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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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9th September

A Bengali game of thrones
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AS I SIT ON MY MAKESHIFT throne, squirming at the sight of samosas that I’d devour on any other day, I notice a little mesh bag on the table above my untouched plate of starters.  This tiny drawstring bag, aptly the same shade of green as the Bangladeshi flag, contains a date fruit, a single Cadbury’s chocolate and a peanut brittle.  

Then I remember.  This small, unassuming drawstring bag has been the source of great angst over the last few months.  This single, innocuous item threatened to drive me bat shit crazy as I threw myself headfirst into planning the biggest day of my life, leaving a debris of disgruntled loved ones in my wake.  

Now, somewhat calmer, I wonder why the bag was such a big deal.  Maybe it was my attempt at clawing back some control over what was supposed to be my day?  Maybe I was clinging to the hope of pulling some strings behind the scenes.  Maybe, just maybe, I wanted a small part of this wedding to be classy, expensive.  You know, with some extra special touches.

I guess, just like mum, I wanted to keep up with the Mahmood’s and have a big Bengali wedding that had all the trimmings and more.  I always take the mick out of her for trying to compete with our almost-perfect cousins, but when it comes to the crunch, I’m the same.  I’m every inch my mother’s daughter and I want a wedding that people will talk about.

Now we’ve arrived at the day itself...  I don’t even care for peanut brittle, though I do like chocolate.  

The point is, I’m not sure what the fuss was about.  Why I was fretting so much over a bag of sweets?

Sorry, where are my manners?  Allow me to explain...

Remember how I said you’d be invited?  Well, pull up a chair.  They’re about to serve starters.  

I’m getting married, you see.  No, for real this time.
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Eight months earlier


18th January

Modern minx  
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“SO...  HAS THERE BEEN talk recently with this boy?”

Oh mum, you modern minx, probing me about this boy I’m seeing.  Oh, and when I say seeing, I mean in the very prim, Bangladeshi sense with absolutely no funny business.  Still, it astounds me that I can tell mum I’m kind of dating a boy without getting two slaps across the face.  Middle sis was right, mum is the mistress of discretion and nosiness.  

Then again, mum knows this isn’t some flash-in-the-pan halal fling.  When I told her about this boy two months ago, she knew I was serious.  It wasn’t a leap of faith like it was with Shy-boy, whose name (affectionately coined by me) pretty much sums up the entire issue with our one-date courtship.  This time, it’s much more than that.  We’ve been on over a dozen dates.  Most of which involved food.  On one such occasion, I even paid the bill, though thankfully it was a Costa Coffee rather than a three-course meal.  So, essentially, this is the real deal.  

Mum doesn’t really care when we speak, or what about.  It’s her way of asking if there’s any progress on the marriage front.  Which, by the way, she’s been asking me every single weekend since she found out about him.  

“No mum, there’s nothing to report.  I wish you’d stop asking.  I told you already, if there’s anything new, you’ll be the first to know.”  

“What problem here?  Can’t a maa ask these things?”  Mum always throws a bit of broken English into the Bengali mix when she’s annoyed or on the defence.  “You want be sure it be heading in right direction.”

I’d like to head out of this conversation.  “Like I said, I’ll tell you when there’s anything to tell.  I better go, I’m getting late.  Reena’s nearly at the restaurant.”  

As I sit on the stairs to zip up my new, fresh-leather-smelling brown boots, mum leans over the bannister.  “There’s a rishtaa’s details come through.”  She comes closer still to raise her eyebrows and whisper: “This boy be dentist.  He got lots of hair.”  Mum rubs her head in a circular motion to emphasise her point.  

Oh come on.  Why do all the decent rishtaas come when I’m sort of off the market?  I had a motley crew when I was single and looking.  Yet, since meeting this boy, I’ve had to turn down a meeting with a surgeon (not even joking) and now this dentist.  Where were they hibernating before, when mum was embracing the idea of a pizza boy from Bangladesh as a prospective son-in-law?  Sometimes timing can be a right bitch.

“Mum, we’ve talked about this.  Now’s not the time to put rishtaas my way.  Anyway, where did it come from?  Are you still paying Mr Ashraf to find us boys?”

“Yes, I still use him.  But this one from Mr Choudhury.  He called to say sorry no rishtaa come good but he got new boy details and can send for smaller fee.  Just £15.”  

“So you’re paying two people to find me a husband when I’m no longer looking?”

For someone who once bemoaned the cost of hiring these professional busybodies when I was truly single and desperate to mingle, mum’s behaviour is just confusing.  Plus, her timing is terrible.

“It was especial offer and I thought it best keep these people in hand.”  Mum does her bottom lip grimace thing.  “You know, just in case.”

As I climb into my Ford Fiesta, I begin to wonder... why hasn’t he told his parents about me yet?  I told my mum as soon as she and dad had got back from Hajj.  I’ve been paying the price ever since with mum’s regular requests for a status update.  I even told him my mum knows about us.  I thought he’d do the same in return.  Yet his parents don’t know anything about me.  Could it be that he’s not as serious about me as I am about him?  Is he still looking around?  Maybe I was too hasty in telling my parents.  

Bloody mum, she’s infiltrated my head and is messing with my thoughts.

My phone rings.  Crap!  I bet Reena’s already at the restaurant.  This is embarrassing, as it’s a 90-minute train journey from Birmingham and short cab ride for her but a quick 15-minute drive for me.  I shouldn’t be the one running late.

I’m getting my apology lined up but then I realise it’s not Reena calling me, it’s him.  Him that I’m thinking I may marry.  Him that makes frequent trips from London to see me.  Him that will travel over an hour from the city to Heathrow Airport after work for a quick cuppa with me, while I wait for my domestic flight back home after a day at head office.  Him that does all the legwork and never expects me to come down to see him on the weekend.  Though to be fair, he comes up north to his hometown and visits his family when he sees me.  If I went down to London just to meet him, I’d have to fork out on a hotel.  This might also plant an unnecessary seed in the boy’s head.  So I keep it halal and keep him on his toes.  Who knew I’d play such a blinder with my limited boy experience?  

I’m not sure if I should answer his call and delay myself even further but I’m desperately keen to talk to him.  My annoying mum has cast a shadow of doubt on this precarious union and I need to prove her concerns are unfounded.  

“Hey, how are you?”  I don’t mean to sound so high pitched and enthusiastic.  

“I’m good.  What you up to?”  He almost echoes my tone, out of solidarity I guess.  

“I’m just about to meet Reena.  You know, my friend from uni?  She’s got a hen weekend in Manchester but is squeezing in some lunch with me beforehand.”  

“Nice.  How is she?”

“Well...  I’ll soon find out.  Though I’m running late.”  Ooh, why do I sound so snarky?  

“Ah...  I’ll leave you to it, then.  I just called to see how you were,” he trails off, sounding deflated.

“Oh no, it’s okay.  I can speak for a couple of minutes.”  I really can’t and shouldn’t but I’m slowly turning into one of those girls who prioritises their Misters over sisters.

“Nah, it’s cool.  You don’t want to leave your friend waiting.”  He’s obviously a more loyal mate than I am.

I still can’t shake off mum’s doubts.  I must bring it up later.  But then my words follow a different agenda: “Okay, but I just wanted to ask you, have you spoken to your parents about us?”

Me and my verbal diarrhoea.  It is not the time for a deep and meaningful conversation.  I have no filter or sense of timing.

He hesitates.  This won’t be good.  

“Err, no I haven’t, to be honest with ya.  I’ve been meaning to but I’m waiting for the right time.  If I tell my mum, she’ll be printing out wedding cards the next day.”

What does he mean, “if”?  Surely it should be “when”?  

“So I just want to be sure, to be honest with ya,” he adds, making me now very unsure of our status.

“Are you not sure?”

Again, I have no idea why I’m bringing this up now.  Not only am I late, there’s also a real chance I’ll be greeting Reena with ugly tears.

“No... no... no, I don’t mean I’m not serious.  I...  Don’t worry.  I’ll speak to mum.  Anyway, you should go and meet your friend.  I don’t want her thinking I’m already taking you away.”

I feel a faint sense of relief.  My timing was terrible but I’m glad I asked.  I just hope he tells his mum sooner rather than later so my mum can stop teasing me with the biodatas of very eligible bachelors.  

Before I go, I have to do something.  Yes, I know I’m already really, really late but to put my mind at ease, I go on the dating website to see if he’s still online.  It’s become a weekly ritual of mine, to stalk the boy I’m seeing.  It’s astounding how this website allows you to look at profiles without even logging on or being a member.  Obviously data protection pales in significance compared to enticing prospective singletons with the vast array of talent on display at this halal meat market.  

My slow, buffering phone, which is groaning with too many photos, finally wakes up.  Right there, his profile is still very much live, for all and sundry to see...  

***
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IN TRUE SELFISH FORM, I picked a lunch venue that’s super convenient for me.  My trusty Italian restaurant is an easy drive and serves the best rustic pizza.  It’s even got parking, which is a saving grace as I always get in a fluster when having to find a space on the street.  Yet I still managed to be 40 minutes late meeting Reena.

Plus I’m distracted.  Why is he still online?  Each time I’ve had a snoop I’ve hoped, prayed and whispered positive thoughts.  Today is the day...  today is the day he’ll take it down and I’ll know we’re meant to be.  Glass half full...  glass half full.  Each time, my heart would sink a little and I’d curse myself for daring to dream.  

My profile is still up too but that’s different.  It’s free for me to be on this website, so it’s actually more hassle to make the effort to close it down.  It’s not like I’m taking advantage of this by hunting for guys.

For him, on the other hand, every single month he’s registered with the site costs him the princely sum of £30.  Surely it wouldn’t make sense to stay online unless he was still looking?  Was he chatting to other girls?  Could I ask him to take his profile down?  Is that too possessive?  

Luckily, Reena’s not overly aware of my distraction, or my lateness.  She whiled away the time talking on the phone to Himesh, who she describes as her latest Mr Oh-you’ll-do-I’m-bored-of-this-shit-now.

“This whole finding a man business is really starting to get on my tits.”  Reena is as charmingly unfiltered as ever.  “But I have to tell you, Himesh is turning out to be the best of a bad bunch.  I’m actually glad he slid into my DMs.  I’m telling you, going online isn’t actually that bad.  You should try it.”

I haven’t told Reena I’m sort of no longer single.  And I certainly haven’t mentioned that I met the guy I’m sort of dating online.  So far, only three people know about my Internet dating history:  


	Middle sis - the more streetwise of my two older sisters.

	Sophia - my older, more worldly and twice-married mentor.

	Julia - my childhood friend who’s more Bengali than most Bengalis.



I’d like to keep the way I met him confined to this small group.  I don’t know what mum would think if she found out and, as my sisters say, it’s not how you meet someone that matters, it’s who you meet.  Also, despite my best efforts to be glass half full, I can’t quite shake off my cynical nature.  I’m scared of jinxing things with this boy by shouting about him from the rooftops.  So my Facebook status is still single and I don’t have any photos of M on my phone because I live in a home where privacy holds no value.  

Though the temptation to share my news with Reena is huge.  We rarely catch up these days.  Our calls are sporadic and we meet once a year at most but each time, the manhunt is the hot topic of conversation.  I’m usually put to shame as Reena always has something to report and is never not meeting/dating/being introduced.  I’m always the one listening in awe at her ballsy, unrelenting determination to find a man.  It’s beyond annoying that the one time I truly have something to talk about, I feel it’s too soon to divulge.

Our mains arrive.  Reena gets to work lacing her pollo pizza with chilli oil.  I suspect she’d rather have opted for a restaurant that serves up some spice.  

“So what’s new with you?  How’s the boy hunt going?” she asks the inevitable.  

To tell or not to tell, that is the question.

I can’t even look Reena in the eye so I start cutting at my vegetarian pizza.  The crust is too crusty.  I might lose a filling chewing on this one.

“Oh...  it’s not really.  Mum’s still paying a busybody to source suitable guys.  But so far the pickings have been slim.”  In my defence, that bit is true.

Reena furrows her brow.  “What’s a busybody?”

“Oh, of course, I forget that your lot do things differently.  It’s basically someone who does matchmaking as a side-gig.  Except they’re as unregulated as they get and they only have a spreadsheet of about ten single guys to offer.  None of whom are usually anything to shout about.”

Reena, who comes from a community where the best things are free, is unimpressed.  “So the cheeky bastards charge you for what nosey aunties have been doing since time began?  That wouldn’t fly with my mum.  You know how tight us Gujis are!”  

“Us Bengalis can be stingy too.  However, in this case, mum thinks it’s worth the expense.  Who knew you could put a price on love?  In our case, it’s £30 a month.”

“That’s ridiculous!  It costs me the same every month to be on the dating website.  And I get to meet guys of my own accord.  It cuts out the middleman.  Or middle auntie.  Though my one’s exclusively for Hindus... but I bet there are sites for Muslims.”  

If only she knew.  I spent half of last year on a Muslim-only dating site and courtesy of some slightly sexist rule, girls don’t have to pay a thing while boys are charged a monthly fee.  If I told Reena this, her stingy Gujarati heart (her words, not mine) wouldn’t be able to take it.

Within minutes, Reena has managed to eat her way through half her pizza.  Still chewing, she declares: “I really shouldn’t be eating this.”

“Why?”

“This stupid hen do is a spa weekend.  So that means swimwear.  The hen, Rakhi, is on some crazy Japanese diet and she’s gone proper skinny.  Do you remember her from my sister’s wedding?  The girl who tripped on the stage as she got her six-inch heels caught in her saree hem?”  

“Oh yeah, that was the highlight of my day.”

“Mine too.  Well, she used to be a size 14 like me.  But since her wedding diet she’s literally shrunk.  She’s not much bigger than you now.”  

I could not imagine possessing such willpower.  Luckily, my fast metabolism means I don’t need to.  “It’s the bride’s prerogative to crash diet and why should you care anyway?  You look fab as it is.  You’ve lost loads of weight since uni.  Not that you were ever big.  So you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah right.  It’ll be a long time before I’m bikini-ready.  I might pretend I’m on my period to get out of Jacuzzi time.”  

She’s splashed a drop of oil on her khaki blouse, which she hasn’t even noticed.  I think a speck of flour has also landed in her short, choppy hair.  I love her lack of self-awareness.  It makes me feel better about my un-ironed jumper with a crease down the front.  

“Anyway, back to my main point.  You should look into online dating.  It’s worth trying everything.  A guy won’t just fall into your lap.”

Ooh, now I really want to smugly rebuff Reena’s pearl of wisdom.  My phone flashes with a new message.  It’s from him.

“Or maybe you have got a secret man.”  Reena glances at my phone from across the table before I snatch it away.

“Yeah, right, it’s probably my mum.”  I scan the message quickly.  It says something about his mum and if I can call him back.  I’ll have to deal with it later.

I put on my best poker face to stop myself from smiling.  Every time I get a message from him I feel a flutter of excitement.

With a shared profiterole dessert obliterated, Reena and I grab the bill.

“I’ll get this,” I offer.

“Nah man, lets go halves.”

“I insist, it’s the least I can do for making you wait so long.”

“Oh be quiet!  We can still split the bill.  You don’t have to pay.”  Reena reaches for her purse.

This bill-fight goes on for a while.  Despite us being from different countries and practicing different religions, Reena and I have many of the same Asian sensibilities.  One of which is that we constantly argue over the bill.  This same pretend fight was played out whenever I’d visit a relative’s house when I was younger.  The elders would always insist on giving me £10 as a thank you for coming over.  My mum or dad would flatly refuse and sometimes it got into a full-on tussle.  I, of course, would stay quiet and hope that I get to keep the money, which inevitably I would.  I think I saved up for my first pair of proper branded trainers with the money from distant relatives whom I barely knew.  

As Sergio the waiter arrives with card reader in hand, we’re still arguing the toss.

Reena points her card at him.  “Could you put half on this?”

I pull out my plastic too.  “No, ignore her Sergio.  Put the full amount here.”

Sergio laughs.  He’s probably confused as I never insist on paying the bill when I’m with my usual company of Julia.  I’m sure he’ll figure out that it’s an Asian thing.

Reena has the final word: “Right, don’t be such a polite brownie and just go halves!”

I stand down, secretly pleased that I’m not £15 lighter of pocket.

As we hug and part ways, Reena seizes the opportunity to make fun of the fact that I’m on first name terms with the waiter.  What can I say?  I love pizza and pasta.  Next time she’s up I’ll take her somewhere else.

I head to my car and call my boy.  I didn’t realise that all the fighting over the bill meant it’s been about 40 minutes since he messaged me.  I hope everything’s okay.

He’s a dead cert, and answers my call after two rings.  “So I spoke to my mum, and I basically told her about us...”

That was quick.  

“I didn’t want to faff about any longer and since you’ve told your mum about me, it felt like the right thing to do.”

“Wow, okay.  And... how did she take it?”

“She took it well.  In fact a bit too well, I think.  She wants to know what you’re doing next weekend?”

Shit.  
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20th January

I’m nervous
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I’M NERVOUS.  IT’S so ironic that I’ve been waiting for this day...  the day when a boy I like feels the same about me and, more to the point, he’s marriage material.  The right race, right religion, with a good job and his own space in London.  It’s all so...  perfect.  That’s the scary thing.  Is it too perfect?  Am I being foolish filling my half empty glass up?  Do I deserve such luck?

Things went from our own little secret, to a full-blown family affair within the space of a phone conversation.  Just yesterday I spotted that he’s shut down his online profile.  I should be excited, relieved and glad things are moving forward.  That fuzzy feeling should outweigh any nerves but I’m a worrywart and I can’t help it.

The visit next weekend will be unlike any other.  This time, there’s no third party matchmaker involved.  The boy isn’t a stranger, our families won’t be second guessing each other and there shouldn’t be crossed-wires.  However, though I set up this rishtaa visit myself, mum will treat it like a traditional arranged marriage introduction.  Right down to the abundance of samosas she’ll fry ahead of the meeting.  All the trimmings, all the formalities.  Yet the stakes are so much higher.  The stakes involve the boy I think I’d like to marry.  

Middle sis was the first person I called after he dropped his bombshell visit request.  She was the obvious confidante.

“Awww, that’s great news!”  She was practically gushing down the phone.  “See, I told you not all blokes off the internet are weirdoes or serial killers.  After all, I lived to tell the tale!”

“True.  But what if his mum doesn’t like me?  What if our mum doesn’t like him?  She was already a bit gutted when I told her he was bald.  She keeps telling me about these hair transplants she’s read about in the Bengali newspaper.  Like he’d go for that!” 

“Oh, you know what she’s like, she wants a trophy groom as much as the next mum.  But who cares?  If he’s as nice as you say, she’ll be won over by him and not care about hair, or lack of.  Let’s just hope his mum’s nice.”  Sis pauses before hastily adding: “Though I’m sure she will be.”  

Middle sis isn’t entirely convincing, or reassuring.  However, with her personal experience of finding a boy online and palming it off as a traditional introduction, her counsel is needed.

She continues: “The one thing I would say is this: don’t act like you’re already dating him.  Keep up appearances and don’t be over familiar.  You don’t want his mum thinking you’re a flooze.”  

I didn’t realise middle sis had such low expectations of me.  What does she think I’d do?  If funny business was off the cards during our dates, it wouldn’t suddenly appear on the itinerary when we meet the parents. 

As we say our goodbyes, middle sis has a parting warning: “And remember girl, nobody knows I met your brother-in-law online, so don’t let the cat out of the bag with mum or your fella.”

“Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.  As mine is with you.”  

Naturally, mum is the next person I tell about this impending rishtaa visit.  It’s only polite, as it will be taking place at her house, with her acting as hostess.

She’s unsurprisingly elated that this slow-moving vehicle is picking up the pace.  “Masha Allah, that’s great news.  Good girl!”

I didn’t get such applause when I graduated with a 2:1 degree in English and Marketing.  

“So...  when shall we have them round?”

I’m tentative about this bit.  “Well, they’ve asked if they can come next weekend.”

“Next weekend?!”

***
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ONE THING IS FOR SURE, us Bengali’s can club together and make things happen when needs be.  We simply get it sorted, like a brown mafia of sorts.  

With less than a week’s notice, mum has secured the attendance of both my big and middle sis to come from Bristol and Bradford respectively.  It helps that my older sisters already know I’ve met someone.  Perhaps they, like mum, were waiting for this day. 

While middle sis and I bonded over our mutual secret online dating efforts (though her escapades were years before I entered unchartered digital territory - she really was a trailblazer), big sis was in the dark.  She’s 14 years older than me and had an arranged marriage back home in Bangladesh.  I’ve always said it felt like there was a huge generational difference between us.  She’s much more prim and has that lovely Bengali knack of giving out passive-aggressive criticism when it’s both unnecessary and unfounded, so I was holding back on sharing my news with her.

When mum and dad were away at Hajj, big sis stayed over for a week with the kids.  It was the half-term holiday so the kiddies got to spend time with their coolest auntie (me) and the most annoying one (little sis), while we came home to freshly cooked curry every evening.  It was a win-win and I appreciated her presence.  It was like having another mum around in lieu of our absent one.  

One evening, little sis ditched us in favour of going to the cinema with her friends.  She was clearly making the most of being free of parental curfews.  I got in from a late shift at the office to find my niece and nephews asleep and big sis in full domestic goddess mode, cutting up a cucumber, onion and tomato salad as the rice cooker pinged to say it’s done. 

“Do you want some cake?  I bought a Swiss roll on the way home.”  It was the least I could do as big sis had even hoovered mine and little sis’ shared bedroom the day before.  

She contemplated my offer before shaking her head.  “Nah, I’ll leave it.  I’m supposed to be watching the sweet stuff.  I want to drop a dress size by the summer.”  

Big sis would say this every year, despite rarely fluctuating from her size 16 frame.  Her willpower is non-existent and she has the curse that inflicts all the women in our family.  We’re skinny fat.  We breeze through our teens and twenties, eating whatever we want and never going to the gym, then age catches up and the metabolism slows.  It hasn’t happened to me yet but I suspect things will head that way once I hit 30.  Big sis was a petite size 10 throughout her 20s.  Middle sis, who at 33 is six years older than me, was super skinny but is now hovering around a size 12.  While that’s by no means big, it’s a reminder that nothing lasts forever and is perhaps nature’s way of telling me to enjoy the Swiss roll while I can.  

As I sliced into the chocolate sponge and spiralled cream, big sis had a change of heart.  “Oh, go on then, I’ll have a small slice.”

Like I said, no willpower.

“What’s happening this summer, anyway?  Don’t tell me you need to be burkini-ready?”  

“Don’t be silly.  I don’t even own a burkini, or bikini.  I can’t even swim.  But I’ve got two weddings to go to on your brother-in-law’s side, before he goes to Bangladesh.  Without me for the first time.”  Big sis took comfort in her Swiss role.

“How come he’s going without you this year?”

“Bangladesh stuff, to do with our house over there.  It can’t wait until the school holidays, apparently.”

I don’t know why I even ask.  I never understand what’s going on with my sister’s other life back home.  There seems to be a constant thing about land inheritance, making sure their house doesn’t get encroached by squatters and who knows what else.  

“Well, at least you’ve got two weddings to look forward to before he goes.  Which means more shopping in Rusholme, no doubt.”

“I was hoping it would be three but there doesn’t seem to be any sign of you getting married.”  

Oh, and we were getting on so well.

“You need to get your skates on, little lady.  Rashda’s sister is getting married and she’s a bit younger than you, isn’t she?  You’re going to be 27 this summer.  Isn’t it time you sorted yourself out?”

And there it was.  The passive-aggressive cow-bag.

“Well... if I had met someone, I wouldn’t tell you anyway.”

“Why, have you met someone?”  Big sis threw me a knowing look and raised an over-plucked eyebrow.  If she was doing some reverse psychology on me, it bloody worked.

“That’s none of your business.”

“So you have?”  

I tried to stifle a smirk but I couldn’t.  As my best friend Julia would say, my poker face was terrible.  

Seeing my smugness, big sis jumped on it.  “So you have met someone!”

“Maybe I have.”

“How exciting!”  Big sis clasped her hands together in glee, just like she did after that first failed rishtaa came to visit me and we all thought it went well.  “Gosh, little lady... you better tell me all about it!”  She casually cut herself another slice of Swiss roll, throwing dietary caution to the wind.

“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything as I wanted to tell mum first, once she got back from Hajj... but yes, I have met someone.”

“So go on... who is he?  What does he do?  He’s Bengali, right?”

“Yes, he’s Bengali, don’t worry.  Well... he’s from up north but he works in London, as an investment banker.  He’s a couple of years older than me and basically really nice.  I’m not sure what else to say.”  

“It all sounds good.  How did you meet?”

Big sis was the first family member to hear my fictional tale.  “We were introduced through mutual friends.  It was kind of like a blind date.  Though we only met for coffee.  And dinner, a few times.”

“How exciting!  Are you serious about this boy?  Do you think I’ll get my summer wedding?”

“Well, I’m not sure about that yet.”

I said all the good stuff.  All that was left was the filling in the shit sandwich, which I knew wouldn’t be to big sis’ taste.  “So there’s something else.  He’s really nice.  A genuinely good guy and kind person... but he’s bald.”

Big sis clutched her head as though she was trying to stop her own hair from falling out in shock.  “Oh no!” 

“Don’t say that!”

“I’m sorry!  I just can’t... oh no!  I didn’t see that coming!  Like properly bald?”

“As bald as a baby.”

“Receding?”

“No.  Like really bald?”

“So does he have hair on the sides and none on top, like Mr Burns from The Simpsons?”

“What?  No!  Why do you think of this stuff?  Actually, I don’t know.  If he did have side hair, I guess he shaves it off.  I mean, who’d keep their hair like that, apart from dad?  Anyway, when I tell mum, I need your full backing.  Don’t make out like the baldness is an issue.”  

“Oh lady, as if I would!  I’m just happy you met someone.  And if he lives on his own that’s a bonus.  At least you won’t have to deal with in-laws.”

“True.  Plus he’s exactly like me.  He’s outgoing, got a good social life and nice life in London.” 

“How lovely!  If I got married in the UK, I’d have loved to have lived in London.  There are so many saree shops there.  Much better than Manchester.  Anyway, I’m glad he’s sociable.  That’s what I would have hoped for you.  I’ve always said this, you’re the most modern and career-driven of us girls.  I envisioned you with a boy who was tall, dark-skinned and that would always be going out.  Just like you.”

I’m not sure where the skin tone came into it but big sis couldn’t help but make a reference to my brown disposition.

She had almost devoured her second slice of cake when she stopped and put her spoon down to muse.  “To be honest, I always thought that first rishtaa that came for you... you know, the tall and dark one, was your perfect match.”

Why, oh why did she have to dig up the ghosts of rishtaas past?  “I think you were more upset than I was that his family, or our shit matchmaker auntie Fatima, ghosted us.  Anyway, can’t you just be happy for me that I’ve met someone decent of my own accord?  You said I should start looking.”

“No, I am.  I’m really happy for you.  And of course I’ll back you up when it comes to telling mum.”

“Good.  And no making a big thing of his baldness.”

Big sis raised her hands up in surrender.  “Okay... okay.  One last question.  Does his lack of hair make him look like an old man?” 

***    
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WITH BOTH SISTERS PRIMED to attend the big event, there was one elder that was yet to be informed - dad.  As always, he was the last to know, along with my teenage sis of course.  Though her knowledge isn’t paramount.  She simply needs to show her face on the day, which would involve looking up from her phone for a millisecond.  

Mum managed to have that delicate conversation with dad, where she explained how his precious daughter has eschewed the traditional arranged marriage in favour of a boy that she’d met through a friend of a friend.

Dad was surprisingly chilled about the whole thing.  Perhaps he was more modern-minded than I thought.  Or maybe he, like mum, was just glad I was possibly getting married.  Either way, I was surprised and relieved that everyone was rolling with the situation.  I also felt a bit silly about hiding in the bathroom while mum told dad the news.  It wasn’t as if my gentle pot-bellied father was suddenly going to rule with an iron fist and chase me round the house with a rolled up newspaper.  

Now the formalities begin.  This is where, as middle sis foreshadowed, the line between the online dating and arranged marriage world would become blurred.

To make it as legit as possible, I still have to submit my biodata to his family, and vice versa.  Yep, I thought we were done with that crap, too.  I figured that the whole point of meeting a guy through my own hunting efforts was that I could dodge some of the technicalities, with the biodata - or marital CV - being one of them.  Alas, no.  

Mum is taking this just as seriously as the first time I curated one, when I was genuinely single and relying on busybodies to find me a man.  She corners me after work one evening when I’m hungry, therefore at my most vulnerable to go along with her whims.  “We should check your biodata to see if it needs changing at all before we send it over.” 

I was about to tuck into my plate of rice and chicken curry.  “What?  Why?  I already know this boy, so what’s to change?”  

“Oh, I doh-no.  It’s been a while since I looked at it.  We might need to update.”

“Nothing has happened between now and the last time we dusted it off.”  I lower my voice as dad comes into the room and switches on the Bangla channel to watch the news.  “And again, I already know him, so I don’t think anything on my CV will put him off.”

I realise I’m sounding awfully cocky and glass half full.  I hope this doesn’t blow up in my face.

Mum mirrors my hushed tones, though her hoarse whisper is louder than her normal voice.  “Yes, but it not only about boy.  You need to impress mum too and you know how tricky Bangali mums can be?  They be crafty and usually bossy.  Except for me, of course.” 

Dad turns his attention briefly away from the news.  “Eh-heh.  I trying listen to election result.  What you talking about now?”

“Nothing of your business.  This women business.  TV loud enough!” mum scowls before looking at my lukewarm plate.  “Right, your rice needs to cool down, it’s too garam.  Get laptop in meanwhile...” 

***
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LIFE HAS A FUNNY WAY of coming full circle as I find myself adapting my biodata once again.  It’s a pointless exercise but I kind of get mum’s logic.  She wants to keep up appearances and shoehorn this very modern union into the arranged marriage mould.  From what he’s told me, his mum wants the same, in a bid to stop people gossiping and speculating about how we met.  Given that I’ve also told a few fibs about our online introduction, I go along with this whole charade.  However, I didn’t expect mum to go this method with her acting.  She’s got me immersed in the role of my 25-year-old self, stressed over creating this make or break CV, while she’s stepped back in time to be a pushy matchmaker.  She relishes such exercises.  It’s the closest to an office job she’ll ever get.

So once again, we run down my biodata basics:

- Name: nothing to change there.  

- D.O.B: as above.

- Parents’ village in Bangladesh (and that all important town address back home to show that we are prosperous urbanites, not backwater bumpkins): as above.

- UK address: as above.  

- My vital stats: I still inwardly cringe at having to write this.  

“Mum, this is pointless.  It’s all the same as before.”

However, mum’s all seeing eyes spot a fatal omission.  “Heh, you didn’t put in what you got for your degree.  And you should underline the word ‘masters’!”

I examine my education section.  She’s right.  Not sure how I missed that out.  I work in PR after all.  Bragging is my main skill.  

“It’s fine.  I doubt anyone noticed all the times before and it doesn’t matter now.  He knows I’m well educated so I’m sure that bit of info will filter down to his mum.”

“It doesn’t matter?  Of course it matter!  You should have checked better.  We sent this out to Mr Choudhury without it saying you did well in your degree?  Not making your masters look bigger?  No wonder we -” mum stops herself mid-rant.  

She was about to say something like no wonder we didn’t get anywhere through the formal introductions route.  I’m sure that’s what she meant.  Though I doubt that two numbers and a colon would have made the world of difference.  I basically didn’t have many options, it was as simple as that.  In contrast to middle sis, who had eligible bachelors practically forming a queue for her hand in marriage, I wasn’t so popular.  

However, as mum is so concerned that not putting my pass grade will mean I’ll fail to get past this first rishtaa meeting, I meet her halfway.  I don’t highlight my masters (that just seems silly and not something a girl with a masters degree would do) but I punch in 2:1 after my degree.  Mum lets out a sigh of relief.  Quietly and inwardly, so do I.  

“Good girl.  Glad that’s sorted.”  Mum rubs her hands with satisfaction.  “Now all we need is nice photo to send with the biodata.”  

My relief turns to resignation.
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23rd January

What’s in a name?
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GIVEN THAT THIS BOY is coming round to my house in four days, I figure I best give him a name.  Obviously he has a real name but as I’ve already left too many breadcrumbs which could reveal my identity, I don’t want to out him.

I still haven’t decided what to do with this diary.  The more I write, the more I think it would make a great blog.  Heck, it should be serialised in the Guardian or made into a comedy on Channel 4.  Okay, maybe I’m getting ahead of myself but it is funny and I do think at some point, when I’m feeling brave, I shall share it with the world.  So I really ought to protect my nearest and dearest by changing names and identities.  

So what’s in a name?  What should I call this boy who might just be ‘the one’?  My previous naming format was admittedly childish.  The first rishtaa that came through the door - Tall-boy, was, well... rather tall.  At least for Bengali standards, that is.  His 5ft 10in stats and sharp suit caught the eye of my mum and sisters, who were devastated when things didn’t progress to a second meeting.  As was I.  We never found out what went wrong there.  I guess it’s irrelevant now as he’s married and I’m kind of off the market, though I’m still pissed off with auntie Fatima.  Anyway, I digress.  The other two suitors weren’t genuine contenders, so I nicknamed them accordingly.  Small-boy was too small and Fedora hat-boy was a pompous prick.  

As for my own hunting efforts, this only resulted in two dates, both equally unsuccessful.  Shy-boy was too shy and Tight-git needs no further explanation.  I’m still bitter about footing the bill on that occasion.  

Naming this boy is harder.  I can’t call him Bald-boy.  Well, technically I can, as this is factually accurate (thankfully, he wears it well) but it just feels wrong.  I like him too much so attaching a label that highlights what most people see as a flaw is just mean.  He doesn’t really have any other quirks.  Come to think of it, he says to be honest with ya, an awful lot.  This proved slightly unnerving in the early days when I was figuring him out, as it suggested that every time he didn’t end with that phrase he was being dishonest.  I must bring that up with him sometime.  

Anyway, I have to call him something, otherwise I’m confusing myself with the constant use of him and boy.  

Oh sod it, I’m all for an easy life.  His name begins with M, so that’s what I’ll call him: M.  Yes, I’m a professional wordsmith so I should do better but, with my potential in-laws coming over this weekend, time is of the essence and I can’t spend hours agonising over a moniker.  There are bigger issues at large.  
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24th January

Déjà vu
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MY WARDROBE IS BEING picked apart by the most ruthless of stylists.  Mum has decided that this rishtaa visit needs to be planned like a military operation.  And first plan of action?  Get an outfit together that WILL get me married.  

This matriarch has folded and fried too many samosas for the families of boys I didn’t end up marrying to risk this visit ending in anything but a wedding.  No amount of insisting that M likes me and I like him and this is just a formality, will make mum ease up.  She is determined to at least feel like she’s project managing the whole affair.

It was bad enough having to go through the whole photo ordeal with her first time round.  I still remember posing in the park in my pink salwar kameez, ignoring the advances of barking dogs and their intrigued owners, while trying to capture the following in one single shot:

I’m pretty, marry me.

I’m slim, marry me.

I’m modest, marry me.

I’m religious (but not overly so), marry me.

I’m a homemaker, marry me.

But I’ve got a degree (which I may or may not put to use after marriage), so marry me.   

I might not be fair-skinned, but I’m not too dark either, marry me.

I can cook!  So please, please marry me.

I have a newfound respect for the contestants of America’s Next Top Model, who are constantly harangued by Tyra Banks to portray a million different emotions while smeyes-ing.  In my life, mum is Tyra and there isn’t a modelling contract at the end of it, there’s (hopefully) a husband.  

There is one saving grace.  As the imminent rishtaa visit is just days away, M and I (or rather our mums) agreed that the biodata and photo exchange could take place after we’ve met.  I question the point of this if both families will have met in the flesh but what do I know?  Plus, M’s mum seems as keen as mine to follow arranged marriage protocol and send my details to her oldest son, who isn’t able to attend the grand occasion.  

Mum takes this opportunity to do an inventory check on my saree collection.

“Why did you bother buying these cheap sarees online?”

“Well, if you remember mum, it was big sis who goaded me into getting them and £70 isn’t cheap by most people’s standards.”

“It is for a saree that’s covered in stonework!  If you got something simple, it probably would have been fine, but no.  You have to get especial sparkly-sparkly to get more bargain for money.  So, of course, they cut corner with cheap quality.  These stones... they’re not even crystal, they be plastic!”

Mum tosses the emerald green saree onto my single bed, which is now covered in discarded clothing.  Looking at it now, it is pretty hideous.  The coloured stones are like sweets scattered all over the green polyester.  That’s the problem with online shopping, you really don’t know what you’re going to get until it arrives and if you don’t like it, good luck trying to get a refund.  That’s why my Asian outfit collection is woeful.  Forget ex-boyfriends, I have other skeletons in my closet, the clothing casualties of buyer’s remorse.  

I have a lightbulb moment.  “How about using a photo from Iqbal’s wedding last year?  I think I looked pretty good that day, if I do say so myself.”

I was wearing a blue saree with gold thread work on that occasion and impressed both standout beauties in our family, middle sis and Rashda, Iqbal’s now-divorced sister.  

“Yes, you looked lovely that day, Masha Allah.”

That’s the highest praise I’ll get from mum.

Then she does her bottom lip stretching grimace thing.  “But maybe you should send a photo with your hair covered.  Otherwise you might look rude.”

I should have known the compliment would be backhanded.

Mum gazes out of the window as if she’s deep in thought.  This won’t be good.  “Ah, I got idea.  Why don’t you wear that saree again?  And we’ll take nice picture at home.”  

I wonder if it’s just my life that keeps coming back full circle or this is an affliction of every Bengali girl getting married?  I’ve never known deja vu like it.  

***
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WHO KNEW SIX YARDS of material could cause such conflict?  Mum and I clashed on how loose my saree should be draped, what jewellery to accessorize with and, crucially, how much of my hair should be showing in the photo.  

I don’t wear a hijab and mum doesn’t expect me to, either.  Living in a white area, we stood out enough as it is, so my parents never asked me or my sisters to cover our hair.  The downside, however, of not being well-versed in hair covering means that on those rare occasions I’ve had to, I’ve not worn it well.  My hair is a let-down at the best of times.  So pair that with a loose covering of cloth and, well... it’s not good.

As I get ready in the full-length mirror, I twist my hair up in a crocodile clip.  Mum then pops behind me with a hair grip.  

“Very nice,” she declares after pinning the end of my saree over my head, leaving me hooded.  

“No mum, lets pin it back a bit further.”  I loosen the grip, revealing an inch of hairline.  

Mum’s not impressed.  “What’s the point in covering your hair when most of it is showing?”

“Oh, come on mum, we know this is all for show anyway.”

“Dooro!  You always have answer for everything.  Sometimes mum knows best.”

Little sis walks into our room.  This is my chance to enlist an ally.  “What do you think of my hair like this?  I still look modest, right?”

Sis examines my hairdressing efforts.  “It’s a bit messy on top.  Here, let me fix it.”

Little sis gives my crown a backcomb.  I’m surprised at how quickly she can get to work.  Someone’s obviously been watching YouTube tutorials when they should be revising for their A-levels.  

She then takes the grip out and reaches for a gold encrusted brooch of mum’s that I borrowed once and never returned back to her room.  She expertly feeds it through my hair and the saree achal.  It holds my hair much better.  I’m not sure why mum didn’t try that.  She should have known as she’s the one who wears a headscarf outside the house.  

“There.  You’re more presentable now.”  Little sis smooths down my side-parting.  “I’d almost say marriage material.  Until you open your mouth, that is.”

I’ll let that little dig slide as sis has done a pretty good job with my mane.  I’m impressed by how much she has changed over the last year.  She’s morphed from moody, mono-syllabic teen, to someone who actually adds value to a conversation.  Just a few months ago, I resented having to share a room with her.  I lamented the lack of privacy.  The fact that most girls my age had either moved out of home (well, my white friends anyway), or owned their own room at least, didn’t help.  Heck, Reena even owns her own house.  Though she doesn’t actually live in it, she bought it as an investment with her older sisters and she makes a pretty decent rental income.  Though that’s not the point.  She has her own room and a bloody house.  I, on the other hand, must make do with a solitary single bed next to a nearly 17-year-old.  I have zero personal touches in my own room.  It’s all magnolia walls, cream carpet, and whichever bedding comes out of the wash.  Even little sis has managed to make her mark with a giant world map on the wall, which is apparently for her studies.  FYI, she’s not chosen geography as a subject.  

Happily, all of the stuff that used to really grate on me doesn’t bother me in the slightest anymore.  I think I’ve reached a good middle ground, both in my life and with my sister.  She is no longer the little shit she used to be.  In fact, I think my newfound sunny demeanour after meeting M, has made me easier to live with and, as a result, she is easier to live with, too.  

So now that the youngster and I are getting on so well, I can drop her into one aspect of this onerous rishtaa preparation.  

As she’s about to head out of our room, clutching the mobile phone charger that she originally came in for before being distracted by my fashion failings, I harangue her for one more job.

“I don’t suppose you want to take some photos of me, do you?”

***
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IT TURNS OUT THAT ENLISTING an Instagram-obsessed teen to take my photo is possibly one of the best decisions I could have made.  As she snaps away on her phone, that has a much better camera than mine, I look passably pretty and little sis introduces me to this great thing called the golden hour.  She moves me towards the best lighting in our living room, giving me this natural glow.  I’m oozing warmth, with the sun hitting all the right angles.  

“You know, you could add a little filter.  Just to make you look a little... prettier?”

“You’re alright.  Filters go against my very nature.  I want to still look like me.”

Sis rolls her eyes.  “God...  You’re such a bra-burning feminist.  Everyone uses filters.  I bet the guy coming round is probably no stranger to a bit of retouching, so you should do a little something.  First impressions and all that.”

Bless her, she really has no clue.

“Even so, I think I look pretty good in these photos as it is.”

“Okay, your potential husband, your choice.  If you do change your mind, there is a great new filter that will chisel your cheekbones.  It will make your face look less egg-shaped.”

What is it with my family and sly digs?  With that, sis leaves with phone and charger in hand.  

Even Mum is impressed with her creative photography work.  My only regret is that I didn’t use her earlier instead of mum, when I first posed for those corny pictures in the park.  I probably would’ve been married by now.  
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9th September

But I’m not hungry


[image: ]




I REALLY OUGHT TO EAT that samosa.  I love samosas.  Granted, the lettuce side salad looks a little limp and the chicken tikka is over-cooked but the seekh kebabs are on point.  

“You should eat something,” little sis verbalises my thoughts as she’s sat next to me carving into her starters.  

“I’m just not hungry,” I reply.

“Are you sure?  Or is sitting in front of 600 strangers who are watching your every move putting you off a bit?”

“Well, they’re not all strangers but yeah, that might have something to do with it.”

Why, oh why, am I on display for everyone to see me make a food-based faux pas?  On my wedding day?  Surely, given that I’m not exactly the most elegant of eaters, I should have been given a separate room to dine with dignity.

I glance down at my plate.  The samosa is begging me, calling me to eat it.  Then I look up.  Every man, woman and dog has a bloody camera in their hand waiting to catch me in a compromising position, like talking with my mouth full.  

The grand hall is packed with people.  Its high, echoing ceiling, decorated with gold and green swirls as if it’s some low rent Sistine Chapel (I haven’t been but I’ve seen Sophia’s pictures), only serves to make the muffled chatter of the many guests vibrate through the room.  It’s like white noise and it’s giving me a headache.  

I knew M said his family were well-connected and pillars of the community but come on.  It seems like the entire Bangladeshi contingent of the North West is here.  That’s Bengalis for you.  I’m pretty sure mum mentioned inviting the lady who used to teach me Bangla when I was five.  I doubt she even still has Mrs Begum’s number.  Mum probably had to go to great lengths to dig it out.  

I’ve never seen so many blingy sarees in my life.  There’s a sea of shimmering green, which reminds me that everyone thankfully adhered to the dress-code.  Why did we choose green?  Big sis must’ve been snorting something when she came up with that colour scheme.  I mean, green?  Why did I even agree to it?  Every other wedding I’ve been to in the last five years has had a theme of peach, pink, or some version of purple.  Never have I seen green.  That’s usually the reserve of the mehendi ceremony.  

As I scan the room, I see that someone’s flouted the dress code.  As if that wasn’t taking the piss enough, they’ve adopted my bridal colour scheme.  The woman is wearing a deep, burgundy saree with a gold blouse.  Just who is this cocky cow?  The brave Mrs turns around.  No way.  No... bloody... way.  It’s auntie Fatima.  She’s got a nerve, lording it up in her dazzling saree on my wedding day!  Oh my life, who is that I spot with her?  Surely not?  Surely that’s not her niece that she tried to match make with Tall-boy, even though she introduced him to us in the first place.  I can’t believe she is still hawking this poor girl around.  Clearly she’s not married yet.  And clearly auntie Fatima is unrelenting in her mission to set her up with some willing British-born boy.  

“Who the hell invited her?” I whisper to mum, nodding my rather heavy head, weighed down by my lehenga dupatta, in the direction of my very flaky fake auntie.

“Shush.”  Mum looks at me with bulging, angry eyes that are saying don’t cause a scene on your own wedding day.  “It be rude if you no invite these people.  We’ve known them for years.  They’re from your dad’s village.”

Well, it’s bloody rude when you play matchmaker and then ghost the family just after getting their hopes up.  Not to mention getting my hopes up.  Not that I’m bitter, or still pining after Tall-boy, but how dare she?

As always, formalities trump feelings.  It’s more important to mum to show face than face off with auntie Fatima.  I’ve inherited that Bengali stiff upper lip, too, as while I think all this, I don’t dare say it.  Plus, with all these prying eyes (not to mention nosey ears), this probably isn’t the conversation to have right now.  I hope her chicken tikka is extra chargrilled, preferably inedible.  Yeah, I’m petty like that.  
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