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chapter one

ishu

I’M WRAPPED UP IN BIOLOGY HOMEWORK WHEN MY phone buzzes. Once, twice, three times before swiftly buzzing off the corner of my desk and into my bin.

‘What the fuck?’ I mumble to the air, shutting my biology book with a thud and diving into the bin full of nothing but used makeup wipes and torn-up pieces of paper. I didn’t know that my phone was a) that desperate to be trash and b) that sensitive to receiving texts.

To be fair, getting texts is not really something that I’m accustomed to, so I guess my phone isn’t either. It is, after all, a cheap three-year-old thing that takes at least a whole minute to load anything up any more.

The phone is still vibrating when I finally find it. This time, with a call, of all things.

I don’t remember the last time I received a call. It was probably from Ammu or Abbu calling to let me know they would be home late or something. This time, though, the phone screen is flashing my older sister’s name: Nikhita.

‘Nik?’

‘Ishu, thank God!’ Nik’s voice sounds so weird over the phone – way higher than I remember it to be. Maybe it’s just been that long since I spoke to her. She left two years ago to study at University College London, of all places. Talk about setting the bar high.

Nik has been back exactly once since she waved goodbye to us at the airport two years ago, for a two-week holiday. She spent the whole time poring over her medical books before swiftly boarding her return flight with bloodshot eyes, looking as if she hadn’t been on a holiday at all. Such is the life of a medical student at UCL. She rarely even calls Ammu and Abbu, but they’re mostly OK with it because Nikhita is making the family proud. She’s making her dreams come true.

‘Um, why are you calling?’ I only register that it’s kind of a rude question when the words are already out of my mouth. The thing is, Nik never calls me. In all our years of being sisters, I’m pretty sure she has never called me once. She only occasionally texts me on WhatsApp when Ammu and Abbu aren’t available, to ask when they will be available. Never to have a chat with me, or to check up on me.

‘God, Ishu, I can’t just call my little sis? Why did it take you so long to pick up?’ Her voice comes across as frustrated, but I can sense something else there too. Some kind of nervousness that she’s trying to hide. What does perfect Nikhita have to be nervous about?

‘I was studying. Leaving Cert coming up, you know?’ She can’t have already forgotten about the state exams that decide what universities we get into.

‘Oh, ha. Yeah, the Leaving Cert. Wow, I remember those days. Wish I could go back to that.’ She wants to sound biting and sarcastic, I can tell. But it comes across flat. Like her heart is not quite in it. ‘So, um. Are Ammu and Abbu in yet?’

There it is.

‘Um, yeah, I’m pretty sure they are.’ I turn in my chair to face the window – it’s already pitch black outside. I was so absorbed in my work I didn’t realise that it’s well into the evening. The clock hanging up on my wall reads 8:33 p.m. ‘They’re downstairs, watching something on TV, I think.’ I can hear the low hum of the television, the words of a Hindi natok floating up through the small crack in my bedroom door.

‘Cool, cool. Well, listen. I really need you to do me a favour, OK?’

I sit up straight. A favour is definitely a first. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to respond to that. Should I demand she tell me what it is before agreeing to it? Should I demand a favour in return? Before I’ve made up my mind, Nik has already launched into what she needs from me.

‘Basically, I’m coming back home for a few days to surprise Ammu and Abbu. But I left my keys with them last time I visited, so I just need you to let me into the house tomorrow after school. You can do that, right?’

‘You’re surprising Ammu and Abbu?’ I can’t wrap my head around the word ‘surprise.’ You don’t ‘surprise’ Bengali parents unless you want a thappor to your face. Not that Ammu and Abbu are the kind of people to go around giving thappors willy nilly – or ever – but still. Surprises and Bengali parents do not go together.

‘Don’t say it like that.’ Now Nik sounds offended.

‘Like what?’

She sighs. ‘Never mind. Can you just help me, please?’

‘You know it’s the middle of the school year, right? Why are you coming tomorrow? Is everything OK?’

‘Everything is fine,’ Nik says in a voice that suggests that everything is definitely not fine. I hope when she’s a doctor she’ll be better at reassuring her patients. ‘I just haven’t seen you guys in so long, and…I have some news. Will you help me or not?’

‘Well, I’m hardly going to slam the door in your face.’

I can hear an exasperated breath on the line, as if Nik has been trying really hard to keep her exasperation to herself but I’ve made it impossible. ‘OK. Thanks, Ishu. Um. I’ll see you tomorrow, I guess.’

‘See you tom—’ Nik has already hung up.

I know I should probably worry more about whatever’s going on with Nik, but I figure we’ll deal with it the way we always deal with things – each on our own. My responsibility here is to open the front door and let her in. I can definitely do that.

Plus, I still have an entire chapter of biology I want to make notes on. So, I toss my phone on my bed and flip open my biology book once more, putting Nik out of my mind.
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It’s a good thing I spent last night studying because Ms Taylor springs a surprise test on us as soon as we walk into double biology in the afternoon. Surprise tests are her absolute favourite thing, even when she hasn’t actually taught us half the material she’s supposed to have covered. At least once a fortnight we start biology class with a test – if not more often. I have a feeling these are about to become even more frequent the closer we get to our Leaving Certificate.

Somehow, my classmates are still surprised by the test. I just roll my eyes, pick up my pen and dig in.

Most of the questions are on the chapters I was making notes of last night, so I’m feeling pretty confident. On the other side of the aisle, Aisling Mahoney is biting her lip so hard that I’m surprised she hasn’t drawn blood. When she looks up and catches my eye, she gives me a nasty look. I shoot her a wicked grin in return.

It seems to get under her skin, because she scowls and goes back to her test – which is more blank space than anything else. Maybe if Aisling spent more time paying attention and less time snapchatting in class she would actually know some of these answers.

Humaira comes around to our row at the end of the test, collecting up our papers.

‘How’d you do?’ she asks Aisling.

‘Bad.’ Aisling casts me a glare as if it’s my fault she didn’t do well. ‘I hate these surprise tests. I can never keep up with biology; there’s way too much to study.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll help you out, yeah? We can go over some stuff during lunch,’ Humaira offers with a smile. She’s the only other Brown girl in our class – the only other South Asian girl in our year – and because she’s been in this school for longer than me, sometimes I think people expect me to be exactly like her. But Humaira is the most annoyingly helpful person I’ve ever met, so everyone was a bit disappointed to learn that I’m the most annoyingly unhelpful person they’ll probably ever meet.

‘Thanks, Maira.’ Aisling flashes her a smile, like it isn’t her own fault for not paying attention, for not studying. I notice my fists are clenched on my desk. I unclench them slowly, trying to rid my body of the tension it has built up in the last few minutes, and open up my biology textbook.

Humaira doesn’t need my help or protection, no matter how much I want to shake her and say For God’s sake, stop! She’s way too eager to lend a listening ear, to be the person that everybody goes to for help. She doesn’t see the way they’re leeching her of everything she has and giving back nothing in return. Sometimes I wonder how Humaira has lasted this long. Sometimes I wonder how much longer she’ll be able to last.

But it’s none of my business.

It’s not like Humaira and I are friends.

When I first moved to this school in second year, Humaira was the one tasked to show me around and guide me. I had no doubt it had to do with the fact that we were both Brown girls and everyone assumed that we would get on. But Humaira and I couldn’t be more different, even if we are both Bengali.

Humaira shuffles towards me next, surprising me with a smile. ‘How’d you do, Ishita?’ I don’t know how she can code switch so effortlessly. Because our parents are Bengali, we have two names – I’m Ishu to family and most Bengalis, and Ishita to everyone else. But Humaira has so many names at this stage that it’s difficult to keep them straight.

‘Fine, probably.’ I shrug. If I’m being honest, I’m pretty sure I aced it. Like I’ve aced every single test since I started at this school – As all around. But Aisling is already glaring daggers at me and she might actually murder me if I don’t show at least some humbleness.

‘Nice.’ Humaira sweeps my test away into her bundle.

‘How’d you do?’ I ask.

She gives me a small smile and taps the side of her nose before moving on to the next row of seats.

I roll my eyes. I’m pretty sure if Aisling had asked, Humaira would have been more than happy to share.

But whatever.




chapter two

hani

WATCHING ABBA SPEAK IS KIND OF A SURREAL experience. His voice envelopes the whole room, and even though he’s speaking to everyone at this rally it seems as if he’s speaking only to me. In some ways, he doesn’t seem like my Abba at all. In other ways, he’s all of the wonderful things that make him my Abba.

Beside me, Aisling slips her phone out of her pocket. The glare of her screen is uncomfortably bright. I feel a prick of annoyance, but bite it down.

On the other side of me, Deirdre holds up her own phone to me. The top right reads 6:35 p.m. Dee raises an eyebrow like she’s asking me a question. I shake my head, hoping that answers her, but she’s frowning now.

Before I know it, she’s leaning forwards until her shoulders bump against mine. ‘I thought you said we could leave at six thirty?’ She says it like being here is some kind of punishment.

‘Just wait a few more minutes…’ I mumble, staring straight ahead at Abba. Trying to tune back in to his speech. I have – of course – already heard it many times. I could probably give the speech myself, if I didn’t absolutely hate speaking in front of people.

Still, I can’t ignore the way Dee leans over me to exchange a pointed glance with Aisling. Like being here an extra five minutes is truly painful for the two of them.

I chew on my lip, trying to decide the best course of action. On one hand, I don’t want to leave Abba here mid-speech. On the other hand, I don’t want Aisling and Dee to keep disrupting him.

‘Come on,’ I find myself whispering as I motion for the two of them to follow. In a few moments, we’ve weaved through the throng of people outside the mosque and are outside the gates. I can still hear the murmur of Abba’s speech here, but it’s not loud enough to decipher the words.

‘If your dad gets pissed, just tell him that you had plans with us,’ Aisling says when she glances at me. Like she can see the tension in my expression, and she’s mistaken it for fear of repercussion from Abba.

‘He won’t get angry,’ I mutter, following Aisling and Dee towards the bus stop.

‘We don’t have to go to all of his speeches, do we?’ Aisling asks. There’s a sneer in her voice, though she tries – and fails – to keep it out of her expression.

I have to stifle a sigh. I’m wishing that I had never told Aisling and Dee about this. When they asked me to hang out today, I should have said I was doing anything else – anything other than helping Abba with his political campaign.

Even hearing that it was going to take place outside the mosque hadn’t stopped Aisling and Dee from wanting to tag along. I had even felt a beat of excitement that I could show them our mosque. After all, I’ve spent so much of my time there – Eid, and jummah on the holidays when I don’t have school.

But it was obviously a mistake.

‘I thought it was kind of interesting,’ Dee says. Aisling turns to her with surprise written all over her face. She obviously doesn’t think anyone is capable of being interested in Abba’s political campaign, in the fact that he might be the first South Asian and the first Muslim to be elected to the county council.

‘My dad says he’s so proud of how progressive Irish politics have got. That even someone whose English isn’t…’ – Dee glances at me – ‘…so great has a shot at winning.’

I can only settle Dee with a frown. ‘My dad’s English is perfect.’

In fact, his English is probably even better than mine. Unlike us, Amma and Abba spent their childhood learning all the mechanics of the English language. Abba sometimes uses so many big, obscure words that I’m sure he’s memorizing a dictionary in his spare time.

‘Yeah, but…you know.’ Dee raises an eyebrow like this is some kind of inside joke.

‘I know…?’

‘He has an accent,’ Dee says. ‘Like, kind of a thick one.’

‘Everyone has an accent,’ I insist. I want to press on about it more. Abba being in the running for the county council elections is a big deal, after all.

But Aisling and Dee don’t get it, and I’m not sure I can make them understand.

‘I guess, yeah. It was kind of boring…’ I cross my arms and lean against the glass of the bus stop, trying to ignore the uncomfortable gnawing in my stomach.

Moments later, the bus pulls up in front of us, and the three of us pile on. Aisling and Dee slip after each other in the same row, and I slide into a window seat on the other side. My eyes take in the mosque passing by us as the bus begins to pull away. There’s a crowd of people going towards the mosque now. I know Abba planned to join everyone for Maghrib prayer after his speech – even though he rarely prays at home.

I wish for a moment that I had insisted on staying until the rally was finished. But we did make plans to leave at six thirty, and I guess it’s not Dee and Aisling’s fault that Abba’s speech went longer. Or that Maghrib prayer isn’t until much later. I doubt Aisling and Dee even know what Maghrib prayer is – never mind when it takes place.

‘So, when we get to mine, Dee and I want to catch up on Riverdale,’ Aisling says. She had originally suggested that I go over to watch a movie – like old times, when the three of us spent our days holed up in each other’s rooms. But it feels like we haven’t done that in months.

‘I’m not sure I want to watch Riverdale,’ I say, regretting the words immediately as I watch Aisling’s eyebrows furrow.

‘Well, it’s two against one, sorry,’ Dee chimes in.

I heave a sigh. ‘You know… it’s getting late. I should probably just get off at my stop and go home.’

‘Seriously?’ Aisling crosses her arms over her chest, examining me with a glare. ‘You said you would come over today if we went to your dad’s thing.’

‘I said I was going to my dad’s thing, and maybe after I’d come over. You wanted to come to my dad’s thing.’

Aisling just rolls her eyes, like I had somehow forced her into the mosque against her will – like anybody could force Aisling to do anything she didn’t want to do.

‘Tell your parents that you want to stay over. I’m staying the night,’ Dee says.

‘You know I can’t.’ I sigh, turning away from the two of them. I don’t know how many times I’ve had this same conversation with Aisling and Dee. They still keep insisting.

‘I just don’t understand,’ Aisling says. ‘Your mam knows me. She’s met me. You’re always going to be safe and comfortable in my house. Why can’t you just sleep over?’

‘There’s no logical reason for it, Aisling.’ I’m tired of having to explain this over and over again. Especially because one day I’m afraid Aisling and Dee are going to be tired too, and their tiredness won’t lead them to accepting me as I am, but to finding someone else who can do all of the ‘normal’ things they want to do. Like sleep over. ‘It’s just part of being Bengali and Muslim. It’s just…the way things are.’

‘So you’re just going to go home?’ Aisling doesn’t look happy from the way her lips are pressed into a thin line. I hate it when Aisling looks at me like that. She seems to do it more often than not these days; it feels like I can’t do anything to make her happy. I remember when we were in primary school – before we even knew Dee – and we used to do everything together. Back then Aisling didn’t mind so much that I couldn’t stay out late, or do sleepovers, or go drinking (which of course she didn’t do back then). Now Aisling seems to notice all of the little things that make us different. And she hates them all.

‘I have to. It’s…going to get dark soon, and…yeah.’ The truth is that Amma won’t mind if I stop by and watch a few episodes of Riverdale with Aisling and Dee and am home a few hours later. She probably wouldn’t even mind if I slept over at Aisling’s. But if I go to Aisling’s, I’ll definitely miss Maghrib, and watching Riverdale with the two of them is not worth missing that. Going over to Aisling’s means I can’t pray at all, because the one or two times I’ve mentioned prayer to Aisling and Dee they’ve got so uncomfortable that it made me uncomfortable. So it’s better that I just keep that part of my life wrapped up and hidden away in my own home.

‘You’re coming tomorrow, right?’ Dee asks, and I look away from the window and towards her. She’s wearing a bright smile. ‘After school…bring something to change into!’

‘I don’t know…’ Aisling and Dee invited me to the cinema, and I already know that their boyfriends, Barry and Colm, are going to be there. I’m not sure if I want to spend a whole afternoon listening to them shift in the movie theatre, being the fifth wheel. Before I can make an excuse, Aisling leans forwards and shoots me a glare.

‘Don’t you dare back out!’ she says. ‘Come on, Maira. We came to your dad’s thing. And you promised!’

It’s the last thing I want to do after a whole day of school, but I nod. ‘Sure, yeah. I’ll be there.’
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Aisling still seems a little annoyed at me the next day at school. I try to appease her with bright smiles all day.

But at lunchtime, while I’m slipping books out of my locker, Aisling shoots me a strange look.

‘Everything OK?’ I ask.

She leans her back against the locker next to mine and says, ‘Are you really friends with Ishita Dey?’

Dee stops secretly scrolling through her Instagram by her own locker next to mine to give me a once over at Aisling’s question.

‘Why would you ask that?’ Ishita and I are definitely not what I would call friends. I wouldn’t even call us friendly. Honestly, I’m not sure what I would call us. Complicated, I guess.

‘This Instagram picture you put up last weekend has her in it?’ Her statement comes off more like a question, even as she’s holding up her phone to show me the picture. Aisling must have really been analyzing the picture well, because you can only see Ishita in the very corner and she’s not even very clear.

‘She’s like…a family friend, kind of. Or like…a Bengali friend. I don’t know. I was at a Bengali thing.’ I shake my head. I don’t know how to explain myself. The whole Bengali thing is so different from anything my white Irish friends have ever dealt with – there’s no way to explain it without getting into the nitty gritty of it. And even then, they don’t get it. Or don’t want to get it, I suppose. There’s just no Irish equivalent of dawats.

‘It looks like fun,’ Dee says, tucking her phone into her breast pocket and away from the prying eyes of the teachers. ‘How come you never invite us to your “Bengali” things?’

‘Um.’ I hesitate, unsure of exactly how to answer that. Because you’re not Bengali seems a little too direct. But it’s also the truth. I’m not sure why they would even want to come. They would fit in about as well as an elephant in the middle of a poultry farm. ‘I guess…it’s just a thing that…my family does. It’s not really for…friends.’

‘Ishita isn’t your family,’ Aisling points out.

I have to stifle a sigh. I also have to stop myself from rubbing my nose in frustration. And I have to keep my tone in check, ensuring none of my annoyance seeps in. ‘Yeah, Ishita is like…a family friend. So it’s a little different. It’s complicated.’ Aisling and Dee look like they still have a million questions. Questions I don’t have answers to. Questions I don’t want to answer. So I zip up my bag and swing it on to my back and say, ‘I’m starving. Can we have lunch please?’
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By the time the last bell rings, I am exhausted. Somehow, Aisling and Dee are the exact opposite. They seem to be even more energised by the fact that it’s Friday afternoon.

‘We’re going to get changed in the bathroom,’ Aisling tells me. ‘You coming?’

‘I have to get my stuff from my locker first. I’ll meet you guys there.’

As I’m getting my things, I notice Ishita glaring at her locker on the other side of the hallway like it has somehow wronged her. I swing my P.E. bag out of my locker at the same time that Ishita shuts her locker door with a thud. Nobody else seems to notice just how loudly the door hits home. What did that locker ever do to you, Ishita?

‘Hey,’ I call over, even though I know I shouldn’t. Ishita isn’t exactly known for being happy-go-lucky, but I don’t think I’ve seen her this angry since last year, when she got a B+ on an English essay. She tried to contest the grade by talking herself up to Ms Baker, the English teacher, but Ms Baker had smiled wanly and said she’d made up her mind and the result couldn’t be changed. Ishita threw a fit and got a week of detention.

‘What?’ Ishita turns her glare to me.

‘Everything OK?’ I lower my voice so she knows we can have a private conversation.

‘What do you care?’ Ishita asks.

‘You just seem…angry? Bad test result?’

Ishita blinks at that, like a bad test result shouldn’t have come into my mind. Even though that’s literally all Ishita ever seems to think about.

She shakes her head. ‘No, it’s nothing. Whatever.’ Then she turns on her heel, swinging her bag over her shoulder, and disappears out of sight.

‘Yeah, bye to you too, Ishita!’ I mumble under my breath as I swing my own locker door shut. ‘You have a great weekend too, Ishita!’

‘Who are you talking to?’ Dee turns the corner, looking around me at the nearly empty corridor. She’s already changed into jeans and a crop top, her hair is out of its usual ponytail, and I’m pretty impressed at the amount of makeup she’s managed to put on in this short amount of time.

‘No one.’ I shake my head, getting Ishita out of it. She’s been nothing but a burden since the day she moved to this school. Before Ishita, I was whoever I wanted to be. After Ishita, it was like our shared culture painted us with the same brush. If Ishita did something, Aisling and Dee would ask, ‘Why does she do that?’ If Ishita said something, ‘Why does she say that?’ I know it’s not her fault that people think our culture must be why we act and say the things we do, but still.

‘I need to get changed,’ I say. ‘I’ll be back.’ I try my best to forget about Ishita. I have other things to worry about.




chapter three

ishu

I am literally going to catch pneumonia and die.

I roll my eyes at my phone even though Nik isn’t here to see – it’s just me rolling my eyes at a non-sentient object. Nik has been texting me for the past hour about how she’s at home and I need to let her in. Even while I was in the middle of class! I guess because Nik has spent so little time thinking of anyone other than herself it didn’t occur to her that I can’t open the door for her while I’m in school. She didn’t even remember what time school ends, even though she was attending the same school as me just two years ago.

Ishu!!!

Her texts are getting more and more frequent and more and more annoying. They’re making my blood pressure rise. I can hardly do anything for her from the bus, and her texting repeatedly isn’t going to change the fact that there’s a downpour, or that I still have fifteen minutes on my route before I reach home.

I tuck my phone into the front pocket of my bag, cross my arms over my chest, and glare at the rain-drenched window. If I don’t get my anger down to at least a simmer I’m sure I’ll say something to Nik that I’ll regret later. I probably shouldn’t start her first trip home in months on the wrong foot.

Nik tries to give me a smile when she sees me coming through the pouring rain. I can tell her heart’s not in it, but whatever. I guess I can’t really blame her – the rain is cold.

‘Hey.’ I slide past her and slip the house key into the front door. I twist it just once before it clicks open. Slipping inside, I leave the door open for Nik to come in. She does, with a slight shudder, taking in the house as if she’s seeing it for the first time.

‘You’ve had the walls repainted,’ she says.

I look at the walls when she says this. That feels like so long ago; it’s a memory that’s already blended together with others.

‘I guess.’

‘It looks nice.’ Nik lifts a finger to touch the wall, like somehow it will feel different too.

We both slip off our shoes, and as Nik walks from room to room, taking in all that’s changed since the last time she was here, I take her in. Because it’s not just the house that’s changed; Nik has too.

Her hair is much shorter than it used to be. Her thick black locks that she used to proudly grow out have been cut up to her shoulders, and even has brown highlights. She’s put on weight too. Before, Nik was all skin and bones, and I’m pretty sure the only thing she consumed regularly was buckets of coffee. Now she and I could fit into the same clothes.

Ammu won’t be happy about that at all.

‘When did we get this fancy coffee machine?’ Nik exclaims from the kitchen.

I sigh, slipping inside to see Nik admiring the coffee machine I convinced Ammu and Abbu to get by insisting that I needed it if I was going to ace my Leaving Cert. I’m pretty sure Ammu and Abbu would buy me an army of unicorns if I told them it would help me ace my Leaving Cert.

‘Like two months ago,’ I tell Nik.

‘Wow, Ammu and Abbu have really been spoiling you, huh? Their babu.’

I roll my eyes. Babu is a nickname that Bengalis sometimes give to the youngest child in their family; it literally translates to baby. But I used to throw a fit whenever anybody called me that, so it never really stuck. Only Nik uses it, to tease me. Like Ammu and Abbu haven’t been doting on her, their perfect, favourite child, for our entire lives.

‘Why are you here?’

Nik halts her excited examination of the coffee machine and eyes me with some disdain.

‘I’m not allowed to come back to my own house without having to explain myself?’ Her voice is huffy.

‘You haven’t been back here in more than a year,’ I say. ‘You barely even call.’

‘Doesn’t change anything,’ Nik says. ‘I just wanted to see you guys. See Ammu and Abbu…’ She trails off for a moment, before adding, ‘Well, I have something to tell them as well.’

‘So you couldn’t tell them that you were coming?’ I ask.

‘It’s a surprise, like I said. They’ll be happy to see me unexpectedly.’ Nik smiles as she says this, and everything clicks into place.

Nik doesn’t just have a surprise for Ammu and Abbu – she has a bad surprise that will make them mad. But if they’re delighted to suddenly see Nik back home, will they let their anger get in the way? That must be what Nik is banking on – their happiness overriding their anger.

The news must be pretty bad for her to fly all the way here to tell it to them.

‘Well, they probably won’t be back for a few hours still, just so you know.’

‘That’s OK. I can catch up with you, right? How’s school? Got a boyfriend?’

I sigh. ‘I have to go study.’

‘Seriously? I haven’t seen you in a year.’

I want to say, And whose fault is that? She’s the older sister. She’s supposed to come visit. She’s supposed to spend Christmas and New Year’s with us. She’s supposed to call and text to let us know what’s going on with her life. But she never has.

It’s not like we were ever close anyway, but ever since Nik left, it’s like an emptiness has opened up in our house. The lack of her presence has always pressed on us.

‘Your surprise visit isn’t going to stop my teachers from giving me tests.’

‘It’s Friday,’ Nik insists. Like she didn’t use to spend her Fridays locked up in her room, studying for the Leaving Cert. You don’t get into UCL by taking time off studying whenever you feel like it.

I sigh. ‘You know what will make Ammu and Abbu even happier to see you?’

Nik’s face brightens at the question. ‘What?’

‘If they come home to a home-cooked meal prepared by their two daughters.’
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By the time Abbu and Ammu arrive home, Nik and I have managed to cook a pot of biryani. Neither of us are exactly skilled chefs, but with the help of a packet of Shan Masala we managed to make something halfway decent. Something Ammu and Abbu will definitely appreciate.

When the click of the door sounds, a shadow passes over Nik’s face. It’s only there for a moment, and then she’s pasting the kind of smile on her face that she reserves for our parents – the one that tells them she’s the star daughter. I finish setting the table while Nik goes to greet my parents.

While I set the plates and pour the water, I can hear the squeals of delight Ammu and Abbu let out at the sight of Nik.

‘What are you doing here?’ Ammu’s voice is brighter than I’ve heard it in a long time. ‘You didn’t call!’

‘It was a surprise…’ Nik is unexpectedly stoic in her responses. ‘Come in the kitchen, Ishu and I cooked you dinner.’

Abbu catches my eye as soon as he steps into the kitchen. ‘Ishu, you knew Nikhita was coming? And you didn’t say?’

I shrug. ‘She just called me yesterday…she said she wanted to surprise you.’ For a moment, I’m afraid they’re going to reprimand me for keeping the secret. Instead, Abbu and Ammu both break out into smiles – which grow wider when they spot the table laid out and the bowl of biryani in the middle.

‘You made this?’ Ammu breathes in the aroma as she sits down, eyes wide. Abbu takes the seat opposite her, already piling biryani on to his plate.

‘Ishu helped.’ Nik gives my shoulder a little nudge, like I’m supposed to be grateful that she’s given me some credit. Even though I didn’t ‘help’ her – we made it together.

In fact, it was my idea to make it in the first place. So if anything, she helped me. But whatever.

‘It’s so good,’ Abbu says between mouthfuls. Even Ammu seems to be enjoying it. I have a feeling they would say it was amazing even if it tasted like shit, just because their favourite daughter, Queen Nikhita, made it.

When I sit down to eat, though, I have to admit that it isn’t bad. It’s not quite as good as Ammu’s biryani – but she’s had years of practice, and Nik and I have had none. We’ve kind of outdone ourselves.

I’m bubbling over with pride and good biryani when Nik drops the bombshell.

‘Ammu, Abbu…’ she says. ‘I didn’t just come home to see you. I have some news.’

‘Oh?’ Ammu leans forwards. No doubt, she expects something good: Nik has won an award, she has an internship, she’s somehow graduating early. Something worthy of a star daughter.

Nik takes a deep breath and says, ‘I’m taking a year out of uni. I’ve…met someone.’

Suddenly, it’s like someone has sucked all the air out of the room.
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‘WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU’VE MET SOMEONE?’ ABBU asks, at the same time that Ammu shrieks, ‘A year away from uni?’

Everybody’s forgotten about the biryani now. It sits untouched in front of them.

Well, I haven’t forgotten about the biryani, but I can hardly dig in while we’re having a family crisis.

Nik isn’t looking at either of our parents. Her eyes are trained on her plate, like that’ll somehow dig her out of this hole. Of all of the bad news I could have imagined Nik sharing, I would have never imagined this.

‘It’ll just be for a little while,’ Nik says. ‘We’re…I mean, we’ve been seeing each other for a while. And…well, we want to get married, and I can’t really study and manage wedding planning at the same time. And—’

‘Are you pregnant?’ Ammu interrupts. ‘Is that what this is about?’

‘No!’ Nik finally looks up, and I can see unshed tears in her eyes. Confessing all of this must really be taking a toll on her. Seeing her like this sends a little pang through my heart. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Nik cry before. Maybe when we were kids, but not in years and years. Nik is made of stone. Nik is invincible.

At least, that’s what I used to think.

‘I just…’ Nik mumbles slowly. ‘Isn’t that something you want from me? To get married and start a family? Isn’t that what you did, Ammu?’

Ammu shakes her head, even though that is what she did. She got married just before her final year of university, barely pulling it together to scrape a pass in her final exams. She’s only ever used her degree to help Abbu with his grocery shop – never to find a job that’s all her own. She’s always wanted more from us. Both Ammu and Abbu always have.

‘Not yet,’ Ammu says. ‘You’re at UCL, Nikhita. You’re studying medicine. This is your dream. You can’t give it up for some man who obviously doesn’t want you to achieve your dreams if he’s asking you to take time off.’

‘He’s not asking me.’ Nik’s voice is firm now. ‘I’m the one who wants to take time off. I…I need it for myself. For us. We’re getting married. It’s a big commitment. It’s a lot. And taking time off, it’s not forever. Just a year, and then I’ll go back. It’ll be like I was never gone. I promise.’ There’s a whine in her voice as if she’s a child asking her parents for a birthday present, not an adult who is apparently about to get married.

Shit, Nik is about to get married.

‘Who is this guy?’ Abbu demands. ‘Some Londoner?’

Nik shakes her head. ‘His name is Rakesh. He’s Indian too. He graduated with his engineering degree last year.’

I look to Abbu and Ammu. Surely, an Indian engineer will make them satisfied, if not happy. You can’t really ask for much more, can you? Nik chose the kind of guy that Abbu and Ammu would have chosen for her. Still, my parents are wearing twin expressions of disgust, like Nik has just told them she was planning to marry a shada guy with no prospects.

‘I can’t believe after everything we’ve done to make sure you get into a good university, to make sure you get the best education…’ Abbu trails off, shaking his head. He stands, his chair scraping loudly against the tiles of the kitchen floor. For a moment, he looks at Nik like he has more to say, before turning around and storming up the stairs. Ammu follows after him a minute later.

Nik just sits in her chair, silent tears sliding down her cheeks. I don’t know what to say or do.

How could Nik be so…foolish? How could she come here after months and months and declare that she is going to leave uni to get married? Why would she leave uni to get married?

‘They’ll…come around,’ I offer, placing my hand on Nik’s shoulder in what I hope is a soothing gesture. She shrugs me off, like my touch burns her.

‘They won’t,’ she says. ‘God, I don’t know why I thought there was even a chance they’d understand.’

‘It’s big news,’ I say defensively. ‘You can’t really blame them for being angry. You’ve worked so hard to get into UCL, and to throw that away—’

‘I’m not!’ Nik exclaims. ‘I said…I said I’d go back and finish the degree. Just…right now isn’t…it’s not a good time. I need time…’ It sounds more like she’s trying to convince herself than me.

‘Can’t you marry him and finish off the year?’ I ask. ‘I mean, it’s just a wedding—’

‘I can’t.’ Nik’s voice is stone. ‘You wouldn’t understand. You’ve never…’ She shakes her head, like even trying to explain is beyond her. ‘I should go. Rakesh got us a hotel room in town—’

‘He’s here?’

‘Yeah…I thought I would introduce him, you know. But…
maybe not. I don’t know. I have to think about it. Can you…’ She finally turns to me, her eyes wide and pleading. It’s an expression I’ve never seen on my sister before. ‘Try to persuade them that I’m doing the right thing?’

How can I when I know she’s definitely doing the wrong thing? But how can I deny her when she’s just been crying?

‘Sure, I’ll try,’ I promise half-heartedly.

It’s enough for Nik, because she actually smiles. ‘Thanks, Ishu.’
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I keep my door slightly ajar that evening, listening to the sound of Ammu and Abbu discussing the events that unfolded earlier today. They’re always so sure that I’m busy with my studies, so used to my quiet self, that they would never imagine I could be listening, or even paying attention.

‘We have to find some way to get her back to university,’ Ammu says, like it’s her decision and not Nik’s. I’m sure my parents could find a way to convince Nik to go back. They’re pretty persuasive.

‘I’ll talk to her. One-to-one. She’s young. She’s just caught up with this idea of being in love.’ Abbu sounds convinced. ‘It’ll be OK.’

‘What if it isn’t?’ Ammu’s voice sounds desperate. ‘What are you going to do if you can’t convince her? We’ve spent our entire life trying to make those two into human beings, and now—’

‘Nik will go back to university and finish her degree and become a doctor.’ Abbu’s voice carries a tone of finality that makes me wonder who he’s trying to convince. ‘And…Ishu… she’s doing fine. She’s on the right path, right?’

I sit up, nearly dropping the maths book I was pretending to study.

‘We thought Nik was on the right path too.’ Ammu sighs, like Nik’s decision to take a year away from university is somehow contagious. ‘Nik was always so…on track. I don’t understand what could have happened.’

‘I’m going to call her and figure things…’ I close the door to my room softly as Ammu and Abbu continue trying to solve the Nik problem.

Setting my book down on the desk, I slump down in my seat, not sure what to think. I always thought that if I kept my head down and studied and did my best and went to the best university I could also study medicine, and Abbu and Ammu would be proud of me. This is what we’ve been working for my whole life. Not just me, but them too. They moved us here, to this country, to have a better life. To have a shot at all of the things that they didn’t have a shot at.

Now, just because Nik is a screw up, that suddenly means that I might be too? My parents have always seen us as a unit, though Nik and I have little in common. Now I realise that they had just two shots at getting it exactly right, and since Nik is screwing up her shot, I have to show them that I’m willing to do whatever it takes.

I just have to figure out a way to prove it.
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I DON’T KNOW WHY, BUT ISHITA AND HER PUCKERED-UP angry face follow me all the way to the cinema. If Aisling and Dee find it strange that I hardly say a word on the bus, they don’t say anything. They’re too busy exchanging glances and giggling together. This is usually how things go when I’m the fifth wheel at their dates.

When we get to the cinema we’re greeted by Aisling and Dee’s boyfriends – Aisling’s Barry and Dee’s Colm. And there’s a third boy there too. A boy I’ve never met before.

‘This is Fionn.’ Barry introduces him with a grin. From the way Dee and Aisling glance at me with bright eyes and smug smiles, I know this is some sort of a set up. I groan inwardly, even while putting on a smile outwardly.

‘Hey, Fionn.’

Fionn has dirty blonde hair, pale white skin, and electric blue eyes, and even though he’s half a head taller than me, he slouches in a way that makes him look much shorter.

He’s definitely not my type.

I know it even more when Aisling and Dee pair off with their significant others and I’m left to shuffle next to Fionn, who mumbles things about school and exams and how his favourite film is Midnight In Paris because Woody Allen is a genius director. I have to physically stop myself from both rolling my eyes back into my head and running away from the movie theatre. Instead, I clamp my hands together and say, ‘Wow, interesting,’ like I’m really interested in hearing about films by paedophile directors.

I keep looking over at Aisling and Dee during the film, trying to catch one of their eyes to say, Get me out of here please! but they’re too busy sucking faces with their boyfriends to notice. At one point, Fionn even tries to slip his fingers into mine. That’s the point where I leap up, announce ‘bathroom’ under my breath, and rush out.

‘Well? What did you think of Fionn?’ Aisling asks after the film is over and I’ve told them – insisted – that I need to get home. Thankfully, they didn’t let me go off on my own, even though I know they’d rather spend more time shifting their boyfriends. It’s a cool and clear night, so the walk to the bus stop is actually pleasant – except for all the talk of Fionn.

‘Seems like you two were chattering away for the entire film,’ Dee adds.

I smile tightly, not sure how to break the news to them. Fionn was definitely chattering away during the whole film. So much so that I barely have any idea what the movie was about.
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