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For my three beautiful nieces: Diya, Riva & Saachi.


The future brown girls. I hope to be the Auntie you can forever turn to, to share your wildest moments with and not feel judged or scared. I promise to laugh with you, cry with you, gossip with you about boys, and help you pick outfits for your nights out, but more importantly, I promise to protect you. I’ve got your back. I want you to know that you are loved, you are worthy, and you are more than capable to do anything you want to in life.


I love you more than words could ever describe.


Your Anchal Masi










1 ‘IS THIS THE LITTLE GIRL I REMEMBER?’



Makeup artist turned author? Not something you see every day, I know. So, how did that happen, you ask?


Well, let me talk you through it.


My name is Anchal, and I’m a British Indian girl, born and raised in London. (I’m Punjabi, to be specific – and believe me, Indian people always want to know the specifics!)


I come from a pretty large family. I’m the youngest of three girls, and I also have a younger brother. My extended family is absolutely enormous, so I won’t bother trying to list them all out. For a start, I don’t think I could even count how many cousins I have. This is quite typical – it’s considered a little strange if you’re Indian and your family is small!


Growing up, it was all too easy to compare myself to my siblings. It could sometimes be very difficult, to tell you the truth. I wasn’t the most academic student, which meant the path before me couldn’t be defined by grades and exams.


I was always a much more creative person, wanting to spend my time doing practical things. I loved tasks where I could create something and see a finished product. I remember being very young when the first ever webcams came out, and my dad bought us one. I would record and host my own shows – and casually force my brother to be a guest so I could interview someone.


At ten years old, I asked for a karaoke machine for my birthday. It was the most amazing karaoke ever: it had a CD and a tape player! I’d play multiple characters on the microphone and get into serious debates with myself. I’d record R&B songs on the cassettes and throw in music intervals – true radio presenter style! There I was, with my very own one-girl radio show.


In most Indian families, the idea of pursuing something creative or artistic isn’t generally encouraged or explored; in fact, it’s simply not understood. So, that creative route didn’t feel like a realistic career option for me. Even considering it as a possibility seemed like a waste of time.


So, I tried to do what was expected of me. I tried to follow the ‘respected’ and ‘right’ path. I essentially forced myself through education, trying to mould myself into a person I’m not.


But trying to be someone else never works for long, and one day, I just gave up. It was a relief not to have to pretend any more. At the same time, though, I had no plans of where to go next.


I really struggled to figure out what I wanted to do with my life, constantly asking myself, What are you good at?


My family would always tell me the same thing: that I’m caring. It’s true – I do care about my friends and family, so much. So, I decided to start a nursing course. That’s a caring profession, not to mention one that’s respected in the Indian community, so it had to be the path for me, right?


Unfortunately, I had no interest in it whatsoever. It’s a wonderful profession, but it’s not who I am. I went into it because it seemed like the right thing on paper, not because it was right for me.


Then, one day, it happened. I was on a hospital placement and I quite literally had an epiphany.


Throughout the whole course that year, doing the placement was the best part for me (obviously, because it was practical). I remember they had put me on a men’s gastro ward – the least glamorous setting you could imagine. One old man couldn’t feed himself breakfast, so I ofered to help. I sat there, feeding him his porridge, asking him about his tattoos, and he shared all his life stories with me.


But my mind couldn’t help but wander. I stopped, and I looked around. I realised that, although this was something I could do for now, I couldn’t see myself as a nurse for the next twenty, thirty, forty years.


I know how very silly and shallow it might sound, but I missed having my nails done. I missed putting makeup on. I missed the things that made me feel like me.


I thought about my mum and how she’s so elegant (she really is #goals for me). I want to be like her when I’m older – beautiful, stylish and happy with who she is.


As I sat there listening to this very nice old man talk about his life, I wondered what I would say when looking back on my own life one day. Would I be proud, happy, satisfied – or full of regrets for not having pursued a career I was genuinely enthusiastic about?


And it just came to me.


I decided, right then and there, that I wanted to become a makeup artist. It was what I genuinely loved doing. It involved people, which was important to me, but also let me exhibit my creative flair. Finally, I’d found something that wholly suited me.


I talked to my parents. They definitely weren’t expecting it (to be honest, none of us ever knew what to expect from me). I did my best to explain why it would be the perfect step for me, in the hope they’d understand.


Either way, I didn’t give them much time to think about it. Me being me, I just knew I had to do it – I had to get my way. So I enrolled myself onto some courses and simply got on with it.


I left my nursing course and attended the University of Salford in Manchester to study a foundation degree in Special Efects and Media Makeup Artistry, then went on to do a bachelor’s degree in the same subject. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before – for the first time in my life, I was learning something I genuinely cared about, and it made a serious diference to both my achievement and enjoyment levels.


During my time at university, I naturally found myself watching a lot of makeup videos and tutorials on YouTube. I very quickly noticed that there wasn’t really anyone like me – particularly anyone who shared my skin colour or cultural background – doing this sort of stuff. There were also rarely people who switched to makeup a bit later in life. Many of them had gone into the profession straight from school, and talked as though that was a given. Of all the amazing makeup artists I discovered, I couldn’t see any I was able to relate to – at least not any that had expert knowledge in makeup.


Why not do it myself, I thought? So, in 2013 – my second year of university – I decided to start my own YouTube channel.


After uploading two videos on YouTube, and receiving about forty views total (from my most dedicated fans of all – my friends and family), I decided to enter a huge beauty competition on a channel called Daily Mix. I knew it was a gigantic step, and probably wishful thinking. The competition was run by the biggest makeup YouTubers at the time, Sam and Nic from Pixiwoo. It was the first time I’d ever vlogged. I figured my tiny YouTube presence would barely register on their radar, and I was just grateful for the experience.


I ended up winning.


I couldn’t believe it. I’d never won anything in my life before – certainly nothing that was this important to me.


I don’t know why they picked me, why I stood out. My videos were simple makeup tutorials, and I’d never vlogged before the competition. I was up against people who had been creating YouTube content for much longer, who had built a following and were used to being in front of the camera. I remember feeling like a small fish in a big pond full of people who were super confident and almost a little too sure of themselves. They knew they were worth a win, and that’s what they wanted.


If I’m honest, though, winning wasn’t what mattered. I was there because I wanted to be part of something I enjoyed. That’s it.


The competition only motivated me to take my YouTube channel more seriously, and since then I’ve continued to upload makeup videos regularly, about twice a week.


I finished university, and soon had a full-time job working on a makeup counter for MAC, before moving on to a customer service team at Charlotte Tilbury. It was hectic, especially as I was running my YouTube channel at the same time. The hustle didn’t stop for me. I’d work my usual full-time hours, then come home excited to film and edit makeup looks until the early hours. I would repeat this demanding routine daily, all the while trying to maintain the relationship I was in at the time and keep up a social life.


Eventually I gave up the ‘day job’ so I could pursue my career on social media. I knew I was burning myself at both ends, and it was the right time.


During this period, however, I found that I was searching for something deeper and more meaningful beyond creating simple makeup tutorials – something that made me feel more fulfilled.


As I reached my mid-twenties, my childhood issues and family dynamics started resurfacing. You see, when I was much younger, we went through quite a lot as a family. My dad was, in a weird way, both present and absent at the same time. He was there physically, but it didn’t feel like he was there emotionally.


He was more of a traditional Indian dad: there to support you financially, but not particularly in any other way. I suppose that was his way of showing his presence and support – his love. Of course, we were grateful, but it was never truly enough. As much as buying us the best and latest things was all very well and good, we quickly got to a point where we’d rather go without those shiny new things if it meant we could have quality time with him. We yearned for him to be interested in what we were doing with our lives, to actually get to know us as people and individuals. Instead, he seemed to always view us as little children. He could buy us things to keep us quiet, and for anything more complicated, we could go to our mum. I certainly couldn’t approach him about a boy I liked in school, or have conversations about general passions and dreams. It was very much a ‘needs must’ type of relationship.


I believe he was the same way with us kids as he was with our mum, and our mum’s way of coping was to turn to spirituality and religion. For the rest of us, especially as children, the best advice to follow was very much, ‘Keep your head down and get on with it.’ It got very tough for a while – but the whole situation brought us so much closer as siblings, and to our mum, because we all went through it together. Eventually, things started to settle down, and we were asked to forgive and forget. We were all tired of the ongoing drama – myself, my siblings and my mum. We were tired of the disagreements, disputes and tears, of asking for more and not receiving much back.


So we did exactly as we were asked.


It was only many years later that I realised just how hard it can be to truly forgive, and truly forget. As I grew older, I started to notice some of my dad’s behaviours that I didn’t particularly agree with. I hadn’t noticed them when I was younger, but now I was becoming more my own person, it gradually became apparent to me how much we clashed, and how we had such massive diferences of opinions on some matters. In a lot of ways, our personalities are very similar: we’re two very bold and strong characters, but with two completely opposite views on most things – a recipe for conflict. It was difficult to adjust, as an adult – it almost felt as if he was now somewhat emotionally present in our lives, where he hadn’t been for so long. But I was no longer a child that had to do as I was told; I was now a young woman, one who had formed her own thoughts, ideas and opinions. At this stage, I felt resentment for not being able to get closure on our family situation, and for never receiving an apology for everything we’d been put through.


Most of all, I realised I was censoring how I spoke on my YouTube channel. I was holding back on certain subjects because I was too afraid to say something my dad, his family and our culture would disagree with. It was a shame, because my YouTube channel had become such an important mental outlet for me.


Over the years, I never felt I could openly speak about my own struggles or emotions with the people around me. They just wouldn’t get it; they wouldn’t be able to relate. Rather than trying to navigate that minefield, I decided instead to create videos ofering advice to other Indian, Bangladeshi and Pakistani girls like me. This was my way of inspiring South Asian girls to do and feel better, while indirectly enabling me to say things to my dad that I couldn’t in person.


He watches my videos religiously, you see. He really has been my number-one fan ever since the very start (well, maybe ever since I won the competition, and he could finally see the potential for success in what I was doing). I can literally hear my voice echo through the house all day, because he watches each of my videos the second I post them – as if I’m not sick enough of listening to my own voice from the hours of editing!


This meant I was able to communicate my thoughts and feelings to my dad, filtered through the face of my channel, which was very freeing in so many ways. But it wasn’t the same as being fully, directly open. I still lived in fear of my dad’s disapproval, and my mum’s worry. Even worse, I was constantly aware of the diferent ways my huge Indian family and community could – and would – interfere. If they saw something they didn’t like, anything at all, then the next time they spoke to my parents: what would the Aunties say?


If I spoke the ‘wrong’ words, or posted a picture of myself in a bikini at a pool party (because where else would I wear it?), the Aunties wouldn’t take long to pick up the phone and ask if my parents had seen it, or if I should be doing and saying such things. Every single thing I did was under scrutiny, all the time.


I didn’t want to keep hiding my real thoughts and opinions, my real personality, any more. I’ve always been talkative, I’ve always been opinionated, and a lot of the time I’m very direct with people. (I’m not sure if that last point is a good or a bad thing, but hey – that’s me!) How could I be online discussing ‘Brown Girl Problems’, but limiting the advice I ofered others to what I felt was suitable for my dad or extended family to hear? That wasn’t fair on all the girls who followed me on social media whom I’d built up a connection with over the years, who were strong and brave enough to share their stories.


Those fearless girls inspired me. I had to have courage, just like them. And so, I took the decision to start therapy, and get some support with the things I was struggling to adjust to. It wasn’t the easiest step to take – mental health awareness is currently pretty lacking in South Asian communities, and the idea of seeing a therapist isn’t understood at all (more on this later). But it was brilliant; one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. It gave me the confidence to make the switch from speaking indirectly to my dad in my videos to speaking openly on everything, anything and, well, everyone!


It also helped me, slowly, to release the guilt I’d built up for having my own opinions and expressing them to my dad. In some ways, it’s helped our relationship. Of course, we still don’t agree on most things, but at least we can both unapologetically be ourselves.


The most incredible thing was, the minute I dropped the fear and stopped caring, so did the Aunties. I think we overthink things sometimes. Personally, I discovered that the more I showed my fear of what people said and thought of me, the more I would see and hear it. But the minute it became something that wasn’t important, I noticed quickly how little other people actually care.


My videos proved popular, which meant I increasingly found that I was creating a space for the real voice of brown girls around the world – somewhere we could all be heard, all sharing similar struggles and situations. This led me to start my podcast, where I speak honestly on all sorts of topics, and share other brown girl problems, intimate feelings and experiences.


And this has now brought me here, to you, writing this book! In it, I’ll talk about our problems as brown girls – but also the amazing experiences we’re lucky to be a part of, as well as giving you a bunch of insights and wisdom to help each other out.


Consider this the ultimate guide to being a brown girl: how to be yourself, live your life, and, of course, deal with the Aunties.










2 ‘WHY CAN’T YOU BE MORE LIKE HER?’



Who are the brown girls?


Typically, ‘brown girls’ is a slang term, but it’s one that is pretty much instantly recognised by the community. It’s important to remember that it’s an inclusive, umbrella term, and it welcomes all girls from South Asia.


We come from a wide variety of backgrounds and religions. Each of us is so diverse and distinctive, it’s impossible to list all the ways. Our shared culture remains strong, however, and ties us together with similar life experiences, struggles and understandings of being a brown girl. Despite the numerous things I may not have in common with another brown girl, we’ll still get each other on a fundamental level.


We come in an array of diferent, beautiful skin tones, and we speak a number of melodic languages in various dialects.
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We come from:




	India


	Pakistan


	Bangladesh


	Nepal


	Sri Lanka


	Afghanistan


	Bhutan


	the Maldives





And people from plenty of other places, all over the world, may identify as desi – in other words, of the Indian subcontinent and worldwide diaspora.


The diaspora is a key part of understanding who we brown girls are. Our roots are strong and stable, and tied into a specific geographic area – but we live and thrive all over the globe. We’re travellers. We’re adventurers. We’re not tied down to any one place.


That means we’re not bound to any one culture, either. I speak as one of more than three million British Asians. We brown girls have taken the traditions of thousands of years, and brought them to renewed life in the West. Britain has the South Asian community to thank for the incredible local curry houses, and for throwing the most magnificently extravagant weddings the country has ever seen.


Naturally, it’s not just one-way; the West has influenced us, too.


We brown girls are the embodiment of something spectacular. We live and breathe the fusion of East and West. All of us exist on a worldwide spectrum, meaning there are an infinite number of diferent ways to balance influences from all around the world and still be a proud, valid brown girl.


I’m not a fan of categorising and grouping people; every individual person is unique, and no one can ever wholly fit the confines of a label. But speaking in broad terms can help those who aren’t familiar to get a better idea of the typical types of brown girl you’ll encounter in the West. And it can help to explain why we’re so diferent, yet so similar.


Most brown girls will fall into these categories in some way, and many may be a combination of a few. Some might change depending on where they are, or what they’re doing – or whether an Auntie is around.


Nevertheless, you’re sure to have met the following brown girls. You may even recognise yourself…



Wild West: The Western brown girl


The Wild West brown girl probably has parents that moved to a Western country when they were young, or were even born there themselves. As a result, the Wild West brown girl was able to absorb Western culture from a young age.


This tends to mean there’s a certain level of casualness about her. She’s a little more relaxed, and a little less rigid. The Wild West brown girl might find it easier to speak to her parents openly about what’s on her mind, and often experiences significantly less pressure to stick to traditional cultural values. She probably doesn’t speak any family languages, so all her conversations are in English.


Don’t be fooled into thinking the Wild West brown girl is ashamed of her roots – she isn’t. Like most brown girls, she loves her family and respects her culture. But she absolutely doesn’t devote her time or energy to upholding the traditions, most of which are completely irrelevant to her.


Even so, the Wild West brown girl isn’t immune to Auntie’s judgement. In fact, it’s highly likely that she’s the most frequent victim of the Aunties’ gossiping, because she strays so far from their very particular standards.


The Wild West brown girl is into her Hollywood movies: anything from sci-fi, to horror, to drama, to a good old chick flick. This babe loves music – she’s able to get down to pretty much anything. But you probably won’t hear her playing Bollywood or Bhangra music out of her car.


At a wedding, you’ll find her at the bar or on the dance floor. She’s there for a good time, not a long time. She’ll probably end up skipping dinner, because she’s not got time for food when the DJ is that good!


On-the-Fence: The Western/Native brown girl


The On-the-Fence brown girl usually has parents who moved to a Western country much later in life. Perhaps she herself moved to a Western country while still quite young, but spent her formative years in South Asia.


Because of the mix of influences she’s grown up with, this brown girl is adaptable and versatile. She’ll happily mix with all types of cultures, while still acknowledging her roots and being proud of them. She has some freedom, and probably isn’t dictated to too much about her career or clothing choices. But she doesn’t get to go all out, either. Speaking to her parents about her love life won’t happen; she may have to do some lying and sneaking around to get away with what she wants.
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The Aunties like to watch out for this one. They’re not convinced by all her apparent virtues – despite her best efforts, they suspect she’s hiding something. They keep an extra watchful eye on this brown girl, hoping to catch her out at some point so they can spill the tea over her exploits.


The On-the-Fence brown girl is mostly into her Hollywood rom-coms and dramas – she’ll be at the cinema watching the latest box office hit. But she also enjoys a Bollywood session here and there: she probably has one or two favourites that her mum showed her on a rainy afternoon.


In terms of music, she prefers her hip-hop and R&B, or she’ll be dabbling in Western rock and pop. But she loves to get down to Bhangra at a wedding, and the dance floor is exactly where you’ll find her. Either that, or she’s found a hidden spot tucked away in the corner of the building, where she can whisper-flirt with the handsome guy she’s just met.


By-the-Book: The Native brown girl


The By-the-Book brown girl most likely has pretty strict parents. They won’t consider themselves strict, of course, but they feel strongly about their children learning traditional ways. This means the By-the-Book brown girl has a very good understanding of her culture. It’s highly likely she speaks her family language fluently, and is inclined to wear Indian and other South Asian outfits.


None of this is remotely a bad thing – the By-the-Book brown girl is highly respected for the way she stays true to what she believes in. But sometimes, she can take it a little too far – when she only accepts traditional values, there’s a risk she’ll become too judgemental for other, more Westernised brown girls to feel truly comfortable around.


In general, though, the By-the-Book brown girl tends to be friends with other By-the-Book brown girls. These friendships are strong, and very trust-based; the best way they can have some freedom and go out is by telling their parents they’re at each other’s houses. It’s not unusual for a friendship between two By-the-Book brown girls to effortlessly last a lifetime.


The Aunties typically like this brown girl a lot – she probably reminds them of themselves. This is the brown girl that the Aunties will be holding up as the ultimate ideal; the one other brown girls are told to be more like. However, one step out of line, and she’ll be next in the Aunties’ firing line. And she’ll probably get it worst of all.


The By-the-Book brown girl loves her classic Bollywood films – anything starring Shah Rukh Khan, and she’ll be the first one at the screening! – all the legends like DDLJ (Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge), K3G (Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham) and KKHH (Kuch Kuch Hota Hai). (Bollywood loves to give its movies long names, then abbreviate them into short letters – don’t ask me why!)


Obviously, because of all her extensive cultural knowledge, she’s a Bollywood and Bhangra queen who knows all the routines – she may even be part of a dance squad. You’ll definitely see her showing off her immense skills on the dance floor at a wedding. But she’ll most certainly make time to speak to the Aunties and other guests at the tables; she wouldn’t want to be impolite and ruin her family’s reputation.





That’s an overview of who we brown girls are, and the things we may or may not have in common. The majority of brown girls will recognise themselves, at least a little.


So what about me? Which brown girl am I?


Like most brown girls, I can definitely say I’m never just one type. I can go between being By-the-Book to totally Wild West. It can depend on where I am, and what I’m doing. Often things change depending on the context of your life in that time – I’m a very diferent brown girl at home compared to when I was at uni. And I’m a very diferent brown girl now, as a confident, experienced woman, than I was as a young teenager.


I guess it’s the same for most of us, isn’t it? We start off doing what our parents want; that’s the way we’re raised. So, as children, we automatically accompany everything we do with worrying about what other people, like the Aunties, will say.


As we become adults, though, and get to know ourselves more, we begin to learn what truly makes us feel most content.


Some of us decide to double down and find our very best selves when we put Asian traditions at the core of everything we do. Meanwhile, some of us take a diverging path, and find ourselves in new ways that also embrace Western values.


You might be a brown girl who subscribes to a certain lifestyle, and meet another brown girl who’s so completely opposite to you that it’s difficult to see anything in common at all.


But what unites us is much stronger than what diferentiates us.


We care about our families. We use all the methods at our disposal to avoid the merciless glare of the Aunties. And we throw the best weddings ever.


The most important thing to remember as a brown girl is that every single one of us matters. As long as we’re not hurting anyone, then the choices each of us make in our own lives should always be respected.


The truth is, no matter what you do, you’re always going to be in someone’s bad books. Brown girls often do their best to please the people around them, but the fact of the matter is, some people are utterly impossible to please.


So I suggest that we brown girls stop trying to please everyone, and instead focus on ourselves. Whatever kind of brown girl you choose to be, follow the road in life that makes you the happiest.


I know it’s not always easy, though. Especially when the Aunties are watching and waiting for your next move.
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3 ‘DON’T YOU REMEMBER YOUR AUNTIE?’



Let’s just say that if you were walking down the street with your boyfriend, you’d want to make pretty sure your Auntie didn’t catch you holding hands. In fact, you’d probably want be certain that she hasn’t seen you within two metres of one another (pandemic or no pandemic).


Practically before you’ve even had the time to raise your hand to wave hello (or to hide your face in the vain hope she didn’t see you), she’ll somehow have managed to inform your parents, your siblings, your extended family, every Asian person in the local community, and some random old lady she knows in Mumbai: she saw you with a boy.


So who is this woman we all fear so much, this ever-present and seemingly unstoppable presence?


An Auntie is an extended family member; that much we all already knew.


But it doesn’t stop there, not in Asian culture. Every single older Asian woman you ever meet – your mum’s friend, your friend’s mum, the lady in the supermarket that’s serving you, the woman that helps you in the bank, or the stranger you walk past on the street who gives you a motherly smile – they’re all Aunties.


And it’s fully encouraged that you address them as such, out loud. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never met them before. No one will frown at you or try to remember whether you’re some long-lost niece of theirs; instead, they’ll happily bring you in for an Auntie hug and kiss.


However, you have to be careful not to throw around the word too casually, either. Using ‘Auntie’ for a younger woman, or a soon-to-be-Auntie that somehow isn’t quite yet ready to be an Auntie, can easily be taken as an insult – you’re basically implying you think they look older than they were hoping they did. Yes, it’s all pretty random, and extremely tricky to navigate!
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To make matters even more tough, at almost every large family event, such as a wedding, without a doubt at some point you’ll have an Auntie come over to you and say, ‘Don’t you remember me?’ And nine times out of ten, no, no you don’t remember her. At all.


It happens to me at nearly every wedding I go to. I’ll be talking to relatives I haven’t seen in a while. Or I’ll be in the middle of the dance floor. I’ll be lost in the crowd somewhere, just minding my own business. But my parents, without fail, will always spot me. They’ll excitedly drag me away by the arm, or be waving at me frantically to come over to them. It’s even worse when your own parents start with, ‘Anchal, say hello to Auntie. Do you remember her?’


All I’m thinking, with a fake grin frozen on my face, is – why, oh why, would you ask me if I remember her when she’s standing right here?


But it happens, every time. So you smile and nod, and pretend you have a whole collection of fond memories with Auntie. Like that time we had a family BBQ with fifty other guests. Or that time at so-and-so’s wedding. As a brown girl, you’ll probably get used to having long, reminiscent conversations with random Aunties you swear you’ve never seen before in your life.


But whether you remember her or not, there are some general rules that apply to all Aunties.


The Aunties are normally known for gossiping and stirring problems within families. Their all-time favourite activity is passing judgement (whether out loud by lecturing you directly, or more subtly, say, through a permanently disapproving look in their eyes). They’re often busy trying to find out every last detail about your life, in the apparent hopes of discovering a new scandal to tell everyone about.


Every single Auntie is somehow friends with every single other Auntie who lives nearby. And they love a good old ‘kitty party’ – their monthly meet-up where they let their hair down, away from their husbands, and really get the chance to share the hottest news. That means, if you were caught holding hands with your boyfriend on the street, you’ll probably be the number-one discussion point that month.


Saying that, the Aunties aren’t all bad. They may love a bit of tea-spilling, but they can also be wise, and caring, and strong.


Aside from an excuse to see their friends, the purpose of the monthly Auntie gatherings is for each member of the kitty to contribute some money. Whoever is hosting that month gets the entire pot to buy whatever they wish. It’s a way for the Aunties to socialise, catch up with old friends and make new ones – but they also get themselves a nice financial boost, and that’s never a bad thing. In Pakistani culture it’s known as ‘committee’ and is done less for the social aspect and more overtly for the financial benefit – but either way, it’s a win-win for the Aunties. They’re pretty savvy.


The Aunties are much more afectionate than they may initially seem. They’ve learned so much from their years on the planet, and they can pass on valuable advice to young brown girls. They often want to help guide you, so you don’t make the same mistakes they made. I love those Aunties – the ones that really root for you. There are even those who want to vicariously live through you, and they always do what they can to encourage you to become your best self.


So how to know when to ignore an Auntie’s scolding, and when to follow their sage advice?


You have to be careful – not all Aunties are the same. They come in all sorts of shapes and sizes and diferent levels of heat: mild, spicy and hot. Be very cautious when trying to handle a spice level above your limit.
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Mild Auntie


This is the versatile Auntie. She fits in with the young crowd and the more mature ladies, being admired and respected by all. She’s chatty, friendly, bubbly, and fashionable too – both in Asian and Western styles.


She’s very supportive, and you can go to her if you need a bit of help with something. She’ll give you some tea and cake, and a shoulder to cry on if you need it. The Mild Auntie will be the one who’s a little understanding about you having a boyfriend, and won’t immediately condemn you for it. However, you don’t want to tell her too much, as she still can’t help loving a bit of a local scandal.


She’s a Bollywood queen and can rock the film routines, but she enjoys Hollywood too, and will catch the latest blockbusters. At a wedding she’ll be at the bar, allowing herself a couple of drinks before she lets loose on the dance floor. She can also bob her head to a little hip-hop and chart music.
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Spicy Auntie


This Auntie is gentle, kind and very loving. She’s abundantly generous, and wants to feed you your favourite meal whenever you go over to her house. Even if you’re not hungry, she insists on keeping you fed, or she won’t feel she’s done her duty. And then she’ll give you leftovers in a Tupperware box to take home. Your health and happiness matter a lot to her.


But watch out! She has a solid, sprawling group of friends and relatives she’ll happily tell your business to in her many WhatsApp group chats. She’s the type to judge you before she truly understands your situation. And by the time she understands – she’s already told everyone! What’s frustrating is that she disguises her tendencies with her spiritual and religious ways. People might think she’s a little angel, always praying to God, but she’ll have no shame spilling your tea in the temple.


She loves listening to shabad (religious music) and hymns, but of course she’s another Bollywood-loving queen, who’ll fit in her Indian films between religious programmes and documentaries about South Asian history. At a wedding she’ll stick to chatting with friends at the table.
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Hot Auntie


Uh oh – this Auntie is the worst of the worst. Say the absolute minimum to her; you’ll learn this the hard way if you become a victim of her loose mouth. She has no shame in telling everyone your business, and she’ll twist it to put her own critical spin on it. She’ll drag it on for as long as she can, presumably because she really doesn’t have anything exciting going on in her life.


What’s worse, she usually has some drama cooking in her own family. Don’t bother pointing it out, though – she’ll quite happily gloss over it and throw her two pence where it isn’t needed elsewhere. She’s not afraid to make snide comments and pick on your image – she’ll do it in front of a room full of people, as well.


Despite all this, somehow this Auntie is always ‘popular’ among family members. She definitely has her fair share of wisdom, and loyalty – it’d just be helpful if she could tone down the constant fault-finding.


She only watches Bollywood, and she only listens to Bollywood. She has no interest in broadening her cultural knowledge beyond what she knows – and anyway, her Indian family dramas are exactly where she learned to play the wicked witch.


At a wedding, she is everywhere. She’ll be at the table chatting with the Aunties one minute, the next she’s on the dance floor, and then you’ll catch her having a gossip in the bathroom. The one place you absolutely will not catch her is at the bar – she despises the mere idea of alcohol. She won’t even be seen collecting drinks for someone else; she has an image to protect, after all.





As you can see, there is a spectrum of diferent Aunties. Just like the brown girls, most Aunties will not neatly fit into a single stereotype; they can often flit between them, or be combinations.


It’s clear they all love a gossip. Yes, for some, it’s with malicious intent – but others just want to be in the loop of what’s going on in the family. Even the most loving, careful and respectful of Aunties won’t be afraid to pick up the phone and share the latest news.


I have a Masi, which is the word for ‘mother’s sister’ in Punjabi. She’s also known as a second mum and, most of the time, the best Auntie you’ll have, in the most nurturing and positive way. But even my Masi, who has the biggest heart, who’s so generous and is a dedicated woman of God, will always be able to spill some tea.


I mean, we all love a bit of gossip, don’t we?


The Aunties and us, we’re not so diferent. A brown girl fears that the Aunties’ comments will ruin her reputation and reveal her secrets. It’s my belief that the Aunties have gone through the same fears themselves. A big part of their judgemental streak is actually, in a way, them projecting and passing on their own deep insecurities.


When an Auntie chides you about getting married by a certain age, it might be that they themselves got married later than they wanted to, or never married. When they analyse how fair or dark your skin colour is (a property which allegedly determines your suitability for marriage), it might be because they’ve experienced comments about their own complexion when younger. When they throw in pressure and criticism around exactly which boy you end up marrying, you can guarantee they went through the same thing at your age – probably ten times as bad.


It’s not fair for the Aunties to take their own poor experiences and direct them at us. Of course they should be more sensitive to what we young brown girls need, and try to build us up instead of knocking us down. But, even when they’re at their most conniving and manipulative, the Aunties are still human. They still feel genuine warmth, and they still enjoy a good laugh, and getting lost in a long, engrossing film. They’re fierce about protecting the people they love from embarrassment and disappointment.


It’s just that, sometimes, they can be a little too fierce.


Although I speak of the Aunties and categorise them as though they’re separate from me, I’m actually an Auntie myself. I have three beautiful nieces who call me Masi. And I have to laugh sometimes, because when I’m with my sisters and we sit over a cup of tea and talk about the latest family shenanigans, I notice that we’re becoming those Aunties.


As long as I stay pretty mild, I’m completely okay with that. I’m the cool Auntie for sure.










4 ‘GIRLS THESE DAYS ARE GETTING TOO MODERN’



Oh no! Too modern? The absolute worst thing a girl could be!


By ‘modern’, they really mean ‘Westernised’.


If you’re a Wild West brown girl, you can expect to hear the word ‘modern’ thrown at you a lot.


On-the-Fence? Same.


By-the-Book? Same. No, really. You might not hear it as much as the other brown girls, but you’ll hear it. It doesn’t matter how much you adhere to Indian traditions; you will be told that some seemingly innocent thing you’ve done is just too ‘modern’.


Imagine you’re a foodie, and you love to take photos of the amazing meals you eat. You’ve just posted a photo on Instagram of an incredible gourmet burger you’ve ordered at a new restaurant.


Your typical Mild Auntie will be a bit disappointed. Sure, the burger looks nice and all. But you always post photos of burgers, or pizza, or fish and chips. Just once, couldn’t you post a photo of a nice Asian meal? What about the lovely curry she made you last weekend? Didn’t that deserve to go on Instagram? No. You always seem to go for the modern cuisine.


Your typical Spicy Auntie will be even less thrilled. Why does all of this have to go on Instagram at all? What’s the point of plastering everything on the internet for others to see? She prefers the good old days when you spoke to people in person, and ‘posting a photo’ meant in an envelope, not online. She has no time for these modern pursuits. (Unless it’s her own Instagram, of course, and she wants to show everyone back home all the modern things she gets up to. Like visits to the casino, or even a girls’ holiday. Again, double standards much, Auntie?)


Obviously, the Hot Auntie will agree with all of this condemnation. In addition, her eagle eye will somehow catch the tiny patch in the bottom corner of the photo, where your knee is showing. Your bare knee! She’ll wonder how on earth you could go out wearing a skirt that falls to mid-thigh – so scandalous! Although, if you were wearing ripped jeans, she probably wouldn’t be happy either. Anything that isn’t a full-on sari or salwar kameez is definitely, definitely too modern.


It’s funny. If a brown girl embraces a part of Western culture, no matter how small or inconsequential, then the Aunties seem to treat it as some kind of failure. It’s almost as if it’s shameful to be a brown girl that speaks up, a brown girl that has independence or a brown girl that proudly makes her own decisions.


Does this come from a place of jealousy, because girls these days are able to do things that the Aunties weren’t? Is it that the Aunties couldn’t eat burgers or wear jeans when they were young, and they envy us because we can?


Or is it more about the Aunties wanting to keep their girls traditional? Is it that their devotion to Asian traditions is so strong that anyone who strays away is immediately some kind of traitor?


Maybe it’s controversial but, actually, I believe it’s jealousy.


Think about it. None of the Aunties in our local communities are fully, 100 per cent devoted to Asian traditions over Western ones. I can say that with confidence. Why? Because they live in the West. They moved, whether with their families or off their own back, away from the Asian countries of their ancestors. Yes, they respect and adore their traditional cultures, but they’re still a little Westernised, even if it’s by default. If they genuinely believed that a brown girl being too ‘modern’ betrays their roots, then the Aunties would be traitors just as much as any of us.
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