Senem, knows about it.


I only know because I came home from work early one day to find Dad alone, sobbing in the lounge room. Before then I’d only ever seen my dad cry when his mother and, later, his father passed away.


‘Dad?’ I said, shocked. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Our house,’ he said. ‘Our house.’


That’s when I noticed the letter in his hand. I walked over to him. It was from the bank, advising of the arrears on a loan. Our house had been used as security against the loan. The letter warned that the last two monthly repayments had to be paid within seven days or enforcement steps would be taken. I almost cried out when I saw the outstanding balance: just under one hundred thousand dollars. I remember the burning sensation that came over my face, as though I’d stuck my head in the doors of a furnace.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked, desperately trying to remain calm as I sat down next to him.


‘Your mother doesn’t know,’ he choked out. ‘Neither does your sister. Nobody knows. This is between you and me only.’


My mum, who defies most of the usual stereotypes about migrants, housewives and Muslims (the trifecta), has nonetheless always been happy to leave Dad with the responsibility of managing the finances. Since migrating from Turkey, she hasn’t done a single day’s paid work, preferring instead to be a housewife. She’s happy to let Dad be responsible for paying the bills and mortgage. Dad has had lots of jobs but for the past ten years he’s mainly worked as a cleaner at a hospital. I always thought that this must work for them, because I’d never known them to fight about money.


I nodded and he took a deep breath, wiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve. I’d never seen him so vulnerable; he seemed defeated and helpless. Then and there the dynamics between us shifted for good. I was still his daughter, of course, but suddenly I was also his confidante.


I’d grown up to believe that my parents were infallible; I was their daughter and respected them as wiser and more experienced. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t argue and fight and attempt to shift the power balance when it suited me, but there was always a line – drawn out of respect, deference and gratitude – that I would never dare cross.


Every word Dad uttered that day threatened to erase that line.


‘I never meant for this to happen,’ he said, speaking to me in Turkish. His voice was thick with shame. ‘It was just for fun at first. When I was with my friends at the club I was happy. One thing led to another and we tried the fruit machine. You win once and you think, Why can’t I win again? I couldn’t stop. Like my smoking.’ He let out a small, cheerless laugh. ‘The cigarette burns down to a stub and I look at it, surprised by how quickly it’s gone. So I reach for another cigarette, thinking I’ll savour this one, but then in another second I forget I’m smoking. It’s become so natural to me that I hardly know I’m doing it. That’s how the gambling was.’


I sucked in my breath. ‘Are you still gambling?’ I eventually asked.


‘No, thank God I quit. I met somebody at the mosque ... he’d gone through the same thing and he’s helped me. And I haven’t gone near a machine for two years.’


‘Two years ... How have you kept this from us – from Mum – for so long?’


He stared down at the carpet. He hadn’t looked me in the eye since he’d started speaking. ‘There are many things that even the closest of people can hide from each other. Being deceitful is easier than being honest, especially when the other person has such trust in you.’


I tried not to cry as he spoke.


‘I took out a loan against the house, but I’ve missed a couple of payments. That’s why the bank is now chasing me. And this is why, Esma ...’ He turned to face me then, grabbing my hands and holding on tight. ‘I need you, darling. I have no one but you to depend on. I can’t lose this house. Your mother would never forgive me. It would destroy her – the betrayal, the shame.’ He squeezed my hands. ‘I need to ask you to please help me pay the loan.’


Dad went on to explain how he’d taken extra shifts at work but that it was getting very hard to meet the monthly repayments. He needed my help. He also needed me to keep his secret, even from my sister, Senem. He didn’t want Senem’s husband, Farouk, to know. It would mean losing face in front of his son-in-law.


‘I’ve begged God’s forgiveness,’ he continued. ‘And I beg yours too. But I don’t wish to beg forgiveness from your mother. We have to spare her that.’


I couldn’t sleep much that night. I thought long and hard. Cried. Wallowed in self-pity, anger and hurt. I remember I woke up numb. I left the house for work before Mum was up, glad I didn’t have to look her in the eye and pretend that the security she took for granted rested squarely on my shoulders. Dad had already left. He was working longer hours now.


When I arrived at work I sent an email to the accounts department instructing them to direct debit more than a third of my wages to my dad’s loan account.


So that explains why I’m tied to a job I love but a boss I hate. Every time Danny edges into sleaze territory I have to bite my tongue, because my parents’ house, and maybe their marriage, depends on me keeping this job.




Three


My sister, Senem, is one year younger than me and is so happily married it’s sickening. Of course, I love her to bits and I wish her all the happiness in the world. Hers is one of those ‘you wouldn’t believe it ...’ stories.


It started like this. When Senem finished her beauty therapy course at TAFE, she worked at a salon that shared the same floor as a Chinese massage parlour in a shop along a prominent road in the eastern suburbs. There was nothing dodgy about it, and yet the fact that the salon was next to a remedial massage parlour meant that a lot of men would arrive for a spray tan or back wax and expect to be offered something more as part of the price. Senem got sick and tired of having to call security. It turned her off the whole industry altogether. Well, that and the Brazilian waxes.


After Senem quit her job, she got a job with Virgin Blue, working at the check-in counter at Sydney Airport’s domestic terminal. She was lucky enough to get a long break before starting and went on a holiday to Turkey with Mum. Within four days of arriving, Senem met her soulmate, The One, at our grandmother’s house.


Our grandmother was hosting a massive feast for all the family and friends in honour of Mum and Senem visiting. Farouk, the son of my grandmother’s cousin’s friend’s brother’s daughter (or something like that), was invited. It was all arranged. We know this because my grandmother has never shied away from reminding us that the only reason she’s hanging onto life is because she wants to see us married.


It was arranged that Senem and Farouk would be seated next to each other at the table. Apparently one of our younger second (or was it third?) cousins attempted to sit next to Senem and my grandmother rapped her knuckles with her walking stick. She’s a charmer, my grandmother.


Senem called me later that night to announce she’d fallen in love. I told her she was an idiot and should stop watching movies starring Drew Barrymore. She insisted she’d experienced love at first family-get-together sight. This was inconceivable to me as Senem has always been the rebel of the family and, unlike me, had absolutely no tolerance for family set-ups.


I demanded proof. She explained that she’d been so mesmerised by Farouk that she’d drunk a glass of Coke.


Enough said.


Senem is gorgeous and works hard to maintain her beautiful hair, beautiful skin and beautiful white teeth. She is scrupulous about what she eats (organic mainly), sips on herbal tea and warm water between meals, and even now still maintains her Friday-night ritual of a face mask, nail kit and rom-com DVD. So basically she would rather touch a used syringe than drink Coke. She practically uses gloves when she plays her ‘look at the coin in the Coke’ party trick.


Within three weeks of Senem drinking Coke, Farouk’s family and my extended family got together to celebrate at my grandmother’s house. My dad and I were still in Australia and attended the prayer ceremony via Skype. Everybody recited a prayer and Senem and Farouk’s intention to marry was officially recognised by the family. One month later, Dad and I flew to Turkey to attend a lavish engagement party. I rejected every guy my grandmother tried to set me up with (because of her myopia she had no clue that she was, for the most part, recommending balding, overweight, cross-eyed guys) and spent most of my free time sightseeing and having the time of my single life, much to my grandmother’s consternation.


A year later and Senem and Farouk were married. Which means my grandmother’s very life, as she constantly reminds me, now depends on me finding Mr Right.


When I arrive home from Mrs Goldman’s pharmacy at six-thirty I find Senem sitting on the kitchen bench helping Farouk with the cooking. I completely forgot they were coming over for dinner tonight.


‘I’ve got to love you and leave you,’ I say apologetically, giving Senem a kiss hello.


‘Why?’ Senem pouts. ‘I haven’t seen you all week.’


‘Yeah, I know, I’m sorry but I’ve got plans.’


‘I’m making my famous lasagne,’ Farouk says, dangling a lasagne sheet in front of my face. ‘Tempting?’


I laugh. ‘Is it that wholemeal crap Senem used to make Mum buy?’


He grins. ‘No. Senem insists on having only a salad tonight.’ He pulls a face. Senem takes a sip of her water.


I punch my fist in the air and cheer. ‘Save me a piece.’


‘Why can’t you stay?’ Senem moans. ‘You’re so mean. I’ve got so much to tell you.’


‘Yes, but I can’t get out of this. It’s ... er ... kind of a business meeting.’


‘On a Friday night?’ Senem isn’t convinced.


‘Come upstairs and help me pick out an outfit and I’ll tell you.’


She hops off the bench and gives Farouk a peck on the cheek. ‘See you soon!’


‘I’ll miss you, hon!’


I stick my finger in my mouth and make barfing noises.


Upstairs in my room I take out two tops and lay them on the bed. I kick off my work pants and put on my jeans.


Senem inspects the tops, chooses the black one and passes it to me. ‘So?’ she says. ‘What meeting are you going to? Amnesty? Human rights lecture? Peace protest?’


‘Prefer it if I spent my free time shopping and getting my hair done?’ I ask cheerily.


‘You do get your hair done and you love to shop.’


I smile ironically. ‘Yes, I’m the activist with good hair and style.’


‘I wish I could be like you,’ she says with a sigh. ‘But work is so draining. Not to mention life is so much busier since I got married.’


‘Oh Senem, that’s pathetic. I’ll take any excuse but that.’


I pick up my eyeliner and apply a thin line. Senem flops down onto my bed and examines her nails.


‘Do you remember how we used to talk about finding Mr Right?’ I say.


‘How could I forget? What he’d look like. His job. How we’d know if he was The One. Whether people’s teeth bump when they kiss.’


I burst out laughing. ‘Oh my God, yes, I remember that. Anyway, you went and betrayed me by finding Farouk and leaving me at the mercy of matchmakers who’ll throw any Turk my way so long as he’s single and wants to get married.’


‘You have a point. Thank God I never went through that.’


‘Yes, you’ve always been spared a lot of things ...’ The words hang in the air but she’s flipping through one of my magazines and is oblivious to my meaning.


Senem and I have very different personalities. I’m the dependable one. The one my parents can rely on. The one to cover up for Senem, who always bent the rules more than I did.


‘I’m over it,’ I say, pulling on the black top. ‘Since Seyf, I haven’t met a guy who’s shared my obsession with Pearl Jam and Tool.’


‘No more contact with the scumbag, hey?’


‘Nope.’


I’ve never told her about the last time I saw him. It was at Big Day Out in 2006. I’ve been listening to Tool for fifteen years, so when they started playing I couldn’t help but go a tiny bit mental and run into the mosh pit. The crowd was going nuts and it was so packed that I was being lifted off the ground. The crowd moved and swayed, and before I knew it I was in an empty area, shouting out, ‘Yay! Dance space!’ I looked around and realised I’d actually been sucked into the fight circle. I panicked, and was knocked around a bit before I managed to get out of there (I lasted four songs, though, and was quite proud of myself). And as I walked away, rubbing my sore arms, a big goofy smile on my face, I saw Seyf standing in the crowd, staring at me, jaw almost to the floor, his wife hanging off his arm.


That knocked the smile off my face.


‘How’s work?’ Senem asks. ‘Is your boss still a pig?’


‘Yes, unfortunately I’m still working for a Neanderthal who wants to flirt with me and set me up with his best friend.’


‘No cute single guys who are just as intent as you on saving the world?’


I groan. ‘There is nobody eligible at work. Or around work. Or through work. I’m not bitter, though,’ I say, laughing bitterly.


Senem starts prattling on about how she and Farouk have found their dream apartment and are a couple of months away from saving enough for the deposit.


I’d love to tell her about the predicament I’m in. To tell her that I don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to buy a place of my own when I’m managing Dad’s debt. I want to vent about the fact that all the pressure is on me to save our parents’ marriage. Dad seems to think I have less to lose because I’m single.


But I hold back. I won’t betray my dad.


‘I want my own place,’ I say when she’s done talking. ‘What if I’m thirty-five and still living at home? That’s just tragic. If you’ve got any suggestions, help me out, because the other night was the last straw.’


‘You mean Hassan?’


‘Mum told you, huh?’


‘She’s spewing about your bad Turkish. I told her to get over it, so don’t stress.’


‘That’s easy for you to say.’


‘Hey, don’t take it out on me. This is my kismet – your destiny will come when you least expect it.’


‘I swear to God, Senem, if I hear that statement one more time I’m going to stab myself with my nail file.’


‘Okay, okay.’ She flips over onto her stomach and rests on her elbows. ‘So what does all this have to do with your meeting?’


‘I’ve created an excuse to get together with my girlfriends, to vent about the drought of eligible men. The No Sex in the City Club.’


She bursts out laughing. ‘Oh come on, it can’t be that bad.’


I sit down next to her. ‘Don’t be so smug. I just want to wallow in some self-pity without being judged, okay?’


She smiles. ‘Okay.’




Four


We squeal for five minutes.


‘It’s been ages!’


‘Your hair looks gorgeous red!’


‘You’ve lost weight!’


‘I love your shoes!’


When the waiter is fed up waiting for us to move out of the entrance of the restaurant, he takes a step into our huddle and politely but firmly asks us to move to our seats.


‘I’ve been doing step classes all week in preparation for tonight,’ Nirvana boasts, ‘and I’m hanging for a skim iced chocolate. Apparently the colder the drink, the more calories your body expends trying to heat the liquid.’


‘Nirvana,’ I groan, ‘I said no skim. And a drink is not emotional eating.’


‘Oh, for crying out loud, Esma,’ Lisa says, ‘there’s nothing to be emotional about.’


We pore over the menu, the waiter standing over us, daring us to lose the plot again. We place our orders, proudly totalling about five million calories between us. In the end we succeed in convincing Nirvana to break her diet because it’s Friday and she’s always vulnerable on a Friday. It’s Monday to Thursday when you can’t prise her jaws open for anything with an energy value higher than a carrot.


Nirvana’s of Indian background, Gujarati to be precise. We call her Miss Bollywood because she has typically beautiful Indian hair (silky black and flowing down her back), luminous hazel eyes and layers of lashes. She’s the most mild-mannered in our group, all class and refinement and measured words (there’s no swearing or outbursts of irrational name-calling for her). She’s a size twelve to fourteen (manufacturers can be so evil that way) and is always on a different fad diet because she’s under the illusion that she resembles a heifer. But Nirvana’s tall, and even though we’re always trying to convince her that she’s a head-turner, she still insists that she won’t be content until her thighs stop rubbing.


Out of the four of us, Nirvana and I come from the more conservative backgrounds. We’re both still virgins, and although Nirvana had a couple of boyfriends during university and was in a long-term relationship for three years, it’s always been behind her parents’ back. She’s ready to settle down, and in the past couple of years has, out of desperation, agreed to be more open to traditional matchmaking attempts. Like me, she’s had her fair share of over-my-dead-body ‘suitors’. Only last week she met somebody who insisted that he was a ‘very modern Indian boy’. Here’s how the scene went:


Guy: I was born in Australia, I’ve got properties, earn good money and I’m very independent. Don’t worry, I won’t be following the old ways.


Nirvana: Great, that’s how I was brought up too. So where do you live?


Guy: At home.


Nirvana: Didn’t you say you have properties?


Guy: Yes, investment properties.


Nirvana: So will you move into one when you get married?


Guy: Of course not. My parents have extended the house for when my wife moves in. It’s fully equipped with plasma TV and surround sound. But no kitchen, obviously. Dinner is always with the family.


Ruby is Greek Orthodox, and I only introduce her by her religious and ethnic background because it means a lot to her. She’s fiercely proud of her Greek heritage, speaks the language fluently, observes all the traditions and has always been an active member of her local Greek youth organisations. Throughout university, she made sure she was on every executive committee and generally bossed everybody around, whether it came to organising the annual Greek Ball (which we all went along to) or running youth camps. She’s since relinquished control to the younger crowd but still helps out with the occasional community event. Ruby comes from a very educated and successful family. Her dad is an aeronautical research scientist, her mother is a psychologist, one brother is a doctor and the other is a pharmacist. Lisa, Nirvana and I refer to Ruby’s family as ‘the Nobel Laureates’.


Ruby has wild curly hair that refuses to be styled and looks different every time I see her. One day her curls are loose and bouncy, the next they’re tight and frizzy. She’s got an unforgettable face: strong jawline, thick, beautifully arched eyebrows, and massive dark eyes framed by funky glasses which aren’t prescription but which she insists on wearing a couple of days a week because she’s a Gemini and gets bored with her look every five seconds.


Ruby is an astrology fanatic. In her own words: ‘I’d rather die single than fall for a Taurus, Cancer or Pisces.’ So Ruby’s Mr Right checklist is therefore just as unviable (some might say screwed-up) as mine. Despite being into astrology, Ruby is exceptionally bright (she was made an associate at her law firm within a year of starting there) and pretty much fits the profile of the ‘CC’ lawyer (confident and cocky – again her words, not mine). She was in a relationship with another law student throughout university and a couple of years afterwards broke it off. She’s now also ready to fall in love again, but has experienced absolutely zero success so far. Thankfully Ruby, like Nirvana and me, thinks that finding Mr Right adds to your life rather than defines it.


Lisa, on the other hand, takes a completely different view.


Lisa has sky-blue eyes, freckles and a mop of long dark hair. She’s intolerant of anybody she views as politically conservative, and when it comes to issues such as climate change, asylum seekers, women’s rights and the Israel-Palestine conflict, her convictions are absolute and nonnegotiable.


Although Lisa’s Jewish and identifies herself as such, she’s not religious. In fact, she’s agnostic. That’s not for lack of effort on her mother’s part. Ever since Lisa was little, her mum has been dragging her to Hebrew classes and Jewish functions. Her parents keep kosher and observe the high holy days, although they’re not so religious as to observe Shabbat. When Lisa finished high school, her mum took her to Israel. She thought it would help Lisa embrace her Jewish identity, but the plan backfired. Lisa got involved with a human rights group and ended up spending her time in front of bulldozers in the West Bank.


So Lisa’s the odd one out in her family, disagreeing with them on Israel, religion and, most importantly for her mother, marrying a Jewish guy. Lisa has no interest whatsoever in finding Mr Right, Jewish (as her mother so desperately hopes) or otherwise. She thinks marriage is stifling.


While Nirvana and I are definitely not having sex in the city, Lisa and Ruby are no longer virgins. However, they’re still quite conservative by today’s standards and have only been with one guy each. I know this because this is the stuff best friends know, up there with menstrual cycles, embarrassing fantasies and family problems (well, okay, maybe not all problems, given the skeleton in Dad’s closet).


‘So are you going to call this meeting to order?’ Lisa asks.


‘The No Sex in the City Club idea was really just an excuse to catch up,’ I say, smiling. ‘I needed something to entice us out of our crazy work schedules.’


‘Speaking of crazy work schedules, how’s work going for you?’ Nirvana asks Lisa.


Lisa scrunches up her face and lets out a sigh. ‘You know what it’s like. See a kid you’ve known since she was on the streets graduate from high school one day, help out a woman whose husband’s used a cricket bat on her the next. The good, the bad and the ugly.’


Ruby pulls a face. ‘Did the bastard get charged?’


‘Yes. Sentencing won’t be for a while though. Unfortunately, the woman isn’t pressing charges. The good news is that the DPP has decided to prosecute him anyway.’


Ruby’s eyes narrow. ‘Lisa, do you ever meet guys who redeem your view of men?’


Lisa lets out an exasperated laugh. ‘Of course I do. I’m not so cynical that I walk down the street suspecting every male of being a sex offender or wife beater. But I’m not going to start waving the banner for the marriage institution.’


‘You’re quite sure that nobody could persuade you?’ I ask.


‘The idea of marriage makes me feel claustrophobic.’ Lisa squirms in her seat. ‘I’m moving out of home next year. That’s the plan anyway. It’s bad enough living with my parents; I don’t want to live with someone else who’s going to be asking where I’m going and what I’m doing. When I move out of home next year I want to be free to make my own decisions.’


I regard her with wry amusement. ‘Your mum is going to flip out.’


‘That’s why it’s taken me this long – if I had my choice I would have moved years ago. But she needs to come to terms with the fact that I’m not going to stay at home until I marry one of her hand-picked Jewish bachelors.’


Ruby cocks her head. ‘Are you a self-hating Jew?’ she says, wagging her finger.


‘No, you idiot. I couldn’t care less what a guy’s background is. If he’s the right person and Jewish, fine. It’ll satisfy my mum. But unlike you lot, it’s not part of my obligatory selection criteria.’


Ruby knocks the end of a sugar sachet against her chin and then, in a tone that suggests she’s reading a list aloud, says, ‘I want Greek Orthodox background, family from the same island if possible. A Sydney Uni graduate, although UNSW will do. Eastern suburbs.’ She pauses. ‘I like things to be complicated, as you can tell.’


I snort. ‘No, complicated is the wrong word. You’re just a snob.’


Ruby pokes her tongue out at me.


‘I want a Gujarati and a Hindu,’ Nirvana says, ‘because culture and religion are big parts of my life. Especially when it comes to raising children.’


‘Oh well, that’s easy because I don’t want children,’ Lisa says, taking a sip of her juice and then setting down her glass.


‘You don’t mean that,’ Nirvana says.


‘Yes I do,’ Lisa says. ‘I have no desire to marry or be a mother. I might entertain the idea of a serious relationship if I met someone special enough to accept that the thing I’m most passionate about in life is my work, but I have no intention of having children.’


‘You can’t be serious,’ Ruby says. ‘The marrying thing I understand. You’ve always been against it. But you’re fantastic with kids. I’ve seen you in action.’


‘You’re a natural,’ I add.


‘So what?’ Lisa says. ‘Why can’t I be a natural with other people’s kids? Why does the fact that I have no desire to have children mean I’m somehow going to fail to fulfil my real destiny?’


‘It doesn’t,’ I say. ‘It’s just surprising.’


‘I totally respect where you’re coming from,’ Ruby says. ‘It’s your choice. I just hope you don’t regret it one day.’


‘I think I can be the judge of what I might or might not regret,’ Lisa says.


‘My uterus practically contracts every time I see a baby,’ Nirvana says with a laugh.


‘That would be a bit of an occupational hazard in your line of work, wouldn’t it?’ Lisa says.


‘How is your work?’ I ask Nirvana.


‘Wonderful, actually,’ Nirvana says. ‘But I don’t want to talk about work. I want to vent about home.’


‘Vent!’ I cry. ‘That’s why we’re here.’


‘You know how my dad’s sister and her husband have been staying with us from India for the last four months? Well, I’m slowly losing my mind. My dad wants to appear all strict and in control in front of them. Thank God they’re leaving in a week.’


‘Your dad’s always been strict, though,’ Ruby says.


‘Yeah, but he’s going overboard. And what makes it so frustrating is that my aunt and uncle left my cousin, who’s a year younger than me, back home in India, where I know for a fact she’s partying hard and having the time of her life while my dad’s imposing curfews on me simply because my aunt and uncle are here.’


I pat her hand in solidarity. ‘Don’t worry, Nirvana. You’re not the only one old enough to own her own property and conceive a baby but who still has to argue with her parents about late nights out.’


‘Your parents have mellowed a lot,’ Nirvana says. ‘Remember uni?’


Lisa grins. ‘She had to be home before midnight.’


‘Ahh, yes. The Cinderella rule.’ I laugh. ‘Please don’t remind me. Although, when I think about it now, Dad was such a softie. I’ll always be in pigtails with plasters on my knees as far as he’s concerned. If I ever do get married and have kids, he’ll put it down to an immaculate conception. Do you know he came along with me to orientation day because he was so worried I’d get lost on campus?’


‘I’ll make enquiries into a counsellor for you tomorrow,’ Lisa quips.


‘Excuse me,’ Ruby cries, animated. ‘I have a horror story of my own!’


We turn our attention to Ruby.


‘Two weeks ago I’m at church, dressed to kill of course, and sure enough I catch the attention of a guy whose looks can only be described as close to perfect. He gets my number through the usual grapevine and gives me a call. Given the horrors of my past blind-date experiences, I invite my cousin and her husband and make it a double date.’
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