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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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28th July, Tennis?  
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“So, when do you want to play tennis?” asks Julia, sipping on her frothy mocha. 

“Tennis?”

“Yes. I’ve been thinking about what you said about how we should start playing tennis again, like we used to. It’d be a nice addition to our repertoire of activities, which at the moment revolves around eating.”

I take a bite of my panini and a rogue cheesy mushroom falls out of the side, landing on the dining bench. Julia pretends not to notice.   

Of course, tennis! It feels like a lifetime ago that I broached the subject of playing again to Julia, yet it’s only been a matter of weeks. Since then, my world has changed. I am now with child. I can’t tell Julia, though. It’s far too early.  

“It’s not like we only ever eat out. Look at us now. We’ve just finished a game of crazy golf.” I gesture towards the fake grass mounds, windmills and many a beer-clutching amateur golfer.  

Julia raises an eyebrow. “We played for ten minutes as you raced through each course to get to the diner. Technically, I’d still park this under a food-based activity.”  

I’m eating for two, I think to myself. “Yeah, we should do tennis at some point,” I say, rather noncommittally.  

“Great. To prove I’ve got time for you, as you’re always complaining about how I’m a busy lawyer, I took the liberty of checking online and there are some tennis courts near you. It’s £5 for a one-hour session.” 

“£5! It used to be free in Manchester when we were growing up. Since when did they start charging to play tennis out in the open? It’s not like they’ll be providing a bat and balls.”

“It’s London, my love. Nothing is free.”

“True, but... can I let you know? I’ll see how my weekends are.”

Julia looks at me quizzically. She knows full well I never plan my weekends in advance. The only constant in my calendar is a monthly trip back up north to see my parents and in-laws. Even then, that’s rarely set in stone and we can cancel at a moment’s notice. 

“You were quite keen last time we met,” she says. “Remember, we were discussing how engaging in some sort of leisure activity may help us de-stress and lead to some magical fertility?”

My nervous laugh kicks in. “Well, I’m not sure about the fertility bit but it would be great fun. Let me double check and get back to you.” I didn’t mean that to sound quite so official.

“You do that but bear in mind, the courts will get busy over the summer, so the sooner we book, the better.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” I attempt my most relaxed exhalation, though it’s short, raspy and doesn’t appear relaxed at all. “Did we ever struggle to get a tennis court when we used to play as kids?”

“That was a different era and a completely different place.” Julia sips her mocha, leaving a smidge of froth across her top lip. Very un-Julia like. “As I say, this is London.”

Bloody London.  

The temptation to spill all to Julia is huge. She’s my best friend. I’ve known her since I was five. But I can’t tell her. I haven’t even told my family yet. I’m waiting to tell mum in person and she can then pass on the news to dad. Either that, or he’ll figure it out when I get a big belly.   

I’m also scared of jinxing myself by getting too excited. After all, I haven’t had the best luck getting pregnant and staying pregnant. I’m glad I’ve got my doctor’s appointment soon. Then, I can get it signed in blood that I am actually expecting and will feel a little more reassured. At least I’m hoping so, anyway.  

Exactly as big sis advised months ago when I had my first phantom pregnancy, I am walking extra slowly and carefully, to the point of being ridiculous. Therefore, I think thrashing a ball around a tennis court will be off the cards.

Julia and I say goodbye, getting caught between sharing a hug and an air kiss (these days she alternates between both so I never know what she will go in for).    

“I hope you’ve still got your tennis whites.” She elbows me in the ribs. “It’ll be like the old times.”

“I never had tennis whites. It was you that was kitted out for Wimbledon. I had a mismatched tracksuit. Though you’re right, it will be like the old times.”

“Well, mismatched is hipster-chic in London, I think.” Julia squints, as she’s too prim to know what is hipster or chic. “I’ll check in with you next week, shall I?”

“Sure.”  

I guess I’ll have to keep making excuses until I feel ready to tell her.
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8th August, Another day, another doctor 
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I don’t know if it’s all in my head (in fact, scratch that– of course it is) but I already feel very pregnant. There’s a heaviness in my abdomen. This is hilarious in and of itself given that, according to Google, if I am carrying a baby, it will be the size of a peanut right now. 

I’m exhausted, too, but that could be down to my questionable iron levels. I’m also more achy everywhere. I could chalk that up to the mammoth walk I did the other night from Holborn all the way back to Aldgate. The buses were taking ages so, in a moment of madness, I decided that Holborn isn’t much further than my usual commute from Cheapside. It was a major miscalculation. I’ve never walked so much in my life. 

However, even though most feelings can be accounted for, it feels like something is brewing. 

Luckily, I’ve got my doctor’s appointment today, to verify things either way.

As I walk towards the tube station, my least favourite place, I wonder whether I should have the special seating. The thing is, I’m not officially pregnant yet. I haven’t got that coveted Baby on Board badge that will afford me a seat, no matter how crowded the carriages. I should’ve planned this better. Surely the whole point of having my own business is that I can schedule my appointments around the quieter times of the London Underground? Never mind, I’ll do better next time.

Just as expected, there is a carriage full of commuters. Three men in grey suits have taken up the space near the doors. They have the cockney geezer vibe about them and are bragging about some client they’ve landed. Apparently said client is going to change the game for them. Stood near them is a girl wearing a lilac blazer, which I suspect she bought in the sale. It’s not really a common colour for workwear. 

I barely manage to rest my back against the glass divider, when the Tube pulls away. An older man is sat with his eyes closed, as if in meditation, while the carriage judders from side to side. He’s got the right idea. Perhaps it’s the best way to get any peace down here. I should do the same. Maybe it’ll help me silence the bothersome thoughts about crashes, technical faults, and the story from two decades ago about the bombing on the underground that mum reminds me of to this day. If there’s ever any doubt where I got my worry-wart ways from, look no further than the one who birthed me. 

A lady with choppy black hair is wearing a coat with such oversized shoulder pads that she is taking up more space on this claustrophobic carriage than necessary. I spy a blonde girl in denim overalls staring down at my outfit. Is she admiring my dress? It is a daring shade of fuchsia, with a cowl neck that’s not low enough to show cleavage, but chic enough to make me look a little fancier than usual. Her eyes focus on my belly. I’m not sure if I’m already showing signs of being pregnant, or it’s just bloating. I did have lamb curry and rice for lunch. It’s tricky to avoid such delicious meals when my co-worker, Neetu, is right there in my office, selling it.

As the Tube pulls up to Aldgate East, hordes of passengers pour out, rushing past me on either side. One guy knocks my bag off my shoulder, with a half-arsed sorry and not so much as a glance backwards. Why is everyone in such a hurry? Don’t they know there might be pregnant people on board? That I might be pregnant? Oh yeah. They don’t. As it’s too early to say.

The walk from the station to the surgery seems like a marathon. Does it normally take this long? Or am I walking at a snail’s pace? I’m just so tired. Why did I offer to meet Julia in Chancery Lane for a coffee again? Why do I always offer to meet Julia near her work? I have work, too. I have a business to run. So why is it always at her convenience? It was an awkward meeting at best as I’m still keeping mum about my potential pregnancy. And yes, she brought up tennis. Again. Damn tennis. 

She’ll have to come to me from now on, either at Saint Pauls, or Aldgate. Maybe not Aldgate. I’m slightly embarrassed about my urban surroundings. Perhaps Liverpool Street, or something. Yes, I’m going to suggest that next time. 

I have two minutes left before my appointment. I hope M is already there. Though it’s unlikely. Punctuality isn’t his strong suit.

Just a few more steps. A couple more blocks. Right, I’ve reached the butchers. Now I’m heading past the thoroughfare of restaurants. Nearly there. Blooming heck, there’s another block yet! Curse me and my lack of spatial awareness and sense of direction.

Okay, now I’m really, nearly there. Yep, this is definitely it. The doctor’s surgery is unmistakable. It looks locked in time, with its dated fascia, dated decor and even more outdated magazines. The only thing that’s new about the place is the touchscreen which allows me to check in without having to report to reception.

I settle myself opposite a lady carrying her baby in a sling, when my phone pings. It’s M:

2 mins away babe x

He’ll be here in five, then. 

The woman with the baby carrier catches my eye roll and smiles. 

“Hubby’s running late, as always,” I say, surprising myself by making small talk with a stranger. Obviously, you can take the girl out of Manchester, but you can’t take the northern friendliness out of the girl. 

Thankfully, the woman replies with: “It’s always the way,” while pulling strands of her long, auburn hair from her baby’s mouth. The baby reaches for her hair again, grabbing a clump with its chubby fist.

“How old is your...” I’m about to say boy but stop myself as I can’t tell what gender the baby is. He or she is bald and dressed in neutral yellow. No clear clues there. “How old is your baby?”

The lady laughs, giving in and sacrificing a lock of hair to be chewed by a small person. “Oh, he’s not mine. I’m his nanny. He’s eight months old now. Teething like crazy, hence the hair snack.”

The baby gnaws away, burrowing his head into her chest. I’d have never guessed he’s not hers. 

I have so many questions. How many days does she have him? Does the mum work full-time? Does she work from home? Is she around when the nanny is, like a rich celebrity? If not, how does she know the baby’s being looked after? 

By the looks of it, the baby is very comfortable in his current company, which satisfies my nosey/irrational/old-fashioned concerns. Given that I’m about to be called in for my consultation any minute now, I decide to stick with pleasantries.

“He’s adorable.” I smile and the baby offers a gummy grin in return.

The lady strokes the baby’s cheek. “Yes, you’re a little charmer, aren’t you, Felix? I had him at mine for the bank holiday weekend as his mum and dad went to Florence, and he had my kids wrapped around his little finger.”

“Did he?” I gasp, absorbing the fact that his trusting parents handed him to someone else, a paid stranger at that, for three whole days. 

Having been brought up by one woman, and one woman only, as dad was mostly working away at a restaurant in my infancy, I don’t think I could do it. I’ve certainly entertained the idea of having a nanny when I have kids. However, I envisioned the kind of set up where I’m around all the time, while my baby is in another room being taken care of but still within close proximity.

Just as I’m left with more questions around attachment, bonding, safeguarding and boundaries, M parks himself next to me. 

“Sorry, babe. I was just about to leave work and then Lucinda called me over. She was checking over one of the projects I submitted. She could’ve done it ages ago but obviously decided to leave it to the last minute like she always does. It does my nut in. She started talking about all these pedantic changes I should make. In the end, I cut her short, telling her I’ve got an appointment and need to get going.”

M looks at me, waiting for a pat on the back, a shiny gold sticker, or a high five. I don’t have anything of the sort to offer. I’ve got this terrible habit of zoning out when M talks about work. I don’t mean to but, to this day, I couldn’t explain in detail what he does. It’s finance, you see. It’s boring. Number crunching. Spreadsheets. Pivot tables. Things that I struggled with in school and I still struggle with now when I have to do my End of Year accounts. It’s not like my work, getting clients in the media. Finding the story behind the story. Now, that is interesting. That is sexy. Couple my confusion about his career, with the hormones that accompany pregnancy, and it completely went over my head that Lucinda is M’s new boss. 

“Did she know you had an appointment?” 

M huffs. “Course she did. The worst bit is, she was like: ‘It’s not your appointment. It’s your wife’s, right?’ Making it sound like I shouldn’t bother going. That’s what she does. Every time. She tries to dictate what appointments we should and shouldn’t attend. It didn’t bother me before as she was working in the other team and I only had to deal with her once a quarter. Since she transferred over last week, I have her on my case all the time. She loves staying late and leaving things last minute but then why wouldn’t she? She gets paid way more than the rest of us.” 

“That reminds me of my old boss, Maggie. She used to give dirty looks to anyone that left the office before 6pm. Her life was work and she expected us all to be the same. But it’s hard to have the same work ethic when you’re on about 30 grand less. Is this Lucinda giving everyone grief?”

“Pretty much, though Kamran’s just announced he’s moving on.”

“Is he?” I ask, half-heartedly. I’m less enthused about tales of Kamran, after he ghosted my friend, Bushra.

“Yeah, he’s going to be contracting with a Swiss finance firm. He’ll be raking it in.”

“Good for him. You should do the same if work’s so annoying.”

“Maybe I will.”

I look at the time. Why is it that when you rush like crazy to get to your appointment by the skin of your teeth, the doctor is running late? However, you dare be a minute late, and you’re taken off the list? It doesn’t make any sense. It’s not even like it’s a packed surgery. There’s only M and I, plus the nanny with the baby.  

Felix starts crying and his nanny expertly sways him in a gentle, dancing motion. 

“They love movement,” she tells me, with a smile that suggests she knows she’s imparting well-heeded advice. I smile back, as if in collusion. It’s like I’m part of a secret gang, in a parallel universe, of mums, mums-to-be, and mums who look after other children as well as their own.

The crackly tannoy summons me to my appointment. 

“Good luck,” says the nanny as M and I stand up.

Flipping heck, that’s presumptuous. Is she a baby witch?

“Thanks,” says M as we leave the waiting room. “Did you tell that lady you were preggo?”

“No, as if! You know how scared I am of jinxing it. She just made an educated guess, that’s all.”

“A very educated one. You should have thrown her by saying you’ve got diarrhoea.”

“You’re so childish.” I glare at him, though I secretly love his immature sense of humour. 

“I might as well be childish while I can. It’ll be proper adulting after this.” M laughs, leading me to the consultation room.

I hope it’s Dr Wong. She’s the GP I saw last time, who advised me to chill the hell out to improve my chances of getting pregnant. It would be nice to see her and thank her in person for her no-nonsense advice. Honestly, had I not seen her that day I’d probably still be pissing on ovulation sticks and fretting about it all.  

It’s not Dr Wong. Instead, a thin man, with a severe widow’s peak and thick-rimmed glasses, is hunched over a keyboard. I sit on the chair next to him, while M has to lean against an examination bed as there’s no more seating.

“Hi, I’m Dr Fraser. What brings you here today?”

Dr Fraser’s smile is warm and in sharp contrast with his stern look.

“I... erm... so I did a pregnancy test a couple of weeks back, and it was positive. I’ve not done one since to double-check. So I’ve just come to get properly checked. To make sure I am actually pregnant.”

Another smile from Dr Fraser. “You say you’ve had a positive pregnancy test?”

“Yes, I have.”

In the corner of my eye, I can see M. He can’t hide his excitement and delight at potentially being a dad.

“Well, if you’ve done a pregnancy test and it’s been positive, then you’re pregnant. Congratulations to both of you!” Dr Fraser swivels his chair to include M in the celebration.

My husband’s smile turns into a goofy grin.

“But do you need to do any more tests?” I ask. “Like a blood test, just to be sure?” I thought there was more to this.

Dr Fraser pushes his glasses back up his nose. “Nope, if you’ve had a positive pregnancy test, that’s proof enough that you’re pregnant. We’ll take your word for it.”

Dr Fraser asks a couple more questions around when I last got my period, which is hard to work out. I’m terrible with tracking my cycle. He then takes my weight and height measurements and that’s it. That is literally it. 

He gets up to show us the door, which is unusual practice for a GP, at least in my experience. It’s as if now I’m officially pregnant, I need extra care, and have people open the door for me, even though I have a husband right there that would’ve done it. M also holds the door open for longer than usual as I pass through. It’s like he’s imagining I’ve got a huge belly already.

The appointment is surreal and, dare I say, anticlimactic.

“I think he was more excited than we were,” says M. “I bet our own parents won’t be as happy about the news.”

“That was nice but he was ever so trusting,” I say, as we walk down Commercial Road. “No extra tests? I assumed he’d at least take a blood sample or something. I thought they had more accurate equipment to detect pregnancy.”

“True. Like, what if you made it all up? When would they figure it out?”

“I’m guessing at the scan. When there’s no baby in my belly.”

“Oh yeah. And when would that be?” 

“I think it’s at 12 weeks.”

“So you could lie for three months! That’s crazy, especially if you could get free vitamins and stuff. Anyway, no need to lie, because we’re having a baby.” M squeals and does a dad-style happy dance, not even stopping when we pass two Bengali men who are smoking in the street. He’s losing all of his usual coyness. “Does it feel real now?” he asks. 

“It does.” 

“Just as well. There’s no turning back now.”

M grins widely while I offer a half smile, as there are a million thoughts going through my head. Mainly: Oh my God, I’m having a baby. Oh my God, I’m having a baby! Woo hoo! But also, shit. But also, woo hoo! But also shiiiit. 
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10th August, To tell or not to tell
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“Can I have one of those samosas, mum?” I ask, reaching for the flowery saucer before mum pats my hand away. 

“No, this for damand. I save you some here.” Mum points towards a rather bleak colander with two crispy samosas nestled on an oil-soaked tissue. One even has a bite taken out of it. Who’d do that? Probably one of my nieces or nephews, I suppose.

“I know the groom, as you put it, gets preferential treatment but my husband won’t mind if I take a samosa off his plate, to add to the one and a half that I’ve been left with.”

“Acha!” Mum huffs and spreads out the remaining five samosas on M’s saucer to make it look full.

To tell or not to tell? This is probably the best chance I’ve got to share my pregnancy news with mum. It is the only time since I’ve got home that we’ve been alone. Everyone else is... well... everywhere else.

“Can you take samosas through?” mum hands me the plate, which also has a round dollop of ketchup to make up for the samosa I stole.

I take the plate and place it back on the counter.

“I will do but, mum, I need to tell you something. I’m -”

“Eh-heh, when you come here?”

Bloody hell, there goes my chance.

“Dad, I’ve been here for over an hour. Where have you been?”

“He be where he always be. Upstairs. In room. Could you tell your father that staying upstairs all time will only lead to depression? Need to go out. Fresh air. Walk. Go to shop.” Mum nudges me, eager for my input.

“You should go out more, dad. It’s not healthy to stay indoors all the time.”

Dad shakes his head. “I know, I know. But where to go? What to do? Nothing.” He looks down.

How long has dad been feeling like that? Granted, he’s never had much of a social life. I don’t remember any friends of his coming round. I don’t really remember him having friends. But dad did stuff. He’d walk to the shop to get some milk. He’d get the bus to the mosque. Mum and him would occasionally go out for romantic walks in the park. I say romantic but dad would walk briskly about a metre ahead of her. But still, they walked. In more recent years, after he developed a taste for takeaway, dad would nip out for a cheeky burger, only to face the wrath of mum when he’d return home, not hungry for her freshly made curry. When did dad stop wanting to do this? And how come I’ve only noticed now? That makes me sad. Sad for him, for feeling like he has nothing to do. Nothing to give.

Mum, however, is less sympathetic.

“What to do? What to do? There be plenty to do! Food need buying. Hoover need to be pushed around carpet! Can’t have all these jobs on my head!”

Now, I feel bad for mum, too. Dad’s reluctance to do things means everything is on mum. She has to step up where dad has seemingly stepped down. His reluctance to go out means she has to do it for him. It’s not fair. Being a second-generation immigrant with ageing parents is not fair. I’m not around enough for them. I can’t ferry them from here to there. It’s likely I’ll do even less in the future, given my impending motherhood. Even if I were free, I have a life. I can’t be there at the beck and call of my parents. I wish they had the forethought to think about this. To be aware that the house would be empty eventually. That their kids would grow up and have their own friends and own life and not be able or willing to constantly be in their orbit. I wish they made hobbies, lifelong friendships, relationships with family members that they actually like. But then, when could they? Their life was us. Getting by, domesticity, work and prayer. Now look at them. It’s an impossible situation.  

“Maybe we’ll go for a walk tomorrow, dad,” I say.

Dad looks up with hopeful eyes. “But, you go to your in-laws, no?”

“I will be. But not until the afternoon. Let’s do a morning walk round the park. You should come, too, mum.” 

“Nah, nah, not me.” Mum wiggles her finger. “I got too many jobs to do. Need to pray, then do the washing as it be sunny day tomorrow. Also, your sister here with children. I can’t leave them. And they can’t all go. Not enough space in the car.”

“We could walk there?” I suggest.

Mum chuckles. “You expect your sister to walk? You crazy? She always be driven. That’s why she getting big.” Mum looks down at my belly. “Also, you be getting lit-ool tummy as well. You must control that. You not been married too long. Don’t let yourself go like your older sisters. What will your husband say? I know he be big, but you must make more effort. Wife always have to make more effort.”  

There are so many things to unpack with her statement but now is not the time.

Dad shuffles out without saying another word. Hopefully he’ll go into the front room to chat with M. Not that they have much to talk about. It’s a shame I don’t have brothers. Whenever M comes over, he ends up sitting on his own in the front room. If he’s lucky, he’ll get a nephew or niece for company. Otherwise, he’ll sit playing on his phone. He’s recently developed a fondness for retro games like Lemmings. I can’t say I love it.

I hear the unmistakable sound of dad treading upstairs. I guess M’s alone for a little longer. I suppose it also means that dad’s done for the evening. Oh well, I’ll have a special bonding time with him tomorrow at the park. As for mum...

“I’m getting a tummy for a reason,” I say. “I’m pregnant.”

“Really?” Mum stops.

“Yes.”

“Hassa?”

“Mum, you just asked me the same thing in Bangla. But yes, really. I really am pregnant.”

“Mashallah. Good girl. That’s good news.” Mum rubs the side of my arm. “Okay, you take those samosas to your husband.” She hands me the flowery saucer again. “They getting cold.”

Now, I wasn’t expecting a standing ovation and a bouquet upon delivering my news but I expected maybe a little more ceremony than that.

I open the front room door to find M draped across the sofa. I can’t decide if his position is slovenly or seductive, or whether I should tell him to sit up or paint his portrait. However, given that he’s playing on his phone and his tummy has escaped from underneath his pink polo shirt, I’m going with slovenly.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Just watching the highlights of the Liverpool game.” M peels his eyes away from the screen for a second to see that I come bearing gifts. “Ooh, is that a samosa restock?”

I lay the plate down in front of him. 

“Your mum is on it today! We had semolina and cake a bit ago.” M grabs a crispy triangle and dips the corner in ketchup. “I’ll just have one. It would be rude not to.”

I take a samosa, too. 

“Hands off!” says M, in mock shock. “What would your mum say if she found out that you’re taking the damand’s portion.”

“I’m sure she’ll say it’s fine for the groom to have one less, as there are extenuating circumstances.” I rub my belly.

“You spilled the beans?” asks M. “How did she take it?” 

“Pretty much how a Bengali mum would.” I don’t have to say anymore. M gets it. 

“You’ve got to tell my mum tomorrow,” says M.

“I know. I’m looking forward to it. I think she’ll be delighted.”

***
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“OH, CONGRATS!” MIDDLE sis offers a warmer response with a tight hug. “How far gone are you?” 

“I can never quite remember. About five weeks, I think.”  

“I could never remember, either. One minute, you’re in your first trimester, complaining of morning sickness. The next, you’re howling like a wolf, trying to get the damn thing out.” Middle sis ignores my wincing and quickly passes the TV remote to her youngest daughter. “There you go. You can watch Tiny Pop. Extra loud.”

My youngest niece squeals with delight at being able to watch TV at night.

“Does she know how to operate a remote control?” I ask, unable to fathom that this pigtail wearing preschooler is so tech savvy.

Middle sis rolls her eyes. “This one knows more than me. Let me tell you, the first time round, you try to do everything by the book. You hand-blend purees, cook from scratch and shield them from screens as much as possible. By the time this one rolled out, I was practically handing her the tablet. You’ll be the same.” 

I only offer a “hmm”, in response. My kids will be screen free, playing with wooden toys and eating organic, home-made food. And there is no way in hell that they’re going to be munching on those starchy tomato crisps my niece is currently having. I doubt that packet has ever seen a potato. 

“Have you downloaded a pregnancy app yet?”

“An app?”

“Yeah, to tell you what size your baby is every week.”

“Not yet. I was just going to check on Google, to be honest. I don’t fancy another app taking up my phone storage space. I need space for photos and things as I’m doing the blog.”

“And how’s that going? Any new freebies?”

I look down at my barely there belly. “No.”

“Well, it’s not worth holding off for photos for your blog then, is it? Also, you might get good stuff that’s pregnancy related, like a breast pump or something if you blog about your journey. The app won’t take up much space. Just get one. It’s quite nice to watch, especially as it’s your first time. Like I said, by the third, the baby will just fall out and you won’t even remember being pregnant.”

“I’m sure I will. I remember you whingeing third time round.”

“Was I?” Middle sis looks blankly.

“Yeah, you were complaining about how heavy you were. And bloated and gassy.”

Middle sis stares in disbelief. “I don’t remember. That’s the thing, once you become a mum, you don’t remember much at all. It’s Allah’s plan. Take away the memory of pregnancy and forget the pain to keep us procreating. While we’re talking about pain, obviously it’s gonna be bloody awful, so I’ll give you my Tens machine.”

“A what-y what?”

“It’s a machine you hook up to your back and it kind of gives you like an electric shock.”

“That sounds awful. Why would I want to electrocute myself if I’m already dying from labour pains?”  

“It’s to distract you from the labour pains. Kind of like having a little pain so you can ignore the bigger pain.”

“Like if I got slapped in the face then punched in the stomach, I’d forget the slap?”

“Sort of like that. But let’s not try that on you now.” 

“Nope, best not.”

Middle sis rubs my back. “But seriously girl, I’m really happy for you. You’ll make a great mum.” She strokes my hair, unaware that she just delivered words that are like music to my ears.   

***
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LITTLE SIS’ REACTION is less enthusiastic. I corner her upstairs en route to the bathroom.

“Oh, no!” She looks horrified. 

“It’s okay! It’s good news,” I reassure her, despite the fact that she should probably be the one reassuring me. After all, I’m the pregnant one here, fluctuating hormones and all.

Little sis grips the off-white banisters as if she’s scared of falling. “Are you sure? Is it what you want?” Her face spells more concern than I can comprehend.

“Of course. I’ve been married long enough.”

“Does that mean you’ll have to move back up north?”

“What? No!” 

“But will you be able to do it on your own over there, without family?” Little sis asks the question that’s been tiptoeing around the periphery of my mind. It’s one that I know I have to answer but I truly can’t say with confidence.

I shrug. “I’ll be fine in London. Loads of people bring up babies by themselves. How hard can it be?” I’m trying to convince myself more than anyone else.

Little sis exhales loudly. “Alright then, I wasn’t sure. I just wanted to check. But...” she leans closer, looking sheepish. “I kind of need the bathroom. So could you...”

I jump to the side, realising I’ve been unwittingly blocking her entry.

“There you go. And don’t shout about it yet until I’ve had my scan and I know for sure.”

“It’s alright,” says little sis, already closing the door on me. “I can’t think of anyone who would want to know.”

That’s a bit harsh. 

***
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AFTER DINNER, THE LADIES of the household and I congregate in the living room over a cup of tea. Dad is upstairs praying and M crosses over the threshold to enter the women’s quarters. This is something he only does when absolutely necessary.   

“So, I’ll be off home, then,” he says, by which he means his parents’ home in Droylsden. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow?”

“That’s fine,” I reply, dipping a chocolate biscuit into my decaf tea. 

“You go now? Stay for a bit longer. Have some...” mum grasps at straws for a culinary option she hasn’t already offered tonight. “Juice! Have some juice.”

Since he’s been at my parents’ house, M’s had dinner, snacks and tea and biscuits. The diluted cordial is the last resort.

He puts his palm to his chest. “There is no need. I’ll get going.” 

Mum and my sisters slowly follow M out into the hallway to say goodbye. They exchange obvious, readable smiles that are reserved for when there’s plenty to say, but they don’t want to say it.

I’m not offended that neither my mum, nor my sisters, offer any congratulations to M. Of course they won’t. If they did, that would be a huge breach of Bengali family code. It would involve acknowledging the brutal, ugly truth that my husband and I have done the deed. 
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11th august, A brisk walk
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“Slow down, dad!” I shout, barely able to keep pace with my 70-something father.

I forgot how fast dad walks. He’s breezing ahead of me, one arm swinging back and forth like a pendulum, while the other is resting in his trouser pocket. It’s a walk I grew up seeing. On the school run when mum was looking after little sis, going to the local corner shop, and in later years, these walks in the park. Dad always swings one arm as if to propel himself forwards. The only thing missing on today’s walk is mum, though she’s not far from the topic of conversation.

“You can hurry up. You young lady,” says dad. “Don’t be like your mum, all slow walking. She could step on an ant and it will be okay. That be how lightly she walks.”

I can’t tell if this is a compliment or a complaint. As it’s said in dad’s usual, gentle voice, it’s hard to tell.

“I’m not as fast as I normally am,” I say between gulps of breath. 

“Why? You ill?”

I guess dad hasn’t heard my news.

“No, not ill. It’s just...”   

Dad takes a deep breath. “Oh, okay... Yes... Understand.”

Or maybe he does know I’m pregnant? 

“You got any faracetamol?” asks dad. “Or I get from shop?”

I look around. The country park, which sits behind our house, stretches for miles. There are plenty of overgrown blackberry bushes, long grass, and cascading trees creating shadows on this sunny day. But not a shop in sight.

“I’m okay, dad. Why would I need paracetamol?”

Dad looks away. “For... eh-heh, you know.”

Does dad know something about pregnancy that I don’t? Perhaps, having had four kids, he has some crucial intel about paracetamol helping with endurance during brisk walks.

“I’m not sure... I don’t think I need it?”

“You sure? Your mum said help with...” Dad’s face darkens as he looks across to the overgrown, seed-sprouting grass... “Fee-riod.”

“Feeri-?” 

Oh my God. Oh my life. Dad is talking about periods! He can’t! Isn’t he breaking an unwritten dad rule? How I wish mum was here to scold him. I can’t do it. He’s too cute, wearing his smart blue shirt, stainless steel watch and work shoes even though he doesn’t work.

“Shall we go home?” asks dad, speaking for our collective mortification. 

We’ve only been here about 10 minutes. I can’t let the word period get in the way. 

“No, it’s fine. Let’s keep walking,” I reply.

I never get any alone time with dad. He’s not one to talk much and most of my life our relationship has been functional. He gave me pocket change when I needed it. He walked me to the train station when I went to university. He was a constant presence around the dining table and when it was time for tea. But often, that’s exactly what dad is...a presence. A warm body at the table. An impatient dinner guest. A patriarch that exerted very little authority.  

I’d like to have more conversations with dad. From a very distant memory, I recall him telling stories. Little parables from Bangladesh. I’d listen with open ears. They were sometimes tales of ghosts, sometimes about family, and there’d always, always be a moral at the end of the story about how children should be good to their parents. I wonder if I can incite some conversation now.

“Dad, did you have trees like that in Bangladesh?” I point towards a tall overhanging tree with a white and green trunk that looks mouldy.   

“Eh... I no remember. Shall we get going? My leg starting to hurt.”

I sigh and reluctantly follow dad out of the park and down to our quiet cul-de-sac. 

On the way home, we bump into Mrs Barker from across the road. I haven’t seen her in years. My visits to and from my parents’ house these days are usually by car and fleeting at best, so the chances of bumping into neighbours are slim. Looking at Mrs Barker, frail, small, and with a vacant expression, it looks like she doesn’t get out much, either. She’s clutching a teddy at her front door, perhaps waiting for someone.

“How are you, Mrs Barker,” I ask. 

She looks at me, puzzled. “Ooh are you?”

“It’s me, from across the road?” I point to our UPVC front door. 

She looks at the front door, and looks at me, still unsure. “No, you’re alright. My son’s coming to collect me,” she says. 

We stand still for a second, before dad says: “Come, let’s go.” He then waves to Mrs Barker, even though she is a foot away. “She got dementia,” he whispers.

“Dad, I think she can still hear us.”

“No chance,” says dad, striding away with confidence. “She too old to hear.”

I think it’s only my dad that can be ageist and old at the same time.

It’s not quite the bonding session I was hoping for but when dad climbs up the stairs as soon as we go through the door, I realise he’s given me everything he has.

“She got dementia for while now,” confirms mum, when I tell her about my encounter with Mrs Barker. “Poor lady. Son and daughter visit once a day. That’s it. I bet house is so dusty inside. Probably no central heating, either. I’m sure son and daughter will fix it up nicely when she die, so they can inherit good money.”

“Alright, mum,” I attempt to avoid getting her on her soapbox.

“It not alright. Not right at all. So sad the way people treat their parents in this country.”

“Not everyone can live with their parents, mum. It’s not that simple these days. I wouldn’t want to live with my in-laws.”

“Okay, don’t live but at least take care of them properly. Make sure house warm. That they got food. You regularly visit.”  

I’m not sure mum is venting or preparing me for years to come. Either way, it’s duly noted. When mum and dad get older, we must step up, both emotionally and financially. Luckily, I’ve got a good career and so has M, so they’ll be okay. 

***
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OF ALL THE PEOPLE I’M sharing my news with, I’m most anxious about my mother-in-law. It’s not that I’m worried about what she’s going to say. It’s just that with my people-pleasing ways, I’m ashamed to admit I have this real desire to win daughter-in-law brownie points. I’m certainly not going to be praised for any culinary endeavours, so it might as well be because I’m pregnant. After all, the gift of a grandchild is much greater than a well-cooked curry, right?

Having arrived an hour ago, I have come to find that all the dishes of the day have been cooked. My mother-in-law has whipped up a chicken curry, a meat dish with bitter shatkora, some fried fish and sautéed vegetables.

However, if you think a full spread of lunch options is enough to stop my mother-in-law whipping up another unnecessary dish, you’d be mistaken. It’s like you don’t know her at all.

“Have you tried this before?” she asks, mixing together a batter of date molasses, flour, and some egg.

I’m not entirely sure what “this” is, so the only thing to do is shake my head.

“Your mum no make it?”  

“I don’t think so.”

My mother-in-law smiles, safe in the knowledge that she has won this round of who is the better mum? “I will teach you lots of things you haven’t had at home.”

I shift on my feet, uncomfortably. My mum is not that bad, is she? She just doesn’t have the same desire to cook around the clock that my mother-in-law does. 

The TV is on, with the dramatic chorus of the Bangla news. That means my father-in-law has popped into the living room. I peer round the kitchen door to see him facing the TV screen, sat up straight in his armchair, wearing a chunky knit cardigan. I don’t know how my in-laws do it. It’s August. They have the fireplace blasting, yet still feel cold. It’s like they’ve got their own microclimate.

“Do you want tea, abba?” I ask. 

“No,” he replies. Then he looks up and says: “Are you having one?” 

I smile at him. “I can do.” 

“Then... I take one, too.” My father-in-law nods his head from side to side. “Only half cup. Or two fingers full. And put one teaspoon of honey instead of sugar.” 

That’s a new order. It’s nice to see M’s dad mixing it up a bit. 

“Do you want a cup of tea, mum?” I ask as I put the kettle on boil.

“Should I have one?” My mother-in-law muses, looking into the distance as if I’ve asked a philosophical question. “Maybe... yes but make it strong. Use two teabags. It will go well with what I’m making.”

And what exactly are you making? I think to myself. 

M pops his head around. “What’s cooking?”

“Apparently everything,” I reply, pouring boiling water up to the brim for my mother-in-law’s double teabag mug and carefully attempting to measure up two fingers’ worth of tea for my father-in-law. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to their quirks. “I’m not quite sure what that is, though.” I nod  towards the light brown batter my mother-in-law is pouring into the pan.

M’s eyes light up. “You making pancakes, mum?” 

“Is that what they are?” I ask.

“Pretty much. But slightly Bangla-fied, with date molasses instead of sugar.”

I learn something new every day.

Instead of flipping over the pancake, my mother-in-law folds it into itself. I’m offered the first one but it feels like something that would be best had after lunch, not before.

“Try it. It be different.” M’s mum pushes the plate towards me.

I tentatively take a bite from the hot, floppy, greasy pretend pancake. I try my best to hide my dislike. I much prefer the fluffy pancakes I’m used to eating.

“It’s okay, a bit greasy.” 

My mother-in-law laughs. “A bit greasy! You no know good food. Bit of grease kill no one.”

It would be rude not to finish the rest of it but I couldn’t take another bite. I feel so heavy. I’m not sure if it’s the pancake or the pregnancy but my appetite is slightly off. 

“I’ll break my news,” I mumble to M. 

“What news?” M asks, before the penny drops. “In that case, I’ll take my pancake to the other room. The footy is about to start.”

This is my chance. This is my chance to explain why I didn’t want the pancake and hopefully elevate my status to the next level by gifting her a grandchild. M’s brother and sister are nowhere to be seen, which isn’t unusual. I’m glad for their absence.
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