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This isn’t your average romcom...
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Thank you for buying my book and joining me on this author adventure. As a token of my appreciation, I’d love to give you more... so read on to the end for how you can be a part of this very unique series.    
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5th May, I want a baby
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Okay, I think it’s time to have a baby.   

It’s not that I’m massively broody. My ovaries don’t do a jig when I see a newborn. Yet, some factors bring me to this decision.

I’m nearly 31, which isn’t old by anyone’s standards, except a Bengali mum’s.  

“Do you want to see Hass-” The phone falls dead. “Hello?... Hell-”

“Mum, are you in the kitchen? You never get reception there.” 

“Dooro! This phone! Can never speak in back of house. That’s where I always be!”

“Just move to the front room.”

“Okay-okay! Doh-no what baghe dora with the kitchen. Can never talk properly. Let me get my tea cup.”

Must ask mum for a proper translation of that phrase before I use it on my mother-in-law. Isn’t bagh a tiger? So a tiger’s got her phone? How does that even make sense? 

Mum is busy muttering between the cutting silences while she navigates her way towards a better reception.

“What was I asking? Dooro! I forgot now.”

“You said about seeing someone. Was it Hassna?”

“Ah. Oh yes. Do you want to see Hassna baby next weekend, if you got no other programme?”

“I don’t mind. We were thinking of coming up, anyway,” I reply.  

“Good, good. And if you get time, could you buy gift?”

“A gift? From me? Or from all of us?” I don’t know why I bother asking. Though I can’t see her face, I can picture mum doing her upside down lip grimace.

“Eh, if you can pick a few things, that would be good. Babygrow, maybe lit-ool cardigan, bibs. Usual thing you gift baby. I no able to go shop on own. Your father no go, he complain backache.”

“Eh-heh... who you talk to?” I hear dad ask in the background. It sounds as if he’s quite close to the phone. Uncomfortably close for mum’s liking, I’m sure.

“Your daughter, of course!” mum shouts. “The one who do all the driving, even though she no live here! I tell you, we must sort bus pass out.”

“Acha. She do it when she come home? When she coming home? Today?” Dad sounds hopeful.

“How she come today? She not work? Not everybody free like you.”

“Erm... mum, should I call you back?”

“No, no. It just your father asking when you coming.” 

“I know. I can hear the whole conversation. And it’s kind of annoying so either talk to him or talk to me but not both at the same time.”

“Eh-heh what she say? She be okay?” asks dad. “Did she want talk?”

“You want talk to your dad?”

“Not now, mum. I’ll be meeting him soon.”

M and I have been married long enough that I don’t need to explain who ‘him’ is. There is no other man I would be meeting after work. “So if there’s nothing else, I’ll buy the clothes for the baby.”

“But I give you money!”

“There’s no need, mum. I can get the gifts on behalf of all of us.”

“Dooro! Na, na, na. Why you pay for everything? I give you money when you come. And buy from good shop. We don’t want them saying we cheap.”

As always, mum is trying to keep up with the Mahmoods, our almost perfect cousins. God forbid I buy basic clothing for the new baby.

“Mum, when have I ever bought cheap? I might buy things in the sale, but they’re from good shops.”

“No no! Not from sale. Her maa will go online straight away to see if we bought it reduced.”

“Auntie Jusna knows how to shop online?”

“She get her daughters to look. The other day, she wore cashmere cardigan! She think she posh? I want to remind her she live in Droylsden! Nothing posh there, ever! Anyway, come to our house early Saturday. I know you be tired, but try wake up early and come quickly. I want to get to their house for 11 o’clock. Then we can leave before lunch. Otherwise, it will be tricky as they have to pretend to offer food and we have to pretend we no hungry.”

“I take it I’m driving you all there, then?” I ask.

“Yes! Who else drive?”

“So we’re still ignoring the fact that your youngest has passed her driving test?”

“You know how she is. Scaredy chicken! Too scared to drive on motorway. She never as independent as you.”

Mum knows exactly how to get me. Lacing a favour with enough praise that I temporarily lose my grudge about still having to carry out domestic duties, like shopping and driving, despite living 200 miles away in London.

“Well, I’m glad Hassna’s found someone,” I say. “Especially after her engagement broke off.”

“Yes, and her sister divorce. That family always had some shorom. Now your auntie back to being proud peacock. Saying how great her son-in-law is. And how happy she is for another grandchild so soon.”

“It is soon. She’s been married less than a year.”

“I tell you...” Mum’s voice lowers to a whisper, which leads me to think that dad must still be within earshot while she’s talking about his side of the family. “I had to get calendar out to check if baby be made before or after wedding. But we be glad for her. As she be getting old now. So had to start quickly.”

“Mum! She’s the same age as me!”

“That be true. Make me wonder, when will your life begin?”

I love how mum thinks I must be dead all this time and only a child will bring me to life. There was a time when getting married was the main goal in life. It seems that the ultimate achievement is a moving target. 

It’s the first time in my years of marriage that mum has probed into my plans for parenthood. I guess even for a modern-minded minx like her, being nearly 31, married and childless is testing her forward thinking nature. I must bring her up to speed.

“Mum, it’s not like I’ve been doing nothing these last few years. Straight after marriage, I moved to a new city and had to get used to living with a husband. I relocated offices. Then, just as I got used to this new life, I got made redundant and had to build a career as a freelancer to make sure I had enough money to pay bills and rent. London is not cheap, you know? And after that, I spent the last couple of years... well, why do I have to explain? We’ve been enjoying our life. And why not make the most of it before kids? Just because everyone else gets knocked up straight after marriage, it doesn’t mean I have to.”  

“No, no. I no saying you have to. It’s good that you be independent and do things different. But not too different. No leave it too long. You never know if you have problem having children.”

“You mean like you did?” 

“Dooro!”

“Mum, you said it took a long time for you to have us girls. Remember? That’s why there are such big age gaps between us.” 

“Okay, enough,” mum shouts down the line. “So you get clothes?”  

“Yes, mum. I’ll buy the clothes. I’ll go to Oxford Street after work.”

“Very good. Also, you definitely drive us? Then I tell your auntie to expect visit.”

“Yes, mum,” I say, yet again. “I’ll do the buying and the driving.”

“Acha! No need be cheeky with me! It not be like I always asking you to do things.”

To avoid a phone argument with my mum, which would interrupt my serene walk towards London Bridge to meet M after work, I decline to mention that I have been chief carpool for every wedding, family function and supermarket trip for the last eight years. It’s just not worth the tension. Instead, I will keep score of this latest taxi request to serve as ammunition for a future fallout.

***  
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“I’M SORRY TO SAY WE’LL have to jaunt around Oxford Street this weekend.” I’m bracing myself for M’s response.

“That’s nothing to be sorry about. I never turn down an opportunity to go to the shops.”

“I thought you might be sick of it, as we’ve been the last two weekends.” Yet again, M is proving to be an exemplary husband, happily going shopping with his wife. The last two trips weren’t even for errands. We just found ourselves free on both Saturday afternoons. 

“Nah. I don’t mind checking out the Ralph Lauren and Barbour stores. You never know when they might have a sale.”

I admire M’s eternal glass half full nature. We’re between every conceivable season that would warrant a sale but it doesn’t stop him hoping.

“What’s the occasion?” he asks.

“It’s my cousin, Hassna. She’s had a baby.”

“Ah, okay.”

We head into a coffee shop just off London Bridge. The one with the art deco walls, colourful tables and loud music. The one we always go to when we have an evening walk around here. We don’t even need to ask each other anymore. We follow our noses and walk in. 

It’s busy as usual, with commuters queuing up for their caffeine hit after a hard day’s work. The tables are all taken up by trendy, hipster sorts that look way too casual for a corporate job. AirPods plugged in, faces locked into their laptops. There is a table of four next to us, each occupied by a different screen user. There is a curly-haired girl with oversized headphones and her face buried in her phone. A guy with floppy, pop star hair is on his tablet. The other two occupants are swiping left, furiously. I can’t even tell if they’re friends or strangers. That’s the problem with phones, they get in the way of human connection. Plus it’s London. So there’s that. 

“What do you fancy?” M asks, as he’s the default buyer on our coffee dates. And dinner dates. And meals out. And shopping trips. Though, for this weekend’s expedition, I might pick up the tab as it’s gifts for my side of the family. Otherwise, it might be taking the piss.

“I’ll just have my usual.” I know full well that I needn’t elaborate. 

“What about a cake?” he asks.

I stare down at my belly, which is protruding under my cream faux silk shirt. My stomach always looks more prominent when I’m not wearing a padded bra. It’s all relative, you see. 

I then examine the sweet treats behind the glass counter. There’s a chocolate fudge brownie calling out to me. It would be rude not to respond. It is a Tuesday, after all.

We leave the coffee shop, with my usual fruit cooler and M’s usual frothy coffee and the addition of my fudge brownie.

Suddenly, my husband stops in his tracks. “Wait, isn’t Hassna the girl who just got married?”

“Yeah. We went to her wedding last summer.”

“Bloody hell. They didn’t hang about, did they?”

“No. Zero messing around. Unlike us, with lots of messing around.”

M pokes me in the ribs. “To be honest with ya, I think that’s the best way to do it. I’m glad we haven’t rushed into having kids. I never understand why people do. Think about it, when we got married we barely knew each other. I mean, obviously, we wanted to get married. We were sure enough about that but we hadn’t lived together. We were still figuring out things about each other.” 

“True,” I say. “I remember Hassna’s sister, Rashda, telling me that having kids straight away meant her and her hubby barely got to know each other. It added a huge strain. Then again, maybe that’s why Hassna hurried things along. Maybe she wanted to get married and get onto the next stage, what with seeing her sister’s divorce and her own previous engagement fall apart.”

“To be honest with ya, you’d think that would put her off having a kid so soon. It would make more sense to get to know the fella first.”

M makes a good point but I’ve got a better one. “Unless, they had a whoopsie. Who’s to say it was even planned?” I slurp on my iced drink. “Sorry. That was a bit louder than expected.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “We’ve been married nearly four years. Formalities have well and truly gone out of the window. Anyway, onto more important things. What shall we do tonight? With us being kid-free, we can do whatever we want.”

I think for a minute. “Well... We had Nando’s last night. So maybe pizza?”

“We could do...” says M, though his hesitation suggests he’s not so keen. “I had pizza at lunch today. I don’t fancy it again.”

“Pizza at lunchtime? It’s not even Friday.”

M looks sheepish “What it was was...” Here comes the excuse. “It was Kamran’s birthday. So the choice was go for pizza at lunchtime or go to the pub with him and the boys later and watch everyone get pissed.”

“You don’t need to explain. We can both get back on it next month.”

I’ve lost count of the number of times M and I have pledged to get back on the health wagon before swiftly falling off again. That’s the trouble with central London living. There are too many food options and if you don’t go out to eat, are you even living in London?

As I take another slurp of my cold drink, M says: “Babe, can we hurry up a bit? I’ve been brewing a poo all afternoon.”

“Oh. Why didn’t you go at work?”

“I tried. Twice. Sat there for half an hour on the toilet. Nothing happened, just a few trumps.”

M was right. There are certainly no formalities in this relationship. 

When we get home and M finishes his business, we decide to dine on a takeaway of burger and chips. Don’t judge us. 

Dinner is eaten on our laps, in front of the TV, as is custom. But the TV is proving to be disappointing as we’ve already watched all the decent shows. 

“Shall we try this?” I say to M as the screen presents us with a romcom about a married couple.

“Let’s have a read of the blurb, shall we?” M replies. “A middle-aged couple navigate the mundane nature of everyday life as empty nesters.”

M and I smirk at each other. 

“Best not watch that,” I say. “We’re not there yet.”

M continues to flick through the channels, with each one presenting a less desirable option than the last. Then we land upon some kind of Scandinavian crime drama. 

“Oh yeah, Jam used to love this programme,” says M. “He was always banging on about how we should watch it. How it’s a grower and you need to get through three episodes before it gets really interesting.”

“Shall we give it a go?”   

“Why not?” M starts punching into the remote.

“Do you miss him?”

“Who?” asks M.

“Jam?”

M sighs. “I do a bit. But, on the plus side, we have a well-stocked fridge that doesn’t get emptied every few days.” He offers a wry smile.

It’s only been a couple of weeks but despite my best efforts (and, dare I say, stellar sense of humour), I cannot fulfil the role of wife and best friend.

We both return our attention to the TV. 

This programme must be a grower as the first 10 minutes offer nothing of note.

I want to break the silence and ask M something that’s been hovering about the periphery of my mind for a while. 

“Sometimes...” I want to put this delicately, “do you get a bit bored?”

M doesn’t even flinch. “Yeah. Sometimes.”

“Do you think... Do you think we should consider it?”

“Consider what?”  

“Having a baby. Or at least trying for one.”

“As a cure for boredom?” M laughs. I don’t blame him. It does sound silly saying it out loud.

“Well, not just that. I mean, we’ve always said we will give it two years before we think about kids. Then two years came, and we said let’s give it another two years. We’re running out of years!”

“We’re not! You’re only 30.”

“I know, I know. We don’t know how long it’ll take, though.”

M puts his burger down. He’s going to say something serious. “Remember how I keep telling you not to worry? Don’t worry about that stuff. When it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. It’ll happen.”

He takes another bite of his burger, and slithers of mayo-laden lettuce fall to the glass coffee table, missing the plate. 

“I think there’s a bit more to it than that. We have to actively try. It won’t be a divine intervention.”

“Okay, well, we’ll see. There’s no rush.”

That’s M’s answer to most things. There’s no rush to buy a flat. There’s no rush to have kids. His life runs at the most relaxed of paces. My lovable snail.

***
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AS WE GO TO BED, M turns to me, his bald head bathed in the golden glow from the broken bedside lamp that we never got round to fixing or throwing away. “I don’t think we have to actively try but we could see how it goes?”

“What? Kids?” Now it’s my turn to be surprised.

“Yeah, kids. We could kind of not stop it from happening.”

I think that means M is on board with having a baby.

Shit. What have I started?
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8th May, Imposter syndrome   


[image: ]




“You have two options. You can have the one day face-to-face session with me, which will be £400. Or, you can do my online course, which has a flexible payment system of £50 per month over a four-month period. Then you’ll have access to all the videos, files and takeaway worksheets. Or, of course, I am available for private consultation on a monthly retainer.” I pause for effect, then say: “I know which one I would go for!”    

I do my best posh laugh. My audience of eight women offer me small, tight smiles. Except for Joy, who sports her usual face of confusion and surprise, as though she’s smelt a fart but can’t locate the source.  

Do I detect discomfort? Have I been too pushy? I can’t read the room.

After scribbling in her teal leather notebook, Angela says: “Could you talk me through your course again?”

“Gladly.”  

One area of my life which is going exactly how I wanted is my career. Perhaps my old colleague, Bryony, was right, being made redundant has given me the freedom to spread my wings and do something I wouldn’t have otherwise – be my own boss. It’s been liberating and scary. Expecting people to pay top dollar for my PR magic is the most nerve-wracking thing I have ever had to do. I don’t have the safety net of a big company behind me. I don’t have the blanket of a grown-up boss who could pick up the baton if nerves got the better of me. I don’t have the unquestionable justification that comes with being part of a public listed company to explain why my fees are high. I just have... me. And it turns out I am enough.

After bagging a contract with Bernadette, I jump-started my solopreneur career and today I juggle a small clientele made up of business coaches and independent companies. I am loving it. I am loving being my own boss. I am loving working to my own pace. I am loving sending invoices with my name at the top. 

However, I also have the biggest bout of imposter syndrome. I keep thinking the bubble is going to burst and I’ll be outed as a little girl who knows nothing of the words she speaks. Outed as the brown girl from the first-generation immigrant family, whose dad is a retired restaurant owner and mum is a housewife. I fear that I will be outed for all the hang-ups I carry on my shoulders. 

Every time I land a new client, or am reminded that I am good and competent, I feel an invisible tap on my shoulder. It’s that monkey. It’s telling me: “Come on now, the game is up. They’re onto you.”

I wonder if I’m the only one that feels like that. Are there others like me? Is it a woman thing?  Is it something we carry through generation upon generation of expectation that a woman’s place is in the home? I don’t know. But it hits me hard. No matter how many invoices I bill each month, there’s always that little voice of doubt that never quite goes away. Perhaps it never will. Perhaps it’s there to keep me in my place and keep me in check.

Just as I’m drowning in a pool of self-doubt, Heather reaches for a form. Belinda does the same. Then Joy, who looks satisfied that the origins of the phantom fart doesn’t trace back to me, follows suit. They’re doing it. They’re doing it! They’re signing up for my online course! Bloody hell, they’re even filling out the bank details. I was expecting some quibbles on that front and some protestations about data security, privacy and the like. This room of women, who have congregated at my request of signing up to my premium course, are now actually signing up to my premium course. 

Do they know it’s just me? Do they know it’s just me sat behind a camera talking about PR?

The boost of confidence is massaged with moments of panic. What if they don’t like the course? What if they all take me up on my rather generous, no questions asked, 30-day money-back guarantee?

Glass half full. Glass half full. I’ve got this. They know me. I’ve been networking with them, going every month without fail to have lunch and talk shop for the past year. They know my worth. I need to know my worth. I am good at this. I’m a competent professional. I’m so very, very good at my job. After all, I hired out this makeshift office in the basement of an old man’s pub for this meeting. It’s got a big mahogany table with eight chairs and a projector. I used the projector for my presentation! It wasn’t just there for vanity purposes. I even brought muffins to sweeten the deal.  I mean business.  

“Great!” I say in response to absolutely nothing. “You won’t be disappointed. I should also mention that there is a 30-day money-back guarantee, should the course not be for you.”

Oh, shut up. Just shut the hell up. That’s the thing you say before the sale, not afterwards.

Before anyone has a chance to poke any holes in my self-conscious veneer, I pack away the blueberry muffins, to signify that this free PR session, which led to the inevitable hard sell, is done.

***
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I LOVE CENTRAL LONDON. I love the bustle. I love that there’s always a new nook and cranny to discover. Today, I spotted a cobbled alleyway which houses quaint, picture-postcard shops and cafes, with doors painted in pastel pinks and baby blues.  

What I don’t love so much is when public transport decides to screw me over. I’m currently waiting for the number 25 bus. It comes promptly and without issue when I’m leaving Aldgate to go into town, yet is painfully late and infrequent on the way home. It doesn’t make any sense.  

I’ll check my phone. Maybe M’s messaged me with questions and suggestions about dinner. I fancy a taco.   

No messages from M. But there is one from Bushra:

How did you survive this arranged marriage process? I’m currently doing the biodata bit and can’t take it seriously. Can I add going out drinking in my hobbies section?

That’s just the distraction I need. I won’t text her back. I’ll give her a call.

“No, you can’t put getting pissed as a hobby,” I begin. “This isn’t Tinder. You’re not meeting the next hook up. You’re trying to snag a husband. So no talk of drinking, shagging or anything else you wouldn’t want a nice Pakistani boy to hear about.”  

“I dunno, mate. I just don’t feel like I’m being myself. I feel like I’m lying.”

“Don’t think of it as lying. Just see it as putting your best face forward,” I say.

The one that’s not snogging some random in a bar or shoved down a toilet, expelling vomit, I think. 

“Look at it this way, when you go for a job interview and they ask you what’s your worst quality, you never say: ‘I’m work-shy,’ do you? You spew some bullshit like ‘I work too hard’ or, ‘I’m a perfectionist and I can’t rest until the job is done to the best of my ability’. It’s the same as dating. Whether you meet someone through your family, friends, or online, you’re not going to start by telling them all your bad points. Not that I’m saying you’ve got any bad points,” I quickly add. 

“Do you reckon I should say anything about... the real me?”

I ponder Bushra’s point. How much does one have to share with a prospective husband? I remember Julia playing down the number of boyfriends she slept with when she began dating Josh, the one before the one. I’m sure she’s fiddled the numbers for Miles, too. Reena point blank denies having dated anyone when she meets prospective guys, despite having been in a two-year relationship at uni.

It’s not restricted to relationship history, either. Generally, when you meet someone, you present your best self. You don’t pick your nose, or burp. You don’t tell them about any weird habits, like squeezing out the ingrown hairs on your legs. That stuff is saved for later. You let them find out the hard way, when it’s too late as they’ve committed to you.  

Come to think of it, is there anything I censored with M? It’s not like I had a relationship history to speak of but I’m sure there are certain bits of information I withheld, like the picking ingrown hairs bit. I suspect he did the same with me.

“You don’t need to get all your skeletons out in the first meeting. Especially not in front of your families.”

“What do you mean?” asks Bushra.

“He’ll be coming round your house on the first meet, right?”

“Nah, man. We don’t do that. There ain’t none of this serving tea bullshit. I’ll just go for dinner with the lucky guy, or get a coffee somewhere. Do you guys still do that? Hosting a guy and his 50 relatives at your house?”

I’m glad we’re on a call and Bushra can’t see me squirm at the thought of being outed for being different, yet again.

“Not quite 50 relatives but we do have the guy come to our house. If we like each other, we can meet on our own afterwards,” I say, reminded of all the times I’ve had to justify, over explain or put a positive spin on the way we do things. The irony is, usually I’d have to PR the arranged marriage process to white colleagues or friends, not another Muslim girl.

“Fair play. That’s what my mum did. She told me how she had to serve tea to my dad when they first met. It sounded proper cringe. She had to cover her hair and bend down in front of him to place a tray of tea and biscuits on the coffee table. If I did that, a boob would probably pop out!” Bushra snorts as she laughs.

“Then it’s a good thing your lot have moved on from the tea parties. Though having said that, us Bengalis never did the whole serving tea thing. I didn’t serve anyone. I just had to sit there, while my mum and sisters ferried around the boy and his family. Anyway, I’m glad it’s done now and my sitting pretty and looking coy days are over.”

“Lucky you.” This time Bushra’s laugh is dry and laced with a hint of envy.

“Come on now, there’s no need for the pity party. You’ll meet someone in no time.”  

My words sound so false. It’s what I heard so many times when I was single and looking. Words uttered by another settled and sorted person. A person who throws out that casual piece of hope, though we all know they have no intention of backing it up.

I remember at uni, I was the eternally single one and so was my friend Sonali. Reena was practically in a live-in relationship as well as most of the girls I knew but it didn’t matter. I had Sonali and she had me. We were each other’s dates to the end-of-year ball, we’d go to the freshers fairs long after we were freshers, just to get the free pens and pasta sauce. We had each other when the bitchy girls would make snide remarks about us being among the few that lived away from home that didn’t have boyfriends. We could shield ourselves from such comments. We could shield one another.

Then, one day, I made a friend in the marketing module of my degree. His name was Ritesh. We had been paired with a bunch of randoms to work on a project. Being people-pleasing and conscientious, Ritesh and I were the first in our group to arrive at the library to meet the randoms.

That’s when he asked: “You know your friend, the one that I saw you with the other day?”

“You mean Sonali? What about her?”

“Is she single?”

I hadn’t even thought about pairing them up but now the potential opportunity was there, I could see that they’d work together. Both Hindu, vegetarians (these things matter, chicken-loving Reena warned me) and they were even a similar height, both being short. 

“She is, I think...”

“You think?” Ritesh naturally thought it strange that I didn’t know about my friend’s relationship status.

“No I... I mean, we don’t really talk about relationships but I’m pretty sure she’s single.” 

“Would you put in a good word for me?” 

I looked at Ritesh, all spiky hair, stubble and charcoal black eyes full of hope.

“Sure. I’ll put in a good word for you.”

I didn’t put in a good word. I never mentioned anything to Sonali. I couldn’t. I couldn’t risk losing my one single friend at uni and being the only one on campus that wasn’t attached to another person. It was hard enough being one of two singletons. I couldn’t risk being the last.

Single people are hard-wired not to ask. Not to follow up. Not to sound desperate. I should know, most of my life I’ve been one. So at our next group meeting, Ritesh looked at me with eager eyes, hoping I’d have news. That I’d have spoken to Sonali. I hadn’t, and I didn’t bring it up. The hope faded from his eyes and he never, ever brought it up again, either. 

I haven’t told anyone this. Not even M. Especially not M. I was ashamed at having sabotaged an opportunity to play matchmaker. I was ashamed that in order to preserve my happiness, I potentially jeopardised hers. That may seem a bit dramatic. We were just 19 but in this world, where it’s damn hard to find a partner and many people meet the man of their dreams at uni, who knows where it could’ve led? That’s the thing, I couldn’t risk it. I couldn’t risk it leading somewhere, not until I was settled myself.

M never really understood the significance of being single at uni. He would always say: “Uni is the time you want to be single. You’ve got your whole life to settle down. I don’t get why anyone would waste their time getting in a relationship.”

I’m not like M.  

Ritesh and I stopped talking once he was on a different module. Sonali and I lost touch after uni. Life got in the way. But of course, with the wonder of Facebook, everyone can nosey at everyone’s stuff. Social media tells me that Ritesh is married. His profile picture is of a wedding photo, as is mine. The last time I looked, Sonali’s status was very much single.

Jealousy is an ugly thing.

Finally, the bus arrives and I can shake off the feelings of guilt by people watching. Around a dozen people clamber onto the number 15. I’m poked by the handle of an unnecessary umbrella. A man that’s about 6ft tall and 4ft wide barges into me, making me wobble in my kitten heels. I wish I’d brought ballet shoes for the journey. I feel unsteady, uncomfortable and warm. But I’m also grateful. Grateful for the distraction from the feelings of guilt for the wrongdoings of my younger self.

***
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“I WAS JUST THINKING,” I say to M, as we settle in for our usual TV night after work. “You know my mate, Bushra?”

“The one you used to work with?”

“Yeah, before I got made redundant. Anyway, she’s still single. Do you think you might know anyone for her?”

“Dunno, really. Is she Pakistani?” M gets down to the core criteria. 

“She is.”

M dips a double chocolate chip cookie into his tea. “The only guy I know that’s Pakistani and single is Kamran but he lives in London. Plus he’s a bit of a lad.” 

“That’s okay. Bushra is a bit of a party-loving ladette. They could be made for each other.”

“Shame that he’s in London and she’s up north.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” I say.

As I grab a biscuit from the packet, it occurs to me that I moved to London for M. Who’s to say she won’t do the same? That’s it. That’s me prejudging. Dismissing an option out of hand. That’s what people do. They assume for someone else, without even asking the concerned party. They may be great for each other. He might be her person. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of Kamran sooner.

I put down my biscuit, while M readies himself for a lecture. He knows me too well.

“In the path of true love, geography isn’t an issue. I’ll speak to Bushra about him and see what she thinks.”  

“Cool. I’ll ask Kamran if he’s looking. Obviously, I’ll probe him on the sly, as I wouldn’t want to embarrass him in front of our work lot. Now, can we get back to the programme? You always have a breakthrough when it’s my show.”

“Your programme? It’s Jam’s. And so far, it’s pretty rubbish.”

M smirks. “It’s growing on me. Anyway, we could both watch whatever we want if we bought another telly.”

“No more TVs!” I say. “I’ve already told you, a TV has no place in the bedroom. We’re not at that stage in our marriage where we both have to be in separate rooms, watching our own programmes.”

M takes another biscuit, not that I’m keeping count. If he helps me matchmake, he can have the lot. I’ll be happy that I can atone for the wrong I’ve done to Sonali, by finding Bushra a man. In turn, I will be blessed with fertility at a time of my choosing.  
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15th May, Families are annoying   
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“Do you think she be Bengali?” asks mum.

Judging by the smirk on the cashier’s face as mum speaks mother tongue, I’m guessing this girl is from Bangladesh. No doubt mum deduced this from the girl’s darker complexion and black headscarf. 

“Ask her.” Mum elbows me while the girl scans the baby sleep suits, bibs and socks. 

“I’m not asking,” I mumble back. “You ask if you care so much.” 

Another smirk from the cashier. Mum is so embarrassing. As am I, by association. 

“Okay, that will be £29.20.”

“Yalla! That much?” Mum gasps.

“You chose them, mum. I don’t know why you’re not satisfied with what I bought from London.”

“Your clothes look too cheap but now this be too expensive! You check if that’s okay? Ask girl, is that right price or mistake?”

“No, mum. I’m not asking. There’s a queue.”

There’s an agitated couple behind us. The woman, with a blunt fringe and jaw-length silver hair, whispers something to her burly companion. He replies: “They’re everywhere now.”  

Who is everywhere? I look around the store. Between the clothes racks, there are a few hijabis. It’s hardly a brown melting pot, though.

“Things so expensive these days,” says mum, as she rifles through her purse and pulls out two £10 notes. “You take card?” 

“I’m sure the department store takes card, mum.” I could offer to use my card and save the whole embarrassment, but it’s a point of principle now.

“Yes, khala, we do,” says the cashier. 

I guess that confirms things. The girl has made my mum a maternal aunt, in a way only Bengalis know how. 

“Okay, sister. I thought you were Bengali when I saw you. Where do you live?”

What the hell? Is mum tapping her up for a proposal for her imaginary son?

The girl laughs nervously. “Jee, uh... Longsight.”

“Aha. Longsight got lots of our people. Her father once owned restaurant there. Hey, where your father?”

I scan the store to see dad rifling through the men’s briefs. Oh dear. 

“Erm, you need to put your pin in now, khala.” The girl points to the card machine which remains untouched by mum.

“Oh, yes. Yes, let me think... What is this one... That’s why I call your father. Will you get your father? Actually, I think I know. Err... 1...4...”

“Mum! You’re not supposed to say your pin out loud.”

“Shh! This be only way I remember. 1...4...3...2.”

I dare to look again at the queue behind us. The line of shoppers has snaked onto the main floor. One woman is huffing and puffing, while her daughter dangles around her legs. Behind her, a man sports a bright red face. I’m not sure if it’s due to frustration, impatience or warmth. Maybe it’s a bit of everything?

“Right, that’s all done now, khala.” The cashier hands mum the big, brown paper bag.

“Acha, stay well.” Mum cocks her head and smiles at the girl with more enthusiasm than she has ever shown me.

We head towards dad, who is holding a pair of long Johns against his short legs. “Do you think this be my size?” 

“No, but we can fix it at tailor. You need to get new unders, too. All your pant holey. So embarrassing.”

“So I buy?”

“Yes,” says mum.

Dad puts his hand in his coat pocket. “Eh heh... I only have £5.”

“No worry. I got card on me,” says mum proudly. “We go to nice cashier girl at till. She be Bengali.”

Oh, my life. 

***
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FAMILIES ARE ANNOYING. 

By that I mean extended family. The cousins, aunties and uncles who you’re connected to by a thin line of blood but you’d rather you weren’t. I guess direct family members are annoying, too (as my shopping trip would attest), yet you love them unconditionally and take them as they are. Most of the time.

We are currently at dad’s sister’s house. It’s not fun. I would rather spend my weekend up north meeting Bushra and telling her about Kamran, or going into town with my little sis. Or even cleaning the toilets at home. Basically, anything but this. 

“Children just make house warm, no?” Auntie Jusna beams at her latest grandchild.

Surely central heating does the same job?

Hassna, the girl who birthed this baby, sports a different expression on her face that suggests she doesn’t quite agree with her mum. Her eyes are the puffiest I’ve ever seen. Her hair has strands of grey. Since when did she turn grey? She’s my age! And her tunic is creased, still more presentable than the ones I wear at home, but lower than her usual standard of dress. 

“How are you?” I ask.

Hassna looks at me and takes a deep breath. “I’m okay.” 

“Why she not be okay?” Auntie Jusna, who claims she’s losing her hearing, manages to pick up on her daughter’s hushed words. “She got her mum doing everything for her! I even took baby last night for four hours!” She holds up four fingers, just in case I couldn’t count. “I gave him bottle! I tell her, people who say breast is best no done it themselves. How you breastfeed all day, when you got house to run! Anyway, she got her mum to take care of all these things. Take these silly ideas out of her head, like don’t give a dummy! You show me the child that goes to sleep without a dummy, then you show me the mother. No you can’t, because the mother be dead! Without a dummy, whole house getting no sleep!” 

My mum is in the middle of auntie Jusna’s viewpoint. She firmly believes breast is best but also thinks a pacifier is a huge saviour. During this discussion she sips her tea, expressionless. Probably for the best.

“And what of you?” Auntie Jusna turns her attention to me. 

It was only a matter of time. I’ve already been here ten minutes. I’ve even had a biscuit. These days, there’s no such thing as a free lunch or tea. Every meal you’re invited to is loaded with questions about conceiving. “Do you like to be blessed with children?”

“Insha Allah, one day.” That’s the only right thing to say, isn’t it?

I look at Hassna. She doesn’t look blessed. She looks burdened with bulging, heavy boobs.

Satisfied with my answer, auntie Jusna goes into the kitchen, followed by mum, who looks sad to leave her cup of tea behind.

“Don’t rush having kids,” Hassna says, once the coast is clear. “Take your time. Go on holidays. Because when you have one, everything changes.”

“Is it that hard?” I ask.

Hassna looks down at her baby. She doesn’t have the look of love you see in magazines and books and on the faces of smug mums whose children probably sleep. It’s the look of resignation. “It’s harder.”

Hassna’s sister Rashda walks in munching crisps. She’s wearing a maxi dress. Not the trendy summer kind but the type you wear to bed. The Rashda of old would have had a tray of tea and samosas in hand, which she would have placed delicately in front of us. Now, post-divorce, she’s more relaxed and free to show the world that she really couldn’t care less to serve tea.

“I always hear people saying amazing things about motherhood, like it’s this magical rite of passage,” I say. 

I’m really hoping Rashda, who’s older, wiser and been through it all, will verify some of the salient points for me.

“Whoever says that is lying.”

I guess Rashda won’t provide a ringing endorsement of motherhood, then. 

She shrugs. “We’re expected to say good things, because it feels like the right thing to say. The truth is, you’re constantly exhausted, everything aches, and nobody seems to understand that. Even those that should be the most understanding...”

And just like that, auntie Jusna walks in. “What you ladies talking about? You got plenty help with children!” 

“I’m not saying I didn’t get help.” Rashda looks away from her mum and fixes her gaze on Hassna’s baby. “I’m just saying it’s hard. It’s even harder on your relationship with your husband. Because I’ll tell you, no matter how modern and supportive your man is, it’s you that gets lumbered with all the work. All the work.”

Mum comes in from the kitchen with a saucer of samosas in hand. One of the pluses of auntie Jusna’s formal, outdated attitude is that she still believes in plying guests with homemade fried snacks. 

“Oh, I didn’t know you were here,” mum says upon seeing Rashda.

“I’m always here now, auntie. Whether I like it or not,” she mumbles. 

“Ah, of course. And where are the children?”

Rashda looks down into her packet of crisps, seemingly heartbroken as she is nearing the end. “They’re with their dad. It’s his turn.”

To that, mum has nothing to say. It’s new territory for us, conversing about co-parenting.

Auntie Jusna’s face darkens. I think it’s a new normal she’d rather not discuss.

As I dip a second samosa in ketchup, auntie Jusna winces. What’s her problem? It’s not like I’ve got sauce around my mouth. Then she says: “You stay for dinner?”

“Nah, nah. We couldn’t! We ate before we came,” says mum. 

That’s a lie and everybody knows it. We got here at noon. Nobody in the history of the Bengali speaking world eats lunch so early.

“What you talking about?” Auntie Jusna’s usual harsh tone is laced with good intentions. “You eat here!”

I can smell lamb curry in the kitchen. I will say nothing and let the elders do this whole to-eat-or-not-to-eat dance. It makes for great entertainment. 

Mum: “Nah, nah, nah! No talk silly! We’ve already eaten, I say!”

Auntie Jusna: “What you eat so early?”

Mum (doing a lip grimace thing as she realises she’s been rumbled): “We ate big breakfast.”

Auntie Jusna: “Breakfast! That be whole other meal! They ate breakfast, she say. Hmm.”

She looks to her uninterested audience of daughters. Rashda is still munching crisps and Hassna is holding a full bottle of milk at the lips of her sleeping baby.

Auntie Jusna: “Cereal no make you full.”

Mum: “Oh no, we didn’t have cereal. I did bread squares fried in oil and egg. Very filling.”

Another lie. We had Weetabix.

Mum: “You should try it. You just chop onion and fry -”

Auntie Jusna: “Try it? I taught you to make it, remember? Just like I showed you spring roll pastry samosas. Before you were rolling dough. I bring you to modern world.”

Mum points her lip grimace at me this time, which I take to mean she’s not sure what to do. For what it’s worth, I would happily eat here. Mum didn’t have a chance to cook as we were busy shopping for extra baby clothes, so there will be a tin of sardines waiting for us as that’s the default option when we haven’t defrosted any meat or chicken. 

“You have to go to in-laws?” mum asks me.

“Not until later. He’ll pick me up around eight.” That’s my code for there’s plenty of time to eat auntie Jusna’s meat curry. 

“Well then, you lunch here!” Auntie Jusna declares. “You lucky you got in-laws who no mind you still doing jobs for your mum, like driving around.”  

Oh yeah, I forgot that after marriage I’m supposed to cut my family off like they’re a tumour. Weird auntie Jusna with her archaic views. 

Auntie Jusna then says: “But if you need go, that’s okay.” 

That was a quick gear change.  

Mum: “Nah, nah, it be fine. Her in-laws be very good. She lucky to have them.”

Okay, so are we staying for lunch or not?

Mum doesn’t move. Neither does auntie Jusna. It’s like they’re locked in a game of chess. 

Auntie Jusna laughs nervously, though I’m not sure what the joke is. “Hmm... Hmm, acha.”

She looks at her eldest daughter. Rashda shrugs. If I was a body language expert, I would say that means: “Well... you offered.”

Auntie Jusna reluctantly rises from her comfy chair and walks towards the kitchen. She looks back at Rashda, who fails to return her gaze and instead dusts off the last of her crisps and licks her index finger.

“Acha! That baby sleepy enough! You put her down now or she think you be bed! You can help me in kitchen.”

Hassna’s face spells anguish. I’m not sure if it’s at the thought of leaving her cute baby or going with her mum. Both options sound horrible.

“No, you sit,” says mum. “New mum need rest. We come help you.” Mum includes me in this little recce of the kitchen.

After decades of what seems to be a fraught relationship, mum still has this veil of respect and, dare I say, a misguided affection for auntie Jusna. Even though they’re related by marriage, here we are visiting her without dad, her own brother. He decided he was too tired after this morning’s shopping expedition to join us. Plus, with uncle not around, he reasoned it was best us women meet and discuss ‘lady things’. It’s like after getting married, he passed on the relationship baton to mum. She fulfils this obligation by helping out, just as she did when she came to the UK as a married teenager to live with dad at Auntie Jusna’s house. It’s an unwritten rule. Even if auntie Jusna serves up biscuits, mum will bring the plate to the table. I’m not sure if it’s the same rule the other way round. I’ll have to pay attention next time auntie Jusna visits.  

My feelings of good fortune, having been spared tinned sardines, quickly changes to misfortune, as the curry I could smell was an illusion. Yes, there is lamb curry but it’s dried into the corner of a small pot. It looks dated. I would put it at two days old. Maybe three. And there’s not enough to feed mum and me, let alone the rest of them. 

Auntie Jusna can’t hide her resentment at having to make an impromptu meal. I don’t get it. Why would she insist if she didn’t have anything in the house? My mum does this, though with less force. Mum asks gently enough so that she feels like she’s offered, yet holds back a little so the person knows full well that she has nothing to give them. It’s still weird. I feel no such obligations when I have people round in London. If they’re not invited for dinner, it’s biscuits on the menu. With the exception of Jam, of course. He’d always end up staying for food, regardless of what was on offer.
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