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PRAISE FOR THE DOS AND DONUTS OF LOVE


‘Filled with mouth-watering food and sensational puns, The Dos and Donuts of Love is the sweetest of love stories, and will have you rooting for Shireen both in the competition and in matters of the heart’


Rachael Lippincott, No.1 New York Times bestselling author of Five Feet Apart


‘Adiba Jaigirdar’s mix of wit and sincerity hits every sweet spot, and the world-class puns are just the icing on the donut’


Becky Albertalli, award-winning author of Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda


‘Deliciously funny and swoony, The Dos and Donuts of Love serves delightful slices of identity, community, redemption, and love. Adiba Jaigirdar delivers another pitch-perfect, must-have winner!’


Julian Winters, award-winning author of Running with Lions and Right Where I Left You


‘Simply flan-tastic. A celebration of queer love, being brown, fat bodies, second chances, and delectable desserts … An absolute must-read for baking show addicts’


Crystal Maldonado, author of Fat Chance, Charlie Vega


‘I flew through this! Mouth-watering food, a romance that had me squealing, and a fun premise with a twisty plot – it’s everything I love in my rom-coms!’


Sophie Gonzales, author of Never Ever Getting Back Together
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To all the brown kids, queer kids, fat kids,
Muslim kids, anxious kids:


Dream big and don’t let anything get in the way of achieving
your dreams.


Not even yourself.


(And to donuts, obviously.)
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I KNOW THINGS ARE BAD WHEN EVEN DONUTS BETRAY ME. BECAUSE there I am, sitting on my bed, rewatching every episode of The Great British Bake Off on Netflix, a box of six donuts from You Drive Me Glazy on my bedside table. Six donuts that I helped Ammu and Abbu create. And the moment I bite into the first, chocolate-hazelnut filling gushes out all over the front of my shirt.


I can only groan and pull myself off the bed where I had finally found a comfortable position. The judges of GBBO are on my laptop screen explaining the challenge to the contestants, but I’m a little too busy slipping out of my gross chocolate-stained shirt to pay attention.


My phone buzzes by the box of donuts, and my heart almost leaps out of my chest. Tossing my shirt on the floor, I lunge toward the phone, hoping—


But it’s just a text from Fatima.




Fatima: can I call?





I don’t reply. Instead, I slip on a new shirt—one without any stains on it—close the lid of my laptop, and hit VIDEO CALL.


Fatima picks up almost immediately. There’s a grin on her face but she says, “You look terrible” as a greeting. There’s something almost delirious about that being accompanied by Fatima’s delighted expression.


I pull a face and tug at the strands of my hair, trying to shift them into something that doesn’t make it obvious that I’ve spent the past few days barely moving from under my duvet cover.


“Thanks, Fatima.”


“Sorry.” But she doesn’t sound particularly sorry as she flicks away a strand of her long, ink-black hair out of her eyes. “Are you still in bed?” There’s an accusatory note to her voice, so I try to fill the whole screen with my face so she can’t see that not only am I in bed but that my bed is also a mess. Plus, the half a dozen donuts still by my bedside.


“No …”


I obviously don’t sound very believable because Fatima lets out a frustrated puff of air. “Shireen, I know things haven’t been easy but you can’t just, you know—” She waves her hands around her like that’s supposed to indicate something. But somehow I know exactly what she means.


“Why did you want to call?” I ask, instead of addressing Fatima’s pretty valid points.


“Because I read your blog post,” Fatima says.


“Oh.”


“Yeah.” She leans forward so I can almost see up her nostril. Not a pleasant sight by any means, but considering I’ve known Fatima pretty much since I came out of the womb not an unfamiliar sight either. “First of all, I hope you saved me some cookie dough/brownie ice-cream sandwiches because it’s so bloody hot here that just the thought of them made me seriously consider buying a plane ticket and fleeing this country.”


“Fati—”


She holds up a finger to silence me. “But second, and most important, you can’t tell people in your blog that you’re not going to crumble because of your breakup but then spend all of your time in your bed, watching what? Episodes of The Great British Bake Off?” She raises an eyebrow, and I’m annoyed that she’s guessed exactly how I’ve spent the past few weeks. Ever since …


But that’s the last thing I want to think about, even though it’s difficult to not think about it. And it’s definitely the last thing I want to talk about.


“The Great British Bake Off makes me feel better!” I say defensively. In fact, with Fatima gone to Bangladesh for the summer and my ex suddenly out of the picture, it’s the only thing that makes me feel better. Well, that and donuts, when they’re not leaking out all over my shirt.


“You know what else makes people feel better?” Fatima asks. “Getting out of bed, going outside, taking in the sun, hanging out with real-life people, not people inside your computer screen.”


“First of all, you know living in Ireland means taking in the sun is not an option, and second, Nadiya Hussain, the only successful Bangladeshi person in the food industry, is a real-life person, even if she is inside my computer screen, and she’s way more inspiring and motivating than any real-life person can be.”


“Even me?” Fatima asks, though I know from the almost inhuman screech in her voice that she’s not being serious.


I roll my eyes. “Okay, not counting you.”


She smiles, though there’s still a little bit of worry in her eyes. “You can’t spend the whole summer like this, Shireen,” she says after a moment. Softer, this time, so I know she’s really worried about me. When there’s really nothing to worry about. Because I’m okay—or I’m going to be. Like I declared in my blog post—this cookie (and I’m the cookie) won’t crumble. Even if it might get a bit disheveled.


“I’m definitely not going to spend the whole summer like this,” I say, but Fatima doesn’t exactly look reassured. “Tell me about Bangladesh.”


Fatima sighs and leans back. “Did I tell you about the heat?”


“I have a thousand texts ever since you got off the plane.”


“And the noise. Even at night!”


“Literally a thousand texts since you—”


“And everyone tells me that I speak Bengali with an accent. My cousins literally called me a bideshi. Me, a bideshi!” she says, like the idea of it is preposterous even though Fatima had never even stepped foot inside Bangladesh until a few days ago. It is a little funny that so many of us South Asians call ourselves desi, but the people in our homelands are quick to call us bideshi, just because we don’t live in South Asia anymore. Because we have a different kind of culture, a different kind of life.


“You know, even Ammu says she gets called bideshi in Bangladesh,” I say, hoping it’ll make Fatima feel a little better. “And she was born there, went to school there, spent pretty much her entire life there.”


“Until she decided to move to Ireland. And we shouldn’t be punished because our parents wanted that life for us!”


I let out a chuckle, but even I know it sounds hollower than usual. Before Fatima can jump in her worry wagon once more, I launch into the only thing (other than GBBO) that has been keeping me occupied this summer. “I should be hearing about the Junior Irish Baking Show soon.”


“Shireen, don’t get your hopes up,” Fatima says. I know she means well. She doesn’t want me to face crushing disappointment. But I know there’s no way I’ll face crushing disappointment. There’s nobody more qualified to be on the show. They have to accept me as one of their contestants.


“I know it’s your dream to open up your own dessert shop,” Fatima keeps going. “And to have your own cookbook and your own baking show, but reality TV is … complex.” She says it like she knows a lot about reality TV, when Fatima has never even watched a single episode of GBBO or Cake Wars or Nailed It! Not even Love Island.


“I’m not getting my hopes up,” I say. “My hopes are exactly where they should be.”


Fatima sighs like I’m a lost cause and begins to tell me all about her annoying cousins and all of the ways in which she’s made to feel like a bideshi in her own family. From not understanding all of the Bengali words that her cousins use to all of their in-jokes and references that she doesn’t have a hope of getting. “And Ammu gets annoyed if I’m not always hanging out with them, even though they’re horrible to me.”


I’m about to point out that having in-jokes and references aren’t exactly targeted harassment against Fatima, but then my phone pings loudly. This time, it’s not a text. It’s an email notification.


“Hello? Shireen?” Fatima asks, a little too close to her camera once more. “You still there? Did the screen freeze?”


“I got an email,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll call you back, okay?” I can tell Fatima’s about to say something else from the way she parts her lips, but I hang up the call before she has the chance. Instead, I stare at the notification bar on my phone. Because it’s not just an email. It’s the email.


From the Junior Irish Baking Show.
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From: Clare Farrin <junioririshbakingshow@ietv.ie>


To: Shireen Malik <shireenbakescakes@gmail.com>


Dear Shireen,


Thank you so much for submitting your audition video and application form to participate in the Junior Irish Baking Show. We loved your audition and would be delighted to offer you a place in the competition.


Though we won’t be filming the first segment of the competition until the last week of June, we are inviting all participants to the IETV studio at Donnybrook for a chance to meet the hosts and judges, along with their fellow participants, and for a chance to get to know the format of the show.


As it is the first year the show will be aired, we are very excited to get started.


Please, let us know if you can be in attendance on Thursday, the fifteenth of June at 5:30 p.m. Refreshments and finger food will be served.


Kind regards,


Clare Farrin
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I’M IN.


I’m in!


I’m in!


I don’t think I’ve known true happiness until this exact moment. Until I opened my email and read the words loved and delighted and offer. I do a little happy jig right in my bedroom, and it’s all I can do to contain myself for long enough to shoot out a text to Fatima.




I GOT IN!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!





She texts back with even more exclamation marks: OH MY GOD!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


I put down my phone and fling myself onto my bed, and I’m not even sure why. But as I lay there staring up at my ceiling and smiling so hard that my muscles feel sore, I think it’s because there’s too much adrenaline pulsing through my body. And lying here makes my heart rate slowly return to normal. I definitely can’t tell Ammu and Abbu the news while I’m grinning like a total lunatic. So I try to stop smiling, and as hard as it is I do achieve it!


I can hear the buzz of the TV downstairs as I pull open my door. Ammu and Abbu are watching a Bollywood movie if the upbeat song is anything to go by. Ammu and Abbu don’t have a lot of time to relax. They both give so much to our donut shop in town, You Drive Me Glazy. So, I feel a little bad about the idea of interrupting their only few hours hanging out together, away from donuts and customers and finances. Away from me.


But …


This is a pretty special occasion, so I don’t feel that bad as I skip into the sitting room and flash my parents a bright—but not too bright—smile.


“Guess what?” I ask, waving my arms around as they both try to squint past me at the TV screen I’m blocking.


“Shireen, move!” Ammu says, motioning for me to get out of the way.


“The fighting scene is about to start!” Abbu exclaims, like we don’t all know his favorite scenes from Bollywood movies are the romantic ones. He even sheds a few secret tears when he watches them. And when he watches Kal Ho Naa Ho, well, his tears are not so secret.


“This is important!” I say. “Pause the movie.”


“Ish, Shireen,” Ammu groans. Still, she grabs hold of the remote control and presses the PAUSE button.


“Is it an emergency? Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Abbu asks.


“I’m fine, Abbu. I said important not emergency. I have good news!”


Ammu and Abbu exchange a worried glance between them.


“Okay?” they mumble in unison.


“Can’t you guess what it is?” I urge.


“Ish, Shireen, just tell us. We want to go back to the movie,” says Ammu, glancing longingly at the TV screen behind me where Katrina Kaif is frozen middance, wearing a sparkly midriff-baring dress.


“I got an email from the Junior Irish Baking Show,” I say slowly, trying to rile up the anticipation. But my parents just look at me with blank expressions. “I got in! I’m going to be a participant!”


They share another look between them. This one is less confusion and more completely unreadable to me. They’ve been married for so long that I’m pretty sure they have their own secret language, one that only needs short glances exchanged.


“Congratulations,” Ammu says, though it doesn’t sound very congratulatory at all.


“We’re very proud of you,” Abbu says, his voice a little too flat.


“You can do better than that. This is an amazing opportunity and not just for me,” I say. “For You Drive Me Glazy too. Imagine!” I throw my hands in front of me, hoping my parents can see the future I’m envisioning for us. “We can put a sign at the front:

YOU DRIVE ME GLAZY, WHERE THE WINNER OF THE FIRST-EVER JUNIOR IRISH BAKING SHOW MAKES DONUTS. WHERE SHE LEARNED EVERYTHING SHE KNOWS. And we’ll have customers from all over Dublin. No, all over Ireland. No, all over the world flocking into the shop, buying up every donut they can just because I—”


“Shireen,” Abbu interrupts. “It’s an amazing opportunity but are you sure you’re ready for this?”


Some of my excitement dissipates. I feel like a balloon that Abbu has just let the air out of with those words.


“Why wouldn’t I be ready? If I wasn’t ready, I wouldn’t have applied. I’m a good baker.” I can’t have Ammu and Abbu, the two people who have always supported me through everything, not believe in me.


“You’ve just been so down lately,” Ammu adds, like that’s an explanation. “You skipped work last week because, you said, ‘I can’t be around donuts right now.’ ”


“And when you’re not at work, you’re up in your room in your bed. Doing nothing,” Abbu points out.


“I’m doing something,” I say. I can’t believe they would suggest rewatching GBBO for the millionth time is nothing.


“It’s just … everything started after you applied to the baking show, and we don’t want you to stress yourself out. Being on TV, on a reality show, we know it’ll be difficult. Stressful. We don’t want you to feel bad about yourself if things don’t work out the way you think they will.”


“You don’t think I’ll win?” I ask. Just minutes ago, Fatima was asking me not to get my hopes up about even getting in, and now Ammu and Abbu are doubting my baking abilities. I know they all mean well, but somehow it feels like a personal affront. Like they’re telling me I’m not good enough when I know that I am.


“We know you can win,” Ammu says. “But it’s not just about winning. What was the thing with the donuts?”


I obviously can’t tell Ammu why that particular day I had become completely donut averse, so I just shrug my shoulders.


“Shireen, you’re perfect the way you are. We don’t want you to think you have to be different to be on some TV show. Or that you have to be on a TV show or that—”


I groan, realization finally dawning on me. It’s funny that Ammu and Abbu can never say the word fat or that they talk circles around weight with me. Especially because for the most part, Bangladeshi people love talking about people losing weight or gaining weight. People being too fat or too thin. Sometimes, I’ll go to a Bangladeshi dawat, and an aunty that I’ve spoken to only once before will comment about how pretty I would be if I just lost a few kilos. Like prettiness and weight are all tied up together. In Bangladeshi culture, I guess they are.


But Ammu and Abbu, they’ve come around to the fact that I’m happy with who I am. I love it, even. Though other people always criticize them for “letting me get fat,” they try their best to not let me hear that kind of stuff anymore.


And now, they think I was avoiding donuts because the possibility of going on TV is making me think I need to lose weight. When that’s the last thing on my mind.


“I don’t want to change or lose weight,” I say to my parents now, not sure how to make them believe me when I can’t really explain to them why I’ve spent the past few weeks with an on-again, off-again relationship with donuts and with baking shows and my bed as my only company. “It’s just been … I’ve just … I miss Fatima.” I nod slowly, because that seems kind of believable I think, even though my parents are looking more confused than ever. “If she were here, we would be spending our summer together. We would be going to the park and the movies and doing all kinds of things. So, without her I guess I’ve just been a little … sad.”


Ammu and Abbu exchange another glance. If I’m not mistaken, they almost look like they believe me.


“But this show is going to make things better, see?” I say, pasting a grin on my face again. “I’m already feeling better. Excited! Now I have something to do with my summer. Something to look forward to every day.”


“And you won’t let this stress you out too much?” Ammu asks.


“Psh,” I say, waving my hand like I have never been stressed out a day in my life.


“And you’ll talk to us if this show isn’t what you expected or doesn’t go as you hoped or stresses you out?” asks Abbu with a raised eyebrow.


“Obviously!” I exclaim, as if I haven’t been hiding a massive secret from them for the past year.


“Good, then congratulations, Shireen. We know you’re going to be amazing on the Junior Irish Baking Show.” And this time, they say it like they really mean it.
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IN ALL MY EXCITEMENT, I HAD ALMOST FORGOTTEN THAT BEING ON the Junior Irish Baking Show poses a pretty huge problem: I have absolutely nothing to wear!


“You have a wardrobe full of clothes!” Fatima cries out through the phone when I tell her about my dilemma.


“But nothing worthy of being on TV, to be viewed nationally.”


“Hey, I’m going to be watching from Bangladesh. So, you’ll be viewed internationally.”


“That makes it so much worse!” I cry, throwing open my wardrobe doors and seeing the chaos inside. Once upon a time, my ex would have reprimanded me for how much of a mess everything here was. Nothing is folded properly, just tossed into different cupboards. Almost everything inside needs an ironing. And it’s all so disorganized I can’t make out my shirts from my dresses from my trousers. But I know that nothing here is good enough to be nationally—internationally—televised.


“You need to figure out who you want to be on TV and dress accordingly,” says Fatima from where I’ve left my phone on the bed as I rifle through my mountain of clothes.


“What do you mean?” I call back.


“I mean, think about it. Reality TV is not real. There’s always that person who’s painted as the villain, the one who’s talking shit about other people, but they’re probably not that judgy in real life. Or at least not any more judgy than anyone else around them. And there’s always that one angelic person who you immediately want to root for. But you know that they’ve talked some shit, that they’ve manipulated it to make you sympathize with them.”


I turn around and make my way back to my bed on my hands and knees, just because I have to see Fatima’s expression when I say, “You know a lot about reality TV for someone who doesn’t watch reality TV.” And I know because it’s often been a point of contention for us. When I want to watch reruns of America’s Next Top Model, Fatima insists that I can absolutely do way better things with my time. When I sit down to watch the newest episode of Love Island, she grumbles about how too many people are obsessed with that show.


“I may have watched a few episodes here and there,” Fatima mumbles, not looking at me. Which is a really difficult and obvious thing when you’re in the middle of a video chat. Plus, with her hijab on, there’s no long inky-black hair to distract or hide from her very obvious facial expressions. Like now, when she’s obviously trying to appear innocent and not judgmental at all.


“Wow, I can’t believe after how much you judge other people for watching reality TV shows—”


“I don’t judge.”


“—that you’ve finally succumbed too and didn’t even tell me!”


“I kind of watched a bunch of different shows just the last couple of weeks,” Fatima says finally. “Right after you told me about applying to the Junior Irish Baking Show. I wanted to make sure you were prepared. I wanted to do something to help, especially because I’m not there.” She does look me in the eye now, and from the way her face softens I know she’s being sincere. My best friend put aside her hatred of reality TV just for me.


“Thanks, Fatima,” I say. “I still don’t have anything to wear though.”


I turn toward the pile of clothes I’ve just tossed onto the floor, but nothing jumps out at me. I wish I were the kind of person who could head off for a shopping spree whenever the desire struck. Or on the very rare occasion when I found myself about to appear on reality TV, but realize I don’t have a reality TV kind of wardrobe.


There are two issues. One, my parents own a donut shop in town, and they often like to remind me that there are too many donut shops in Dublin. It’s difficult to make ours stand out, though I think You Drive Me Glazy does a pretty great job. Still, we’re not exactly rolling in riches. My parents came here when they were still young, with only the clothes on their back and bright hope in their eyes. This shop—and me—is what they’re staking all their dreams on.


Then, there’s the fact that I’m not exactly your average-sized Irish girl. I don’t know how many times I’ve gone shopping, spent hours strolling from shop to shop only to come home empty-handed. Not just because so many shops have nothing in my size but also because so many of the clothes they have for plus-sized people are just not flattering. It’s like people make clothing for us that is supposed to cover us up, hide us. I don’t want to wear anything that hides me. But cute clothes that complement our bodies are pretty difficult to come by. And most of the time they’re expensive.


“You can borrow some of my stuff if you want,” Fatima says when I’ve been sitting in silence staring at my pile of clothes for way too long to be considered normal.


“Because you’re going to send them over from Bangladesh?” I ask.


“No, there’s still a ton of stuff in my wardrobe. Your ammu and abbu have the key to our house.”


“We’re not even the same size, Fatima.” I sigh, burying my head in my hands. I crawl toward my pile and with closed eyes reach over and grab hold of the first thing I touch. I only open my eyes when I’m holding it up in the light. It’s a bright yellow dress with lemons printed across the skirt. Seeing it sends a jolt of pain through me, and I toss it back into the pile almost as soon as I lay eyes on it.


“Maybe I can figure out my dress choices some other day,” I say. “I mean, I only have to dress for the meeting at IETV studios, which won’t be filmed. I have time.”


“Shireen,” Fatima says. “That’s your favorite dress. You can’t just never look at it again because of who—”


“I don’t want to talk about it,” I cut Fatima off and begin to shove everything back into my wardrobe. I push the doors closed with some effort, though I know I’ll regret this tomorrow morning when I have to open it up again and face an avalanche of wrinkled clothes.


“You’re going to have to deal with it at some point. She might be at the show.”


I know Fatima is right. I know that with my luck she’ll definitely be at the show. But there are going to be tons of contestants, and I know I can avoid her. I think I can avoid her. I want to avoid her.


“Look, even if she’s on the show, it doesn’t matter,” I say, though the way my stomach has dropped tells me that it matters to me a lot. But I can’t say that to Fatima. I’ve spent way too long feeling sad about a girl who didn’t even care about me enough to help me realize my dreams. A girl who wants to sabotage my dreams. I’m not going to let her take away the little spark of happiness I have this summer.


“Shireen …” I can tell Fatima wants to talk about it. Like, really talk about it, because we haven’t since everything happened. Since I began my new life of GBBO, my bed, and the occasional box of donuts.


“I can deal with her. If I have to,” I say. “Don’t you have faith in me?”


Fatima sighs, like she doesn’t want to be having this conversation any more than I do. “Yes, I have faith in you. I know that no matter what, you’re going to do amazing in this.”


“Good. Because I’m not letting her ruin this.”
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I COUNT DOWN THE DAYS TO THE FIFTEENTH OF JUNE RELIGIOUSLY. Every day that I wake up and it’s not the fifteenth of June, my day is a little worse. But I know I have work to do. Just because I’m a contestant on the show doesn’t mean things are going to be easy going forward.


I manage to get hold of all of Ammu’s recipe books. Some of them are even in Bangla, and I get her to translate as much of it as she can for me. She gives up after the third recipe, but I can’t really blame her, considering she never follows recipes anyway. Her instructions to me have always been “andaj moto deo,” which basically translates to “follow your instincts.” It doesn’t really work when you want to try new recipes because things can go very wrong, very fast.


And I’m not looking to trend on Irish Twitter for the wrong reasons.


One morning I wake up, roll to my side to check my phone, and … it’s June 15. It’s the day. But I don’t fill up with hope and excitement and the overwhelming sense of joy that I expect to feel. Instead, something presses into my chest. Like a rock or something. And the breath has been sucked out of me. I’m just lying on my bed with my phone faceup beside me, and it’s June 15, and I’m supposed to go to the IETV studios because today is the day, but I can’t breathe!


I know what I’m supposed to do when I feel anxious like this. I close my eyes and count my breaths. Slowly breathing in and breathing out. Usually, that works. But because it’s today, it’s like the world has it out for me. No, more like my own mind has it out for me. Because there are a million thoughts buzzing around my head, but I can’t pick out a single one, and my chest is so constricted I am pretty sure I’m dying.


That is, until my eyes land on the half a donut necklace peeking out from the mess that is my desk. I can barely make it out from all the way over here, but it evens my breathing somehow. It makes today feel more … surmountable. I give it a few more minutes, to make sure I’m not actually dying before I scramble out of bed and head to my desk.


I’d thrown this necklace here a few weeks ago, right after our breakup. I thought back then I never wanted to see it again. Never wanted anything to do with something that was so connected to her and us and our relationship. But now I pick it up from under all the books and Post-it notes and pens and papers and slide it carefully into one of the drawers. Tucked away for a time when I’m ready, maybe? Or maybe for a time when I’m ready to really be rid of it. I’m not sure. I just know that it gives me the courage I need today. Because I’m not going to let my anxiety keep me from my dreams. I’m not going to let anything keep me from them.


Ammu seems almost as nervous as I am when I hop down the stairs and into the kitchen with a grin, trying to pretend that I wasn’t having an anxiety attack just a few minutes ago.


“That’s what you’re going to wear?” She frowns, looking me up and down disapprovingly.


“What’s wrong with this?” I ask, glancing down at my red-and-white polka dot midi dress. It’s not exactly reality TV show quality, but I think it’s cute. Fatima had agreed.


“You have nicer clothes than that, Shireen,” Ammu says.


“First impressions are important,” adds Abbu, putting down his phone to consider me with a serious expression. I can’t remember the last time my parents thought about what clothes I wore. Other than Ammu trying to buy me new Bangladeshi clothes at every opportunity, my wardrobe is not exactly something they get involved in.


“Shouldn’t you both be at You Drive Me Glazy?” I ask instead.


“Raju is watching the shop today, so we can take you to the IETV studio,” Abbu says. I think about this for a long moment. On the one hand, Ammu and Abbu taking me to the IETV studios means not having to wait for an unreliable bus and possibly being late. On the other hand, it means having my very loving but slightly overbearing parents by my side. There’s also the fact that if my ex is there, they’re going to ask questions that I don’t want to answer. Like: Shireen, why is seeing the Huangs’ daughter making you have an emotional reaction? Or: Shireen, why is the Huangs’ daughter glaring at you like you’re her sworn enemy? Or: Shireen, I didn’t know that you and the Huangs’ daughter even knew each other? And it’ll be even worse if Mr. and Mrs. Huang are there because who knows how my parents will react to seeing them.


So, I sit down at the table across from Abbu and perpendicular to Ammu and smile like the most perfect daughter in the world. To Ammu and Abbu, I always have to be that because I am their only daughter, and they have told everyone who will listen to them that I was their miracle baby.


“Abbu, Ammu,” I say. “I think if the studio wanted parents to be there, they would have mentioned bringing you with me. It might be awkward if you show up. They might not have space for you.”


“But you’re our daughter,” Abbu says, like he can’t comprehend the words coming out of my mouth right now.


“Yes, but—”


“And this is a reality TV show. You can’t go on it without our permission.”


“Yes, Abbu, but—”


“Because you’re only seventeen years old, Shireen.”


“I know how old I am Abbu, but—”


“I think Shireen can go on her own.” Ammu interrupts this time. Even Abbu seems confused by this, if I were to judge by the speed with which he turns to look at her. I’m surprised he doesn’t have whiplash.


“We decided we would go with her and make sure everything was okay,” Abbu says.


“We already researched everything, and we looked through the contracts, and we agreed we would give her permission to go. We don’t have to go. Shireen can handle it on her own.” She sounds so confident that I almost forget about my anxiety attack when I realized it was the fifteenth.


“But make sure you get there early, and you call us if you need us,” Abbu says. I know it’s his way of saying that he thinks I can do this on my own too.


“Thanks, Abbu.”
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I’VE NEVER BEEN TO the IETV studios before. Once I get past the car parks and all the different buildings to the room that’s been designated to the Junior Irish Baking Show contestants, I’m twenty minutes late. Considering Irish people’s knack for tardiness, I’m hoping it won’t be an issue.


But by the time I register, put on my name tag, and step inside, the place is already filled with people. It’s a room that’s barely bigger than our donut shop, and there’s a little mic placed at the front. Chairs and tables are laid out every which way.


The sight of most of the tables filled makes my heart pick up. There are at least two dozen people here. For some reason, I hadn’t really spent much time thinking about the fact that there would be so many other contestants. People who are as good—if not better—at baking than I am. People who are my competition.


I do a sweep for my ex—not that I’ll sit with her or even give her more than a quick glance—but she’s nowhere to be seen. Relief floods me. Maybe she didn’t get in.


With that out of the way, I’m stuck with the predicament of what exactly I’m supposed to do. I can’t just join a random table, injecting myself in the middle of people’s conversations. For a moment, I just stand there at the back of the room, trying to make eye contact with someone—anyone—in the hopes that they’ll take pity on me and invite me to sit with them. It’s pretty pathetic, but it’s all I’ve got.


“Hey.” A voice interrupts my ridiculous eye-contact plan. I look around quickly and notice a girl with wispy red hair smiling directly at me. She has a pale face full of freckles and a sharp nose. She looks a little like a bird.


“Hi.” I approach her hesitantly. Unlike most of the other tables, this one has only this girl at it. It’s slightly less intimidating.


“Did you get here late as well?” Her accent has a Northern twang that I can’t quite place.


I nod. “What gave me away?”


“The look of someone who has no idea what’s going on?” She chuckles. “Do you want to sit with me?”


Relief washes over me, and the smile on my face is almost automatic. “Yeah, sure.” I try not to sound too eager, but it doesn’t quite work, because when I try to rush to slip onto the seat next to her, I half topple over in all my excitement. I’m pretty sure this is it. Abbu had said first impressions were important and my first impression in this competition is going to be as the girl who can’t even sit. But the girl with the red hair grabs hold of my chair at the last minute, until I’m settled all the way into my seat. I can feel my face heat up with embarrassment. Thankfully, I’m dark enough that not even a hint of a blush shows on my face. Bangladeshi aunties may despair that my dark skin will never get me a husband (if only they knew I wasn’t looking for one), but this is the number one benefit.


Still, the girl shoots me a grin like I didn’t just almost fall flat on my face right in front of her. “My name is Niamh.”


“I’m Shireen,” I say as confidently as anyone can after that majorly embarrassing almost incident.


“That’s a pretty name,” she says, her bright blue eyes watching me a little too closely. My cheeks somehow heat up even more.


“Um, thanks. Are you from the North?”


“Belfast, yeah.” She nods. “You?”


“I’m from Dublin,” I say. “So, you’ve come all the way here from Belfast? Did the show put you up?”


Niamh chuckles again. She has a nice laugh. “Please, as if they would. I’m staying with my aunt. It’s not a big deal anyway, because I was going to come up next year for university, though I’ll be staying in residences. But coming up now and getting a feel for things, it’s good.”


“Which university? Culinary school?” I ask the question a little too eagerly. I’ve always wanted to skip university altogether to attend culinary school. It’s another dream of mine, though I still have to get Ammu and Abbu on board.


Niamh grins but shakes her head. “My ma and da wouldn’t let me do that. I promised them coming to this”—she spreads her arms out—“means that afterward I’m going to study hard at university. My top choice is UCD Business to study accounting, but I guess we’ll see. There are lot of people here from all across Ireland though.”


My stomach drops. All across Ireland. I hadn’t even thought about that. “You’ve already talked to them?” I ask Niamh instead.


“Some. We’ve got to scope out the competition, don’t we?” She has this twinkle in her eye as she says it, and I remember again that this is a competition. Niamh seems nice and, well, cute. But she’s probably just trying to figure out how much competition I am to her in this thing. We’re all in this to win.


“Is that why you asked me to sit with you?”


Niamh’s smile widens. “Not exactly.” But she doesn’t get a chance to elaborate because the next moment the noise of mic static fills the room.


“Testing, one, two, three.”


I turn to the front of the room, where a woman with honey-blond hair and bright red lipstick stands with the mic in her hand. She grins down at us, and her outfit—a navy blazer and blue skirt—makes her look a little too much like a flight attendant. But maybe this is what reality TV show fashion is all about. “Welcome, everyone, to the first-ever Junior Irish Baking Show. My name is Kathleen Keogh and I’m so excited to have you all here today. There are so many bright young bakers in our midst. We’re thrilled to get started with the competition.” As she speaks, Kathleen weaves her way around the room. The click of her high heels sounds too loud against the otherwise deafening silence. She has our rapt attention.


“Now, you’re all here today to get the chance to meet me, the show’s host.” At this, she pauses and glances around. I wonder for a moment if we’re supposed to applaud, but since nobody else does, I don’t either. Kathleen doesn’t seem too disappointed, though, because she continues as if there were no awkward pause. “And you’re also here to meet each other, your fellow competitors. Right now, there are twenty-six of you, but there will only be one winner at the end.”


My breath hitches in my throat at her words. There are twenty-five people that I have to beat if I want to win this competition. Twenty-five people who are probably just as good at baking as me. I’ve told everyone that I was guaranteed to get in, guaranteed to win, in an attempt to convince them that I was doing okay—great, even. That this was my great destiny—the path to achieving my dream of opening my own bakery. But now for the first time I’m thinking about the fact that I have competition—and from how serious everyone else in this room looks, everyone here is in it to win it. Just like me.


“Most important”—Kathleen’s voice breaks through my anxious thoughts—“we’re here today to pair you up for the first round of the competition.”


Pair us up? Across the room, the contestants exchange confused glances. Even Niamh looks over at me with a question on her face.


Kathleen plows on like she hasn’t noticed our reactions. She takes out a sheaf of envelopes and waves them around for a moment. “In these envelopes you will find the filming schedule and all the rules of this competition. The first episode is going to be filmed on the twenty-ninth, and you will need to work well with your partner in order to win. Every baker needs to know how to work well with others. There is no i in baking.” Kathleen stops and takes us all in for a moment, and I wonder if she is taking this time to rethink the fact that there actually is an i in baking. But instead, she just flashes us another smile and says, “Any questions?”


I glance around the room full of my fellow participants, who seem just as awestruck as I am. I have a million questions, of course, but they’re swimming around in my head all jumbled together. I’m not sure I’d make any sense if I actually tried to ask any of them.


Kathleen claps her hands together and says, “Great! So the pairings are at random, and I have a list here. Make sure you use this time to get to know your partner and figure out your first steps in this competition.” And before we can say anything more, she begins to prattle off a list of names.


Niamh leans close to my ear and whispers, “This feels like being in school.” And it does feel like that. Like in first year when you don’t know anybody and the teachers try to pair you up all the time in a weird attempt to help you make friends. It always fails.


I try to ignore the rush of anxiety worming its way through me while listening out for my own name.


“David O’Clery and Ruby Ryan.” I watch as a lanky boy with curly brown hair and a girl with bright blond locks and a face full of freckles exchange a grin on the other end of the room. I wonder if they already knew each other before the show or if they’ve just met and struck up a friendship.


“Niamh Lynch and … Séan Brennan.” My heart sinks at Séan’s name. Niamh shoots me a deflated smile, like she had hoped we would get paired up together too.


“And … hm, not sure how to say this name.” Kathleen frowns at the list of names. “Sha … ron. May-leak?” I wince. Both at the completely butchered pronunciation of my name and the fact that Kathleen did not even try at all. “And Christina Who-aang.”


Even though Kathleen completely screwed up the name, my stomach sinks for a different reason.


They paired me up with my ex.
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FROM THE FRONT OF THE ROOM, A FAMILIAR FACE MEETS MY EYE. The first thing I notice is just how much she’s changed. Her long black hair has been chopped short. Instead of falling all the way to her waist, her hair barely comes to her shoulder now.


It’s only been a few weeks since we broke up, and it seems she’s already altered her entire look. That thought makes a hole open up in my stomach.


I wonder what else she has changed about herself. I can’t make out her expression at all. Once upon a time, I could read Chris like an open book. She glances away quickly, like she can’t bear to keep looking at me. I try not to think about it too much as I glance back at Kathleen, who is still smiling down at us.


“Enjoy the food and drink. Prepare for the first episode with your partner, and I will see all of you on the first day of filming.” Kathleen gives a perfectly manicured wave of her hand before she click-clacks out of the room and disappears from sight.


For a few minutes, nobody moves. Then, slowly but surely, the contestants begin to drift around the room, looking for their partners and grabbing envelopes. Niamh, though, stays seated right beside me.


“That was a bit anticlimactic, wasn’t it?” she asks.
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