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To anyone who thinks their life isn’t perfect, here’s a secret... you’re not alone.  
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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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20th March, A lie is but a lie is but a lie
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As British Bengali, second-generation immigrants, we sisters have our fair share of secrets.  

Mine is perhaps the biggest of all.

To the outside world, I have it all. Cute kids, handsome husband, beautiful home. The perfect life, but this is far from the truth.  

My life is a lie. My world is a lie. Things aren’t perfect.

***
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He takes so long to get ready. Who’s he trying to impress?

Shumon adjusts his ruby-red tie in the mirror.

“You never wear a tie to work,” I say. “What’s the occasion?”

Shumon keeps his eyes focused on the full-length, bronze-framed mirror. “OFSTED inspectors are coming in.”

“And a shirt and tie is going to make your school outstanding?” I raise an eyebrow.

Shumon comes closer and leans over me on the bed. For a split second, I think he might kiss my forehead. He hasn’t done that in... I can’t remember the last time. Then, he reaches for his mobile phone next to me. “I seem to remember this tie impressing your mum and dad.” He smirks.

“Wait? Was that the tie you wore when you first visited my parents’ house?”

“Yeah, back when I asked for your hand in marriage. Well, technically, my parents asked, because we were trying to palm it off as an arranged marriage, if you remember?”

I sit forward on the bed, interlock my fingers and place them under my chin. “How could I forget? I thought mum would be mad that I’d met a guy online but she was relieved. It saved her the hassle of frying samosas for ugly, oddball suitors in the hope of finding me a husband.”

Shumon turns back to the mirror, adding an item of clothing that ruins the whole look — a burgundy waistcoat. “This tie sealed the deal back then, Fahima. Hopefully, it’s still got some magic left.” He winks at me in the reflection. “I’ll probably be back a bit later tonight. I need to see a car straight after school. It’s an old Bentley,” he says, as if that would mean anything to me.  

Shumon doesn’t ask if that’s okay. He doesn’t offer to pick anything up on the way home for dinner. I’m left to do it all. Again.

This is my life.

Once Shumon leaves at 7.30am sharp, the kids wake up, one by one. Typical. If only he could leave a little later or they could get up a little earlier, then I’d have some help getting them ready.

I know this is my job. I’m a stay-at-home mum. Even so, a little help would be nice. Rusty is wriggling as I try to comb his hair and Selina is bemoaning the cereal options on offer.

I plait Selina’s hair in a Dutch braid. In another lifetime, I may have been a hairdresser. I am a dab hand at creating intricate hairstyles. I carefully pull out individual sections of hair and weave them outwards, the opposite way you would fashion a French braid.

“Mum, it’s not straight!” she cries. “Why can’t you do it like Chloe’s mum?”

“Maybe I’m good at other things that Chloe’s mum isn’t,” I reply. “Like serving up something for dinner that isn’t fish and chips,” I mumble.

I pull her braid tighter, holding her hair taut. Her hair is so strong and thick, with a glint of brown when it’s in the sunshine. Just like mine. Though mine’s lost its lustre as I’ve gotten older.

There’s more moaning from Selina. She wants Rusty to hurry up but he’s not the quickest eater. I ply more spoonfuls of milky Sugar Puffs into his mouth, which he takes forever to chew. Then he pushes my arm away.  

“Mum, no more Sugar Puffs. I need to go to the toilet and just to warn you, it might be a poo,” he says.

“No! We’re going to be late. Why can’t you poo in school?” says Selina, kicking her shoes across the hallway mat.

“Yuck, that’s gross. I don’t want to go in school. Mum won’t be able to wash my bum and then I’ll be all crusty.”

“Haha, crusty Rusty,” chants Selina, stamping her feet. “Crusty Rusty! That’ll be your new name from now on.”

“Mum, she’s being mean!”

“Crusty Rusty! Crusty Rusty!”

I’ve had enough of this. “Right, you get in the bathroom and you put your coat on!”

“Where are you going?” asks Selina.

“Anywhere away from you two!” I say without thinking. Selina pouts and Rusty’s bottom lip trembles. “I’m going upstairs,” I add more softly.

I head to the ensuite bathroom that joins our spacious bedroom. I was so proud to have a shower and toilet attached to our master bedroom. Growing up, we had one bathroom for the entire family to fight over. Now we have three. The spoils of being a teacher’s wife who also sells pimped-out cars on the side.

I shut myself in and press my back against the door. After taking a deep breath, I blow the air out sharply. I walk to the grey wicker basket on top of the windowsill and reach for the long, rectangular box I’ve had hidden there these last few days. Shumon didn’t even notice. I guess he’s too busy admiring his reflection when he goes to the bathroom.

I reach for the tester and sit on the toilet. I pee on the sponge applicator, splashing some bits on my hand and then rest it on the side of the sink.

8.23am.

“Mum, I need a clean!”

“Hold on, Rusty! You’ll have to wait. Or your sister will have to help you.”

“No way!” shouts Selina. “I’m not touching his stinky, crusty bum.”

I close my eyes, hoping to shut out my children. They drive me mad and there’s never a moment’s peace. To think I might be doing all this again. I don’t know whether I have it in me.

8.24am.  

It’s not like Shumon will be a hands-on dad. He’s barely home as it is. It’ll be me changing the nappies. Feeding, comforting, staying awake through the night.

Before I became a mum, I thought three was the magic number. The perfect family. Now, I’m not sure how I feel. Family life isn’t how I pictured it. It’s not that I was brought up to believe marriage is a bed of roses. I’ve seen mum stressed out, cooking for all of us, raising us while dad worked. I’ve heard the stories about evil in-laws, horrible husbands. Mum always said we have to live with understanding. It’s harder for a woman. It’s a man’s world. We are the ones who have to compromise. That have to sacrifice. And it is a bloody sacrifice. You sacrifice yourself, your body, your sanity, your sleep. You even sacrifice your self-confidence, particularly when you have a husband that other women look at. I’ve seen them do it. Shumon is aware as well. He’s not blind. I’m just not sure how much he looks back.

8.25am.

“Mum!”

I exhale, putting my hands to my stomach. Could this really be happening?

“Mum, will you hurry? I’m going to get another late mark. We’re always the last ones in. It’s so embarrassing,” Selina shouts.

I breathe out again and rub my eyes.  

Selina’s right. We are always late. It’s pretty unfortunate that their school is so far away. That’s the problem with trying to go for the outstanding school rather than the most convenient. When we were growing up, it was all about the nearest school. It didn’t matter if it was rough (which ours was), we had to make do. We turned out okay, I suppose.

“Mum? I finished my poo ages ago. I’ve been sat here for 10 hours.”

That’s it.

I blink my eyes open and turn to the dreaded applicator that might tell me I’m going to live through all this crap again.

I stare at the grey little rectangle.

My hands are shaking. My throat is dry. I can’t believe it. I can’t bloody believe it.

I’m pregnant.
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22nd March, Words of reassurance
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“Are you all set for Hassna’s engagement next week?” I ask my younger sister, Helena. “You should wear that blue saree you wore for Iqbal’s wedding. It really suited you.”

Even though we’re speaking on the phone, I can just see Helena’s toothy grin. “I’m not sure,” she says. “Given that I’ve already worn it at her brother’s wedding, will it look a bit stingy if I wear it again? After all, Iqbal’s wedding wasn’t even that long ago.”

“Who gives a toss pot?” I shout louder than intended. I’m going to blame it on the hormones. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. There’s too much pressure to always have something new and nice for every single function we go to. It’s ridiculous. You end up spending hundreds on one saree only to wear it once. It’s not like we get to wear Asian clothes day in, day out, is it?”

“Well, big sis might,” says Helena.

“Yeah, she might because she married someone fresh from Bangladesh. She’s a bit old-school. Us ladies, with our British-Bengali men, don’t have to follow in her footsteps.”

“Hold your horses, I don’t have a British-Bengali man just yet. We only had one family meeting. The next step is the engagement and it looks like Hassna is beating me to it.” Helena’s voice trails off.  

I remember that feeling well. The unnecessary yet unrelenting competitiveness with our cousins, the Mahmoods. Who had the bigger house? They always won that one. Who got the better grades? They won that, too. Whose kids have better careers? It’s a hat-trick. They’ve all got great careers, apart from the eldest, Rashda. She is the same age as me and also got married before her career had a chance to take off because that’s what people used to do. Her aside, they’ve won the game of careers, too. Hassna is a pharmacist and Iqbal is a trainee doctor. Granted, Helena’s got a thriving PR career but in the eyes of the Bengali community, medicine will always win. Everything has been a competition with them, not helped by auntie Jusna’s constant showboating and mum falling for it every time.

I feel I should offer some words of wisdom to Helena but I suddenly have the urge to pee. I don’t remember having such a weak bladder during the last two pregnancies. “Listen, girly, it doesn’t matter if she’s getting engaged before you. There’s a whole wedding and actually a whole lifetime that’s more important than that. She might have the quicker engagement and the bigger, flashier ring-”

“Wait,” Helena interrupts, “how do you know she’s got a big engagement ring? Have you seen it?”

“No, but let’s just assume she has. She will, obviously, won’t she? We’re always the poor cousins. They always have to do things better. Anyway, that’s beside the point. What I’m saying is it doesn’t matter if they do things ahead of us.” I’ve lost my train of thought, so try to think of something meaningful, something I perhaps read in a book, though it’s been years since I’ve read a book. “It’s not about who wins the race, it’s about the journey.”

“Did you get that from a magazine?” Helena asks.

“No! It’s from the heart. Look, I’ll have to go in a second because I really need to wee but don’t worry about it. Go to the engagement, look amazing and it will be all good. Hopefully, it’ll be your engagement next.”

“I’m not sure about looking good,” says Helena. “Big sis cajoled me into getting my face waxed with her. Except I went first and the burly beautician practically burnt my face. It was an absolute horror show. My sideburns were red-raw. I thought I wouldn’t even be able to go to Hassna’s engagement. Luckily, the redness has faded a little, so hopefully I won’t look like a complete monstrosity.”  

“That’s nothing a slick of Vaseline can’t sort. Just keep applying it to the burns.”

Helena scoffs. “No thanks. Vaseline works on you because you have dry skin. I’m combination and a bit oily. Even wearing foundation leaves me with an oil slick.”

I’m running out of helpful things to say to this girl. “Never mind. You’ll be grateful for your combination complexion when you’re older. It’s less likely you’ll have wrinkles. Just keep drinking plenty of water and go easy on the makeup, apart from on Hassna’s engagement. Obviously, you’ll want to look amazing because she will.”

Another scoff from my younger sister.

“Anyway, forget all that. Soon enough, hopefully, it will be your engagement. Then you can take centre stage. You can wear a fantastic outfit and get your makeup done or I could even do it for you-”

“No, thank you!” she interrupts. “I think I’ll get it professionally done.”

“Whatever. It will be your engagement and your day. Now, I’ve really got to-”

“That’s the thing,” Helena continues, oblivious to the fact I might piss all over my nice grey tiles if I don’t go to the bathroom now. “It feels like things have gone from not moving very quickly to a rushed pace now. It’s kind of a big thing to be getting engaged. And he lives in London. Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely love London and can’t wait to leave our small neighbourhood in Manchester but I’ll be so far away from mum and dad. I’m not 100% sure how I feel about it all. I mean, I don’t want to meet anyone else. I’m not interested in going back online and seeing other guys but at the same time, it’s a massive commitment to someone I’ve only been speaking to since last year.”

“Trust me, girl, for Bengali standards that’s like a lifetime. And remember, no blabbing to people about how long you’ve been dating him. To the world’s eyes, or at least the Bengali community, you are not a couple. Otherwise, Auntie Jusna would have a field day, stirring the shit about that but listen, I better go-”

“Oh, don’t worry. Like I’ve told you, our dates are more halal than Chicken Cottage. We’re hardly scandalous.”

“Right, I don’t want or need to know about that but I do need to get-”

“Were you sure about your hubby from the beginning?”

Oh God. I better cross my legs.

“Not really. Maybe a bit. He was handsome. Probably one of the best-looking guys I’ve seen and doesn’t he know it? But we just clicked. We got on. A lot of marriages work on that basis. It’s about finding compatibility. If you ask a lot of people, and I don’t just mean Bengali people, I reckon if you ask a lot of English people, too, they’d say they married the person who was the best fit at the time. I always think it’s either looks or personality. I won’t lie, I went for looks. That said, your brother-in-law is an okay husband. We function as co-parents and that works for us.”  

“That doesn’t sound very romantic.” Helena giggles.

“Trust me, when you’ve been married as long as me and have two kids thrown into the mix, romance isn’t really a factor. But, anyway-”

“That’s another thing. I didn’t fancy M when I met him. Between you and me, I was disappointed when I realised he had no hair. I know that sounds really shallow.”

“It’s not shallow at all. I’d be the same.”

“Okay. Not helpful.”

“Sorry,” I say, inching towards the bathroom. Perhaps I can pee really quietly. It’s not like she’d notice, as she’s rambling away.  

Helena continues: “I’m not actively looking at other boys and I don’t really care to but I hope I don’t change my mind later.”

I lower myself onto the toilet, breathing a sigh of relief. My gosh, my two children have weakened my bladder and this one inside me must be literally stamping on it.

“I’m going to be honest with you, girl, because most people don’t say this. Give it a few years of marriage and even if you’re married to the most handsome guy in the world, you probably will look at other people. And that’s fine as long as you’re only looking with your eyes. The main thing is you like this boy. I like him from what I’ve seen. He seems like a nice person and he was really cute with my girl when she came and sat with him that time he visited with his family. He was also respectful and looked away when we accidentally stumbled upon Babe Station, or whatever the porn channel was, when I was trying to find Tiny Pop on mum’s TV.”  

“How do you know what Babe Station is?” Helena asks.

“How do you know?” I ask.

We both fall silent.

“On that note, I best get going,” Helena finally utters the words I’ve been waiting to hear. “Just one last thing... did you take a pee while we were on the phone?”

I guess there’s no point in lying. “Yes. We are sisters.”

“Cool, I was just wondering.”
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24th March, A date night
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One of the advantages of living near my in-laws is that we, occasionally, get free babysitting.

Shumon called upon his parents to look after our two as he wanted to go out and celebrate. Not my pregnancy, I haven’t told him about that yet. It was to celebrate his promotion at work.

He holds up his mango lassi, as if to cheers. “This is to us. It’s Key Stage 3 lead today, assistant head tomorrow.”

I try to stifle a smirk. He is so full of his own ambition. “How is that toasting us?” I ask.

Shumon takes a sip of his lassi, leaving a frothy yoghurt moustache, which he licks away. “I couldn’t have done it without you. Watching the kids. Making sure they’re ready and sorted with school.”

Why does it feel like he’s saying things that are insincere? Like the right things he should say? It’s like something from a How to Manage Your Wife manual. I don’t know if it’s hormones that are making me cynical, or the fact that he left me with the kids last night for the third time this week to go check out a car in Keighley. I hope he appreciates me but it feels like words. Empty words.

In recent years, I’ve felt like there’s not much substance to him. He’s a good-looking guy. He’s flash. He booked one of the nicer Indian restaurants in Bradford, one we have to book in advance. He asks the waiter to take a photo, leaning into the camera like he’s creating a thirst trap for Instagram. I’m not sure how much of it is for me. Or how much any of it has been for me, lately.

“The thing is,” he begins. “I probably will have to work after school a bit more. I did consider taking the work home but then I figured it would be too disruptive. You know what the kids are like. They always want to play with me or climb on me when I’m around.”  

“Yes, they are your kids. And that is what kids do,” I say curtly.

“Obviously, yeah. So I was thinking, instead of bringing it home I’d just hang back at school.”

“Can you do that? Would you be there alone?”

Shumon runs his thumb down his lassi glass, creating a track through the condensation. “Phoebe will be there.”

“Who?”

“Remember I told you about the new music teacher? She’s eager to prove herself so she’s hanging back, too.”

I don’t remember him saying anything about this Phoebe person, but my brain has turned to mush. “That sounds cosy.”

Shumon slaps his forehead. “Don’t be like that. I’ve got to do this. Until my car business fully takes off, I’ve got to stick with teaching, so I might as well give it my all. One of us has to be keeping the roof over our heads.”

I don’t say anything and instead dive into my chicken biryani. Despite my misgivings about this pretentious place, with its rimless plates and champagne flute glasses, the biryani is of the authentic Pakistani variety, with lots of oil and cumin seeds. It’s giving me heartburn but I don’t care. I’m polishing it up.

Shumon, meanwhile, is cutting at his wagyu steak, taking pinkish-brown chunks of meat to his mouth. Who orders steak at an Indian restaurant? And why do they serve steak at an Indian restaurant? That’s not authentic.

A few mouthfuls in for Shumon and many more bites for me, he says: “Fahima, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I’m just saying, it’s a lot of pressure. Everything is getting more expensive these days. I know I’m not at home as much as I could be but then it’s kind of on me to bring the money in. That’s why... I guess it’s up to you to hold down the home.”

I glare at him. He barely notices, chowing down on more steak. Then he looks up, leans back and wipes his mouth with the red napkin. “Okay, that came out wrong. Listen, can we restart? I’m excited I’ve got this promotion. I thought you’d be happy for me, too.”

I put down my fork. “I am happy. Congratulations.”

We carry on eating. I scoop mounds of chicken and rice onto my fork. I wish they’d given me a tablespoon, it would’ve made the job much quicker.

“You don’t need to eat it all in such a hurry. You’ll give yourself indigestion. If you want, we could get the waiter to put it in a container so you can eat it tomorrow for lunch. It’s too much for one sitting, anyway.”

Is he having a pop at me? He might be right, it is a big portion. The type made for sharing. However, we haven’t shared a dish in a restaurant in a long time.

I take a breather from eating, now my husband has given me a complex, and look around. There’s a couple that look younger than us. The girl’s got long, straight black hair parted in the middle. She’s in all black – black turtleneck, black trousers and black riding boots. She looks good, with her manicured nails. The man sitting with her is muscular, broad-shouldered and stubbled. Like I said to Helena, you can look with your eyes.

Everyone else seems so glammed up here. The mood lighting, which is dark blue to complement the velvet chrome seating, makes this a place you should dress to impress for. I didn’t think of that. I didn’t know where we were going. Shumon just said we’re eating out and he barely gave me three minutes to get ready. Now, with my cardigan that’s not quite short or long, I feel boxy, uncomfortable. I wish it were longer, wider, anything that would cover me more.

Shumon gets the waiter’s attention with a gesture of scrolling in the air, the international sign for can I get the bill? I didn’t say I was done eating.

“Would you like a takeaway container, as well?” The waiter asks Shumon as though I don’t have a say regarding what’s on my plate.

“No, there’s no need,” I butt in, putting my hand on Shumon’s slim, toned arm. “I’m nearly finished, and I intend to eat it all.”

The waiter pulls a face as though he’s stepped on an eggshell and walks away.

“And another thing, Shumon, I’m eating for two as I’m pregnant.”

“Shit.”

“What?”

“I mean, that’s... that’s... amazing!” His face breaks into a smile, showcasing the teeth that look like they’ve had some cosmetic enhancements. Except they haven’t, apart from some brightening toothpaste and a white filling on his chipped tooth.

He reaches under the table to squeeze my knee. For a second, I feel the warmth and excitement I felt years ago. Very newly married, when everything was an adventure. When I think he truly, truly fancied me. Before things became normal, transactional, monotonous. Before I felt the gulf between us where he seemed to carry on as usual, going to work, going to the gym, meeting his mates, doing his thing. Whereas I couldn’t do all that because I got married to live near him and had no job, no friends, had kids soon after marriage and then my priority became them.

Shumon’s hand slips away from my knee and returns to his fork.

I feel I ought not to complain. I think of mum’s mantra: be grateful, don’t complain, don’t make a fuss. Com-per-mise. After all, I wanted this. I wanted three kids. And who knows? Maybe a baby will bring us closer? After all, it can’t drive us any further apart.

Shumon looks as though he can’t decide between smiling some more or cutting his last bit of steak. He sensibly opts for a grin. “That’s amazing! We always said three was the magic number and you know me, I’d love a football team.”

“Why do men say things like that? Why do you say things like that? As if I could literally birth 27 football players.”

“There are actually 11 players on a football team,” he corrects me.

“Well, that’s still a lot of kids to birth! Can you imagine? I’d be a mess down there.”

Shumon laughs. “Let’s stick to three, then. Excuse me?” He clicks his fingers at the waiter, which I think is rather rude. “Can we get your mocktail menu, please? We should celebrate.” He looks at me. “This is the best news and way more exciting than my promotion.”

My husband continues to grin smugly, thumbing his way down the extensive mocktail menu, deliberating between a virgin mojito, or some kind of limoncello drink with orange blossom. It’s easy for him to be excited. It’s so much easier for him. Why wouldn’t he want a football team? It’s not like he’ll be the one to coach them.  
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27th March, Hassna’s engagement
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Hassna’s engagement ceremony couldn’t be more different than mine. I had my party in the front room of our house. There was no catering, no aesthetic decorations. It was our families, Shumon and me. Truthfully, I didn’t care so much. I was just glad I had met someone of my own accord rather than having to go back home for an arranged marriage in Bangladesh, like big sis. Though, to be fair, that probably wouldn’t have been on the cards for me because there were so many suitors from the UK that came round for my hand in marriage. Not that I’m comparing but big sis didn’t have that many options.

I would’ve liked Shumon to be here today. No such luck. He’s checking out a car in Bolton, so he dropped us off outside the venue.

When I’d attend weddings as a teenager, I’d see the young married couples, colour-coordinating their outfits and I’d think, I can’t wait for that to happen to me. To have a handsome husband to show off at a family gathering. Someone to help pin my saree, fix my hair, be there with me. Wear a tie to match the colour of my clothes. Right now, I’m coordinated with no one. Not even my own kids as Rusty’s in his second change of clothes as he was sick on the car journey and Selina has her own clothing choices these days.

I rub at a petal on the floral display at the centre of our table. Yep, it’s real. I’ve only ever seen plastic flowers decorating tables at Bengali functions. Because we have so many tables for so many guests, it’s too pricey to bring in fresh flowers. I guess Hassna’s lot paid extra for this little detail. At my wedding venue, the fake red roses that adorned the main family table were dusty. You’d think someone would at least go over them with a cloth between weddings.

It’s not just the fresh fuchsia flowers that scream money. They’ve hired the most expensive venue, which sits atop Rusholme’s most popular restaurant. There are black and gold his and hers thrones on the main stage. Even Hassna is upping the glam stakes. She is dressed as if she’s wedding-ready. She clearly got professional makeup done and her hair is back-combed into a beehive that doesn’t even look like her own hair. They must be extensions. Her false eyelashes look like they could poke my eye out, even though I’m sat metres away. The cheeks are illuminated with reflective highlighter, making her all matchy-matchy with her pearl-effect saree. It’s all a bit much, if you ask me.

“Mum, I’m bored. Can I have your phone?” asks Selina, already sliding my mobile from underneath my plate.  

“No, you cannot have my phone.” I scowl at my eldest.

“But mum, this is soooo boring. Can I go to the chocolate fountain, then?”

“Maybe in a bit, after you’ve eaten.”

I say this, though I have no idea when the proper food is arriving. I’ve been sitting here for half an hour and there is no movement on the catering. Surely a couple of samosas, the pretentious cheese grazing table, which I’ve never seen at any Bengali event, ever, and the chocolate fountain, won’t be enough to fill us up?

Rusty groans. “Mum, Selina’s annoying me. She keeps putting her hand on my side of the table.”  

“Just give them the TV,” mum chimes in. “It not be easy for small children to sit all this time at such a boring, fancy engagement. I mean, who has cheeseboard? And figs? Does your auntie Jusna have toilet trouble?”

“Maybe they’re trying something new?” I say.

“Oh ho! If you think it’s okay, why don’t you go over there and have some cheesy grapes, like strange lady?”

I wince. “You’re alright, mum. I don’t think I fancy eating anything right now.”

“Nothing? Why not have samosa? At least you get some spice and flavour.”

Any sort of spice or flavour makes me want to vomit. “I’ll give it a miss.”

My kids protest some more, so I hand Selina my phone and Rusty gets the iPad I stashed in my bag for emergencies.

I haven’t told anyone about my pregnancy apart from Shumon. However, I do need to offload it. I need to talk to somebody about all these muddled feelings I have. The feeling that the baby was a whoopsie yet, at the same time, it wasn’t. It wasn’t actively planned but it wasn’t prevented, either. I remember my old next-door neighbour, Rosa, telling me that she and her husband were on the rocks. Things were not looking good but then she had a surprise pregnancy and it changed everything. The miracle baby, conceived after she turned 40, brought them closer together. They found their love for each other again, bound together by this little person that needed them both. Mum and dad.

I’m going to tell mum. After all, she’d understand. She’s had four children of her own, all girls. I can only imagine how much of a burden that was back in those days. Back when a son was the most prized possession. Boys would go out and work, you see. They’d bring in the money. Eventually, they’d marry and take care of their parents. Or at least that was the idea. Girls, on the other hand, got married and moved to where their husband lived. It’s something that’s been happening since forever. Yes, times may have changed and girls go to university and get jobs but we’re still not equal. Not by a long shot. I found this out myself as soon as I had my children. That’s when I realised that all this facade of equal opportunities and life for women in the UK being so liberating is bollocks. It’s all a veneer.  

The truth is, it doesn’t matter where you come from or what colour skin you have, the moment you have children, you are a mother. You might be able to manage your career but you’ll be the one figuring out all the logistics around childcare. You’ll be the one who is the primary caregiver. Even if you work full time, you’ll be the one feeling the strain of it, spinning all those plates, hoping nothing cracks. In my case, I didn’t particularly want to work after marriage. I was quite happy to have kids and build a home, a life with Shumon. Perhaps I was naive, foolish. Then, with time, I got lazy, complacent. I became set in my ways and the idea of picking up a career I never really started, became insurmountable.

I need to tell someone this, so I can explore my feelings and make sense of it all.

Big sis is eating a samosa. Helena and little sis have gone over to the chocolate fountain. Dad is eating some of the paan he pulled from the neatly folded display created by auntie Jusna (not that I’d talk about my pregnancy with him, there is just no way). Mum is the only one not consumed by food.  

I reach for mum’s hand. “I need to tell you something...”

“Okay, yes, but look at this! I still cannot believe my eyes.” Mum throws her hands in the air. “Figs. Figs, I tell you! Hmmph! Maybe your auntie Jusna going through lady change. Or is she too old for menopause? Of course she be too old! what am I saying?” Mum laughs and shakes her head. “That change happened to her long time ago. I don’t know why you’d want cheese and figs and grapes and cracker. Oh look, your older sister go over there like a silly woman. Why she want cheese that look mouldy?”

I’m not sure if mum is asking me or just ranting in general.

Helena, having come back from the chocolate fountain armed with marshmallows on a skewer, offers some input: “I think it’s stilton and it’s probably meant to have bits of mould in it,” she says.

“Yalla! People really eat mouldy cheese? And then you kids don’t even want to have yummy shutki that I cook with love. Always complain about dried fish. Say it be horrible and smelly. Always tell me, don’t make it, what would English neighbours say? Yet, it be fine for English people to have stinky, mouldy, rotten cheese and I can’t have my dried fish. Hmmph!”
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