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Dedication


Ballad of the Bride Maid
 
They said they will love thee
And thine beautiful eyes,
She smiled, shyly,
Believing she was not unwise
 
Nurtured she was to be a Bride,
A faithful tradition of decades,
But they had brutally lied,
Nurtured was she to be a Maid
 
The Jealous Walls will rise
The Ruthless Fortress will tower,
’tis not the time for demise,
Enlightenment can only empower
 

They said they love thee
And thine beautiful eyes,
She smiled, gleefully,
Hearing the beautiful Lies



Chapter 1


I gazed at the grass which had now mellowed to a pale green. It was no longer a patchwork of yellow and snow-white petals. Daffodil bulbs now hibernated in the earth of Mile End Park, until spring. I glanced to my right as I caught a movement in the oak tree on the far side of the path. A pair of squirrels foraged through the golden-brown leaves. That was the tree my friends and I used to shelter under to eat chicken and chips, smothered in chilli sauce. A gust of wind rustled the foliage and made the afternoon feel more autumnal. I shivered and gathered my cardigan closer around my charcoal burqa. I thought about a miscellany of things as I waited for Lilly; little did I know that my attire wasn’t the only poor choice I’d be regretting. 
Since Bhaiyya, my elder brother, took the onus from Abba, my father, to be my legal guardian, he set out a few rules I had to follow; one of them was observing a Batman cape-style head cover, almost as long as my burqa. He made his wife, Kolsum, (whom I call Bibha) observe it last year; in order to be fair to her, he made me wear it too. 
‘Ranz!’ 
I scanned through the people in the park before feeling a tap on my shoulder. She was geared in a light blue kaftan top and khaki coloured linen trousers with a plain blue headscarf. I envied the parka she wore. 
‘What are you doing here? I sent you a text this morning to meet me near the Royal London hospital so we could go to the café behind it’.
I looked at my phone. I could’ve sworn I didn’t even hear it vibrate. In fact, I had checked it about twenty times already, and the message she was talking about had not been there.
‘I thought you didn’t see my text, so I came here. Aren’t you cold in just that cardigan?’ 
I winced. ‘Let’s just get out of here! I’ve got loads to talk to you about!’ 
The trek from the park to the café felt like the longest seven-minute walk for me. The frigid air smarted my eyes and I couldn’t feel my fingers even though I buried them inside my pockets. Over a brunch of latte, lasagne, and carrot cake, I blurted out the big news. I pointed to the ring finger of my left hand. 
‘Don’t lie.’
‘I’m not.’
‘Phew. Thought so.’
‘No. I meant I’m not lying.’
‘You’re joking.’
I leant forward. ‘I’m serious. They came around to see me and the date and venue has been fixed, too.’ 
‘Arranged marriage?’
‘Yup. But, of course, I’m not being forced or anything, no way.’ 
Between the two of us, I didn’t know who I tried to convince. I got all the vibes from Bhaiyya and Bibha that I was an unwanted member in their little abode. 
‘Shouldn’t you finish your degree first?’ Lilly suggested as she fixed her hijab again. 
‘I don’t stay with parents like you do,’ I said. ‘My brother and them lot are more like “foster parents”.’ Lilly prompted me to carry on with the nuptial story. ‘They came about four weeks ago. I was kinda dubious, but he seems nice and soft-spoken. I mean, the voice is important. So, I know he won’t be the shouting type.’ 
I was done with my lasagne, but my friend looked like she had just started. I ate the carrot cake now. Bhaiyya always chastised me for eating too quickly but he wasn’t here, so it didn’t matter. 
‘One of his younger sisters was in the same college as us in 2003. Do you remember this girl called Qismat? Fair? Skinny? Niqabi?’ Lilly shook her head at each detail. ‘Anyway, he has an elder brother, two elder sisters, and three younger sisters.
‘Are they all married?’ Lilly asked.
I shook my head. ‘The elder brother is married and has his own place somewhere in Romford. Apparently, his wife is one of those nasty types. That’s why he had to move out.’
I told her the eldest sister, Rumaisa (also Bibha’s best friend), was married to my brother’s friend, an English revert brother. ‘The sister after her, erm… Is a divorcee.’ Here, I whispered — almost in acknowledgment of the sympathy that should extend to a divorced woman. It was a stigma even in 2005. ‘And the sister after him is also married to a white guy who became Muslim. And the two sisters after — Lilly, how many of those sugar packets are you mixing in your coffee?’ 
‘Just as many sisters-in-law as you’ll have — five!’ Lilly chuckled. ‘Anyway, carry on.’
I laughed but felt a little taken aback. Sisters-in-law were usually seen as the mean soldiers of typical mothers-in-law. They could be every girl’s nightmare. Maybe that’s why Bibha was overzealous to get me married off… 
‘Where was I?’ I asked.
‘Something about the other sisters.’ 
‘Oh yeah. The next sister is the one who was in our college year. She’s not married. The last one is Marufa. I think she’s a year or two younger than us. She’s in her first year of uni, like me.’
‘What about his parents?’
‘Erm… I know this sounds snotty, but I feel a bit squeamish that the parents are kind of illiterate, if you know what I mean? But honestly, the mum seems so sweet! She’s quite old as well. The father-in-law,’ I harrumphed, ‘dunno, man, he just seemed scary.’
‘Looks-wise?’ Lilly smirked.
‘That too.’ 
Lilly laughed. I managed a tight smile. 
‘Seriously, though, why?’ she asked.
‘I don’t know, he seemed so cynical and blatant. He was uncomfortable at the thought that my elder brother is my guardian even though I got parents. He feels I’ve had an unstable upbringing.’
‘He should know you didn’t choose that. Do they know ‘bout your folks?’
‘Bhaiyya and Bibha told Rumaisa and her husband that my parents aren’t very religious cos of their high society positions back home, but they don’t know all the itty-bitty details, like why Bhaiyya had to bring me here with him and take over my guardianship.’ I piled my empty dessert plate on top of the empty lasagne one and pushed them to the side. ‘He was also annoyed that I’ll be starting university straight after marriage. Bhaiyya and Bibha reassured him that it’s online, so I won’t be neglecting my role as a wife and daughter-in-law.’
‘Geez, man!’
‘Hmm. The mum told him that studying is important. That’s why I feel like she might be a nice person.’
‘Hmm. Tell me about the guy.’ Lilly winked.
I blushed a bit. And time travelled a fortnight back…

***

‘Cor blimey! Got another freakin’ spot. And of all the days, it had to be today!’ I moaned.
‘Stop stressing,’ said Bibha.
‘And stop eating cheese. I flare up with pimples whenever I have cheese,’ Di advised.
I checked the time. The groom and his family were due to arrive any minute. While I examined this latest outbreak, the intercom buzzed. My heart leaped. The buzzing, usually a nuisance, today had an electrifying effect. I didn’t know whether I should get up or stay seated. I found my brother’s daughter going past, so I asked her to close the door. Five or ten minutes later, she came back saying Bibha wanted me to come to the dining room. I checked, a final time, my shocking pink salwar kameez, which had a green leaf embroidery all over. My hair was up in a French braid and the foundation was just enough to cover the blemishes. My eyeliner didn’t look as perfect as it usually did but it was useless to fix it as I’d noticed that, on important days, things like my make-up usually went all haywire. 
After exchanging salutations, I sat opposite my future mother-in-law and eldest sister-in-law, Rumaisa. No one spoke for about five seconds. The mother eyed me head to toe and from toe to head a few times with little, if no, discretion at all. It was awkward. I wondered if Fahim was being studied like that, in the meantime. 
Suddenly the mother whispered something to Rumaisa who laughed and told me. ‘My mum’s feeling bad she didn’t hug you when you gave her salaam, so she wants to give you a hug now, if that’s okay?’ I smiled. The mum looked so soft and kind. Mothers-in-law usually came across haughty and stern, but I felt I might just turn out to be lucky.
After some hors d’oeuvres of lamb and chicken samosas, and prawn and vegetable spring rolls, Bibha took me aside and whispered that it was better that the door remained open when Fahim and I conversed, to get to know each other. This way it would be halal, since it wasn’t permissible for a strange man and woman to be in the same room. 
And this is all you get before being with a person for the rest of your life?
‘It’ll be awkward to speak to him with anyone else in the room anyway.’
I agreed (like I always did) and felt Bibha wasn’t as bad as she seemed most of the time. I sat in there for about a minute. My heart leapt as I saw my brother enter the room with someone else. 

***

‘I’m waiting, Ranya.’ For a split second, I saw Fahim’s face with Lilly’s voice. And I cracked up.
‘I couldn’t look at him ’til like half an hour had passed,’ I said.
‘Is he cute?
‘Yeah, good features, but you know how us Asians are, no matter how striking your features are, if you’re dark, you’re ugly. But, of course, guys can get away with it. He’s tall, about five-foot-ten.’ Lilly wolf-whistled here and I told her to shut up, but I was enthused all the same. ‘He’s slim — a bit too thin, actually, but then I was too shy to check him out properly, so perhaps ‘twas my eyes. He seemed to have a good dress sense.’ I reminisced how he looked dapper in his dark brown Moroccan-style thoub.
‘What did you guys talk about?’
‘My mind was a total blank when he started talking by reciting the opening prayer to any typical Islamic circle. I mean, I know I’m not knowledgeable when it comes to Islamic stuff, but it looked stupid to say such a long, sombre prayer. We weren’t exactly holding a religious talk then, for God’s sake. I tried really hard not to laugh my head off.’ We both snorted at this. 
‘Wow, check the weather out.’ The sun was shining bright against the cool autumn breeze. ‘Only London can be this unpredictable when it comes to weather.’ Lilly was wearing her coat now which she had hung on the chair. ‘C’mon, let’s go for a walk in the market.’ Lilly suggested.
‘Can we pop into the Idea Store too? Need to return a couple of books by today.’ According to Bhaiyya, reading any books other than religious or practical books, like child development or health or cookbooks—was forbidden. I could obey anything he said but to not read novels. He might as well have told me to stop breathing altogether. I used to hide the borrowed books under the wardrobe and when I was sure everyone was asleep, I used the torch mode from my Nokia mobile to read those. 
As we strolled out in the sunshine, we made plans to lose weight. We approached a cash point and Lilly abruptly stopped, saying she needed to get some money out. I admired the financial independence she had. 
The queue looked shorter from a distance. A mother was frantically trying to keep hold of the pushchair while her other child rebelled to her warning and the pull of the harness around her wrist.
At five-foot-six, Lilly was four inches taller than me and so had to bend down to whisper in my ear. ‘I love mixed race kids. They look gorgeous.’ Lilly was looking at the little rebel in front of us who had coloured eyes and light hair although the mother displayed typical South Asian features.
I nodded in agreement and then whispered back, ‘Fahim’s sisters, who are married to the white brothers, have kids like that too.’ 
Lilly’s smile disappeared. ‘Was the other sister — the divorcee — also married to a white bloke?’ she asked.
‘No. She was married to a Bangladeshi/Sylheti bloke. Apparently, the mum caused a lot of problems, so she had to leave. Luckily, she didn’t get pregnant.’
Lilly frowned hearing this bit of information. ‘Is she dark-skinned with sharp features?’
‘They all have nice features, pretty much.’
‘Is their older brother called Mustapha?’
‘I can’t tell. Don’t think anyone mentioned or else I would’ve remembered.’
‘Did she get married about four years ago at Stifford Centre?’
‘I don’t know, do you know them?’ I felt like I was being interrogated.
‘Okay, I really hope that your answer to my next question will be a no… Is her name Sheila?’
‘Yeah, do you know her? 
Lilly breathed out a sigh of disbelief. Then, looking at me, with disgust, she said, ‘Good luck with this marriage!’ 
‘Okay. Clearly, you know “things” and I need to know them. Right now.’ Lilly’s turn came at the cash point. A sinking feeling engulfed me, and I felt a sudden urge to pull Lilly’s arms and take her somewhere quiet where I could extract every ounce of vital information she had, about the family of Fahim — my soon husband-to-be.




Chapter 2


We had to find a suitable spot within the library, to talk. And the time taken to find one was agonising. While I returned the books, Lilly went into the children’s book corner. She sat on a beige sofa next to miniature versions of the adults’ bookshelves. The perimeter of the place was hexagonal in shape, vibrant with bold, primary colours and carefree children, who were either playing or reading in each corner. This was in stark contrast to my mood — Lilly’s earlier remark turned it just as grey as my burqa. Lilly could be mercurial, but she was an honest person. She was not the gossiping sort therefore chances were that what she was about to reveal would probably be true. I sat next to Lilly and looked her straight in the eye.
‘Well?’ I prompted.
‘I-I don’t know if it’s a good idea to talk about this.’
‘Now is definitely the time to talk about this, Lilly,’ I said.
‘You seemed really excited about all this but now I’m in two minds.’ 
‘I’m still not married. They could possibly be axe murderers and you not telling me, when you have already dangled the carrot, is just as bad since you are allowing me to become a possible victim to their possible notoriety. And if that happens, then you will be responsible since you knew this the whole time.’ I spoke fast enough to sound like a chipmunk.
‘All right, all right. Stop being so melodramatic. And, for the record, they ain’t axe murderers.’ Lilly looked more uncomfortable than I felt.
‘Ain’t that a relief?’ I said, pulling a smiley face card on my face which was lying on the carpet.
Lilly took a deep breath and exhaled. With extreme inertia, she began. ‘Basically, Sheila was married to my cousin.’ I was surprised at this further coincidence. Taking the cue from me, she carried on. ‘Only weeks into the marriage, Sheila was demanding that they move out. But he refused since his dad, who’s my uncle, passed away when they were all very young and, as he’s the only son, he was the sole breadwinner of their house. Besides, he has two younger sisters who were still in school then.’
‘Carry on,’ I said. I wished I didn’t sound so curt. 
‘My aunt and uncle used to stay at our place when we were much younger. And I know my aunt. She would never do the things Sheila falsely claimed against her. Sheila’s mum was swearing at my aunt when all this palaver happened. That old lady is not what she seems like. When she’s angry, she turns into a witch! Haven’t you noticed how the other sisters are married to white blokes? This is so they don’t have to live with in-laws. They can’t handle living with an Asian family. Sheila was allowed to work, visit her parents and sisters whenever she wanted. She didn’t even have to cook. My aunt used to do everything. Once, my aunt just said, “You should try and stay during the weekend sometimes and watch me cook so you’ll learn”. Oh my God! Sheila went complete bonkers. She was like, “I never get to see my parents and now you don’t want me to go and see them even during the weekend”. She used to go and see her folks every day after work. And we know that cos she used to tell her husband to pick her up after work. Honestly, from what we’ve seen, they’re the kind who target weak people so they can control them. They know you don’t have your parents’ support and that’s why they want you, cos they know they can easily reign over you. They say they’re looking for brides but, really, all they’re after is a maid — in the form of a bride.’
I listened to everything Lilly said. By the end, I felt like the viewer and the actor in a thriller movie, at the same time. Just hours ago, I was still floating in sheer happiness of being engaged. At that moment, I looked at my left ring finger. The white stone still gleamed amidst the gold petals, but the sparkle felt somewhat tarnished. Like a dandelion, the bristly petals of my life blew away. I wished I hadn’t forced Lilly to tell me all this; that she hadn’t got curious about who the divorcee sister-in-law was married to. Maybe I just shouldn’t have met her that day at all. 
‘Ranz?’
‘Huh?’ 
‘See? That’s why I didn’t want to tell you anything.’
‘I would’ve come across it sooner or later anyway. I know you wouldn’t lie, but is it possible that you may have misunderstood something down the line? I mean, this is your side of the family so perhaps you are naturally inclined towards them?
‘No, Ranya. They are mean. Mark my words. I can’t and won’t say anything against the guy, though, cos I don’t know anything about him. He’s probably a good person. What did you think about him?’
I shrugged. ‘I asked him about how he’d deal in a situation where his mum or sisters and I had a misunderstanding. He said he’d listen to both sides and verify with each person if what the other person was saying about them was true or not and take it from there.’
‘He sounds all right.’
‘I guess. We should get going,’ I said as I got up.
‘Call me later,’ Lilly said. 
I nodded but didn’t mean it. ‘I might as well give you this.’ I rummaged through my tanned, leather satchel and gave her the wedding card. The date showed that the wedding was to take place in four days’ time.
‘Don’t be mad cos I probably won’t come.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘I don’t know your other friends, so it’ll be awkward anyway.’ 
I nodded and pretended I understood. It was dark and even though I knew Bhaiyya and Bibha would lecture me for this, I took my time and walked all the way to their three-bedroom council flat, which took me about forty minutes. 
The air was chilly again, spritzing water droplets now. The sycamore trees, behind the black iron bars, swayed and sang a melancholic tune. The pavement was strewn in auburn foliage as if inaugurating my imminent big day. 

***

I was relieved to know from my sister, Di, that Bhaiyya was still at work when I got home. She had come from Bangladesh with her nine-year-old daughter, Neha, to attend my wedding. After dinner, I prayed and went to bed. Di followed me to put Neha to sleep. They both slept on duvets on the floor, in the same room as Bhaiyya’s older two children, Amanah and Zain, and I. The oblong room screamed claustrophobia, but I didn’t mind as Di was here. 
‘Di?’ I whispered. She looked at me while still reciting the sleeping prayers on her daughter. I waited till she was done. ‘Saw Lilly today.’ In fifteen minutes, I told her everything I had learned from my friend. 
‘Do you like Fahim?’ Di asked.
‘I don’t exactly know him, do I?’
‘Yeah, but from your first impression, and from what you two spoke about, how do you feel about him? Did you feel any “spark”?’
‘People are usually nice on such occasions, though.’
‘If he loves you and you give him a reason to love you then he will make the effort to be kind and fair towards you. Follow your instincts. Don’t worry about what your friend has said. Just because his sister may have been horrible, it doesn’t mean that Fahim is going to be like that too. But if it’s really bothering you, then speak to Bhaiyya.’
‘I can’t! If they know it’s Lilly then they’ll dismiss the whole thing before listening to anything at all.’ Di wanted to know why so I filled her in that, during college days, Bhaiyya considered Lilly as “bad company” since she encouraged me to colour my hair and not wear hijab. She had changed since, but I doubted they’d take my word for it. ‘Besides, I really need to leave, Di. I can’t stay with Bhaiyya and his family for the rest of my life. I want to leave while we’re all still on good terms.’ 
My mobile vibrated and Lilly’s name appeared on the screen. ‘Hi. You, okay?’
‘Yeah.’ We both knew I wasn’t.
‘Please forget what I said to you today. That’s my — our — baggage, nothing to do with you. Maybe he’s a great guy and I don’t want you to make any hasty decision cos of me, okay? I’m really sorry for ruining your day.’
Lilly asked again if I was okay or not. I lied again. I got up, prayed, and finally fell asleep at four a.m. with the aid of a couple of painkillers.

***

The queasy feeling was still there in the morning. I ignored it, assuming it was normal to feel like this when one got married. I got changed into a plain orange and pink salwar kameez with a georgette scarf. 
Bibha was in the kitchen. She was feeding her baby son, who didn’t seem too keen to have breakfast. And, soon enough, he splattered his porridge onto his bib. ‘Rumaisa called last night asking if we can all meet up on Green Street today for your wedding shopping. I said yes so get ready after breakfast.’
I didn’t feel as excited as I should’ve felt. Maybe because it was a bleak day. Bibha drove it to Rumaisa’s place, along with Di and I, while Bhaiyya looked after the kids. My heart somewhat leaped when Rumaisa came inside the car; she was the spitting image of Fahim. 
There was definitely a spark…
‘Here you go.’ A grinning Rumaisa handed me a cream and gold envelope. ‘Make sure you come to the wedding.’ It was the wedding card invitation, from their side. I smiled at her joke and opened it to find an elegant scroll that read Fahim & Ranya. For a split second, I thought Bibha looked stony but then, with a quick smile, she handed Rumaisa the wedding card, from our side, that read Ranya & Fahim. I felt abashed. I could tell from the smirk on Rumaisa’s face that she found our side of the card tacky. I just couldn’t wait for this wedding palaver to be over and done with. 
After finding a suitable parking space, we walked through the footpath of the famous place — the dominion of Bollywood attire. Retail outlets selling Asian bridal clothes mushroomed the place; it was hard to tell that we were in London. There were a myriad of little stalls and shops that sold chana chaat, samosas, pani puris, pistachio, mango and almond kulfis. There were a couple of sweet betel leaves and nut shops too. 
I looked at the clothes on the mannequins. Just like the inclement weather, they were monochrome but sparkled with embossments on them — like the people and vehicles that dispersed around. My gaze captured tall and skinny girls in every direction, and I could imagine them being the perfect bride for the haute couture wedding lehengas the displayed mannequins modelled.
We entered a shop that had almost all the colours of wedding and occasion wear suits. Sheila, Rumaisa’s immediate younger sister, was already standing there, studying the drape of a red saree. We all greeted each other, and the next two hours were spent checking out all the shops on just one of the sides of the road. When our legs finally gave in, we realised just how famished we all were. It was past one o’clock and already darkness seemed to loom above us. We placed our order for a mixed platter of naan bread, a vegetable curry, karahi meat curry, and chicken jalfrezi. The restaurant was aromatic with shish kebabs and cardamoms.
Our shopping spree resumed forty minutes later and, still, nothing I saw pleased my eyes. We entered one more shop and this time Sheila did the talking when a couple of female sales assistants approached us. They inquired what colour, design, occasion, and size we were after, to which Sheila looked at me and replied, ‘Well, as you can see, our bride is quite small so please show us something that can be altered without too much hassle.’
Everyone looked at me and smiled as if I had some form of a disability. I tried to look at a random saree next to me and pretended to be engrossed in its gold and red filigreed drape. 
‘What’s your shoe size, by the way? Rumaisa asked.
‘Four,’ I said.
‘Oh really? I thought you might be a “three”, cos you’re quite small,’ Sheila said.
‘We’re all a size five,’ Rumaisa added.
They all sounded like they were giants next to me. 
‘Ranya’s the same height as Rumaisa so I don’t know why you two think she’s so small,’ Di put in. I thanked her in a whisper when they didn’t look. 
I’d had enough of shopping by then and let them choose whatever they liked. Eventually, without hardly a glance, I agreed to a simple red and gold saree and thanked God for bringing an end to a day I felt was odious. 
Bibha dropped the sisters off at the train station and we all arrived home just before the dusk prayer. Di and I relaxed over some tea. I offered Bibha some too, but she refused. She went to her bedroom straight away and stayed there for almost an hour.
Bhaiyya and Bibha walked into the living room, wearing the stony look Bibha had put on earlier in the car when she picked up Rumaisa.
‘Ranya,’ Bhaiyya’s voice bellowed, ‘what’s this?’ I looked at his hand. ‘Why is the wedding card from their side addressed to you?’
‘I don’t know.’ 
Bhaiyya looked like he wanted to say something smart, but his anger somewhat made him stupid. ‘Why did you take the card when she gave it to you? Didn’t you have the common sense to show some respect to your sister-in-law and say she should give it to her? Rumaisa was an idiot but you’re an even bigger oaf.’
Bibha sat on the sofa opposite Di, and I wondered if the day was going to get any worse. 
‘You have absolutely no respect for us. Who is getting you married, huh? Are you getting yourself married here? Ridiculous.’ With that, he walloped the card on the floor and left.
I was sure that Bibha was now going to pat my shoulder and tell me I shouldn’t get too upset about Bhaiyya’s rant. ‘Your brother’s right, Ranya. You shouldn’t have accepted the card when she gave it to you. You should’ve told her politely to give it to me.’
‘She shoved it in my face, literally!’ 
‘More reason for you to have refused it. Your brother is doing a big thing for you. He has taken your responsibility just like a father therefore you should try your best not to make him look bad.’ Bibha let out a long sigh before leaving.
I was half expecting Di to come up with some sort of a complaint now. Maybe the kids would also join in this blame game. And when everyone was done, an Oscar would be awarded to the best ranter.
‘Bibha shouldn’t have said all that. Bhaiyya already chided you in front of her.’ Di’s serene voice brought tears to my eyes.
‘This is the reason I’m getting married. Just don’t wanna be treated like this any more.’
‘We’ve been unfortunate daughters and sisters. I hope, as a wife, at least you can expect better days.’ 
I hoped Di was right, but my gut feeling refused to agree and, at the same time, made me miss the pain in Di’s words.

***

It took me a couple of days to recuperate from the admonition over the wedding card. Di was fuming but I mollified her by lying that it was a one-off thing. I didn’t want Di to know all the gory details now that freedom was near. 

***

‘Rumaisa just called asking about what’s happening with the Mehndi party,’ Bibha said. She plopped spices in the pots while I helped her peel and chop the onions, ginger, and garlic.
‘I don’t want a party,’ I said.
‘Wash the chicken properly, your brother doesn’t like it if the slimy bits are on. Anyway, I told her you’ll be having a little get together with your friends in the house, but she was going crazy, saying that her sisters and nieces are dying to come. God!’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Some people just don’t get hints.’
‘Yeah, but—’
‘C’mon, Ranya, get on with the fish now!’ Bibha shook her head and laughed.
She then said they wanted to give me the wedding clothes and makeup hamper on the day of my henna party. 
‘I thought you washed the chicken?’
‘I did.’
Bibha sighed, then, after an emphasised demonstration, said, ‘This is how you wash chicken.’
‘I’m sure.’
‘What do you mean?’ Bibha’s wooden voice hit me. ‘I’m only doing this because your brother gave me the responsibility to teach you how to be a proper wife because you know… You didn’t have that kind of… Anyway. I told Rumaisa to come today or tomorrow and give the stuff.’
‘What’s the problem if they come? It’ll be more fun that way,’ Di said as she just walked in.
‘Ranya said she doesn’t want to, so that’s it,’ Bibha said as if she was actually doing this for me. ‘And I don’t want them to comment on my house and stuff.’
I want a henna party, a lavish one. What I don’t want is you to gloat just how much you’re doing for me.
‘I guess they could come, usually girls from the groom’s side do,’ I told Bibha.
‘Traditionally,’ said Bibha, using fingers from both hands next to her head, in a speech mark gesture, ‘they should also know that they should be giving a Mehndi saree or lehenga. Last time I told her this, Rumaisa was like, “Oh, we’ve already spent quite a lot on the gold”. So, I reminded her that you didn’t even want gold!’ 
Bibha kissed her teeth and I wondered why she suggested the alliance in the first place. I asked Di later if it would be okay if they weren’t invited. She pointed out that my sisters-in-law may get upset.
‘It’s not like Bhaiyya’s gonna pay for my Mehndi party in a hall or something, like everyone else does.’ I wished I didn’t sound like I was whining; I looked wistfully at the window, which had water droplets on its pane. The light from the lamp posts made them glisten, turning it into a snippet of the galaxy. 
Wish I disappeared into a black hole…
‘Abba emailed that Bhaiyya has to sort out the wedding. He gave just four thousand pounds and that’s ‘cos Bhaiyya persuaded him!’
Di sighed. ‘Just make sure you tell them you only want your friends and it’s a small thing you’re doing.’
I acknowledged with a nod, oblivious to how this incident was going to be a catastrophic turning point in the near future.




Chapter 3


The following few days were uninterrupted by wedding bells. The never-ending bleak weather, with no promise of sunshine, prophesied a cold, dark grey ceremony. It had been about two months since Di had come on a six-month visa. Bhaiyya woke up later than usual and had his usual cold at this time of the year. Bibha rushed to make him breakfast, like she always did, and warned that we be quiet — not to even think of anything controversial, as he was quite volatile this morning.
‘Bhaiyya, can we visit Sahil and his family?’ Di pleaded like a child wanting to go out during the weekend. Bibha had trained her children to abstain from such childish demands, at all times.
Bhaiyya ignored her. It was impossible to not hear anything; the room was silent enough to hear my sudden increase in palpitation. Bibha looked scornfully at us and, after about fifteen seconds had passed with no sign that Bhaiyya was willing to answer Di, she repeated Di’s question in a gentle whisper.
‘Who?’ Bhaiyya questioned indignantly. This was a trait he inherited from our mother.
Di explained that Sahil was our maternal cousin, oblivious that Bhaiyya was masquerading his reluctance to meet him with feigned ignorance of his identity.
‘Amma and Abba’s side of the family don’t practice Islam, so I really don’t want to get involved into free-mixing.’
‘What free-mixing?’ Di was baffled. ‘They’re family members—’
Bibha smiled and shook her head in pity at Di’s ignorance of their definition of authentic Islamic morals. Bhaiyya rolled his eyes and, seeing the need to provide an Islamic mini lecture, he explained, ‘Their women don’t observe the hijab and I highly doubt they would segregate sitting and eating arrangements.’
‘When was the last time you saw them?’
Please, Di, shut up!
‘They never invited me so why should I bother to invite myself?’ Bhaiyya accosted Di, whose equanimous aura eerily mirrored Abba’s.
‘I don’t know the kind of Islam you lot follow but I don’t think that “a lack of segregation” means we have to stop visiting our relatives. I didn’t see Bibha’s aunts and sisters wearing hijab—’
Someone, pass me a gun!
‘My in-laws invited you straight away when you came, whenever Abba and Amma came, even when Ranya came! Did our side of the family ever do that?’ Bhaiyya tightened the grip of his mug; his eyebrows turned into a monobrow now.
‘You didn’t even invite our aunts to your wedding, with whom you stayed when Abba brought you here,’ Di said.
‘You’ve come for a few days on a visitor’s visa, so be civil or I’ll happily show you where the door is—luckily it’s wide enough for you!’
Bhaiyya’s nonchalant, home-schooled children carried on memorising the Quran, as they had been for almost four hours now. Di’s daughter missed watching TV, but not as much as playing with her religiously-programmed cousins. Today she was enthused in “live” entertainment.
‘Speaking of invite.” Bibha sounded as jolly as if the whole topic began with a cheerful note. ‘My aunt has invited us over for dinner tomorrow evening. My mum wanted us to come round again but Khala made sure she got there first.’
Bhaiyya’s mood was appeased at once. Their children joined in the conversation (a cue they mastered to pick up at the right time and place), discussing what to wear.
‘Shall I get a box of Thorntons or Lindor?’ Bhaiyya added immediately.’ ‘Or do you think I should get fruits instead?’
‘Lindor and fruits. And make sure you get crisps, biscuits, and drinks too.’ Bibha’s voice trailed off as Bhaiyya left for the bedroom to get changed. Then shaking her head at Di and me, she rolled her eyes and whispered, ‘Your brother has improved a lot from before! At least now he suggests it himself, Alhamdulillah! My parents have always taught us that we should always take things to people’s houses when you visit them.’
Bibha followed Bhaiyya and soon came back, suggesting, ‘Hey, Megha, why don’t you come along with us?’
Bhaiyya came back and he too sounded amazed at this, so he added further, ‘Ranya, look after the kids and get lunch ready.’ He looked at Bibha for approval. ‘We should be back before two, isn’t it?’

***

A few days later, I got a call in the evening from my third future sister-in-law, Farzana. ‘How are you Bhabi?’
I cringed, blushed, and wanted to hide. I knew she was only being friendly. ‘Good, thanks. How’re you?’
‘I’m good and Fahim bhai’s good too.” She giggled and I could hear the sound of more girly laughter from the background. My cheeks and ears were burning. ‘Actually, I called to tell you something.’ I waited. ‘I know it can be quite daunting to know you have five sisters-in-law, but I called to just assure you that you don’t need to feel uncomfortable or scared or whatever because we are as we are. We’re very friendly and we’re really looking forward to making you a member of our family.’
That came unexpectedly. It was as though the largest stone was removed from the sack of stones that was placed in my heart. After we finished speaking, Bibha spoke to Rumaisa, and it was arranged for her to come that evening to drop off the wedding hampers. Di offered to cook as usual. Bibha asked if she needed any help, but she said she’d manage. When no one was around, I asked why she always crazily volunteered. 
‘I swear I’ll kill myself if I’m dragged to some local park or any more of those religious talks.’
You just touched a drop of the sea I’ve been trying to swim out of…
‘I felt awkward too but when Bhaiyya said I too need to wear the burqa, I didn’t feel so out of place.’ I knew I sounded out of place, but my aim was to get out of here, whose walls were made out of rigid rules instead of regular brick and mortar — that would’ve been easier to break.
‘Can’t wait to go back. I’ve messaged Jahid to change the dates. I’m leaving as soon as you get married.’
I didn’t have the heart to change her mind.

***

Rumaisa came into the dining room while her husband and their eleven years old son, Dawud, went into the baby’s nursery which, by daytime, was a reception room. Segregation was vital in my brother’s philosophy of life, his wife’s, and the clique of “practising brothers and sisters” they affiliated with. Bibha’s family didn’t adhere to such rubrics but held reverence for their sake. Anyone who didn’t conceptualise religion as “everything in this world is haraam unless stated halal” was regarded as ignorant, though they would bestow upon them a prayer to be saved from misguidance. 
Rumaisa wore a plain, navy-blue burqa and a brown viscose scarf. In stark contrast to her gear was an atrocious-looking, luminous red make-up box, popping out of her hands. It made me gag inwardly and Bibha didn’t try too hard to suppress a snicker. 
‘What on earth is that?” Bibha burst out in peals of laughter. ‘The box we gave to my brother’s wife was so chic!’
‘Really?’ Rumaisa asked. She and Bibha were college buddies, so they often conversed in this manner. ‘What did your in-laws give you again when you got married? Oh yes! They were not invited.’
In your face… or was it mine?
Rumaisa took the red and gold saree out and expressed her concern that some of the wedding guests may be dressed in better sarees. Bhaiyya had warned me not to be extravagant when choosing my wedding outfit. Feeling gutted, I chose a saree, just as quickly and thoughtlessly as I had agreed to marry the person I knew nothing about. Bibha managed to barter and get it down to a hundred and fifty pounds, but I couldn’t care less. 
Next, Rumaisa showed the gold jewellery, which consisted of a heavy necklace, earrings, and ten bangles. The burgundy, velvet casket it came in looked better. Finally, she opened the red box with the golden handle. ‘Marufa got all the make-up from The Body Shop. So, they’re expensive, not cheap stuff, you know.’ 
Bibha scoffed. ‘We know make-up and we know what’s expensive make-up and what’s not. My make-up is always Clinique, thank you very much!’ 
Although her features were more defined than Bibha’s, Rumaisa looked like the type who wouldn’t and couldn’t wear make-up to even save her religion. Being naive in the field of cosmetics, Rumaisa didn’t say anything back.
Di, Bibha, and I shortly served food and while we did that, Rumaisa said in her heavy cockney accent to me, ‘I might as well let you know now that you better get used to peeling and chopping bags and bags of onions. That’s one of the things you’ll have to be super good and super-fast at. I’m sure Mustapha Bhai has made it clear that we don’t want a PFC or KFC sister!’
I felt scared and enraged at the same time. 
My mind recalled Lilly’s warning of a BrideMaid.
My heart reminded me of Farzana’s reliance.
My soul sought freedom. 
‘Excuse me! It doesn’t matter whether you have one or five sisters-in-law. They should all chip in. Brothers’ wives are not servants,’ Bibha retorted. 
‘Of course, they chip in! That’s how we all are. And that’s the advantage of being in a big family especially with sisters-in-law, cos they always help out.’ Rumaisa helped herself to more korma. ‘Brothers are useless! I just wanted to make sure that your sister-in-law is aware of our home policy.’ A moment of complete silence followed so, feeling obliged to clarify herself, Rumaisa revealed, ‘Look at our older brother’s wife! She’s from back home yet she said she didn’t know how to cook or clean. And after she succeeded in moving out and separating us from our brother, all of a sudden, she’s cooking and cleaning, day and night.’ Rumaisa helped herself to more korma. ‘All I’m saying is that girls need to be homely and not selfish.’
‘Not all sons’ wives are selfish. When I married Yasin, he had no house, no education, no money, not even citizenship! And because of this, no one wanted to marry him.’ I felt Bibha shared this deliberately.
‘Yeah, but not everyone’s as selfless as you!’ Rumaisa said.
‘Alhamdulillah, my parents raised us up with good morals and Islamic etiquettes. But don’t you worry! Ranya’s been well-trained. She can cook quite well now. She usually does all the prep work when I cook,’ Bibha said.
Yes, she can run, fetch a ball, and wag her tail too…
Rumaisa looked impressed. ‘By the way, Ranya, you’re a lot prettier than our older sister-in-law.’ She winked.
‘Huh?’ I said as I came out of my reverie.
‘Oh, you just want to hear that again, innit?’ Rumaisa giggled.
Everyone had a laugh. I managed to smile politely. I tried to reason that what Rumaisa said may have sounded brash but there was some truth in it. And at least I wouldn’t be under Bhaiyya and Bibha’s obnoxious behest over there.
The following morning, upon Di’s nagging, Bibha took her to do some shopping, provided I did the cooking. As I cut the onions, I got a text message which turned out to be from my fourth sister-in-law, Qismat. She asked if she could call me as she preferred that over texting due to dyslexia.
After exchanging salutations, she asked, ‘How are you, Bhabi?’
‘I’m okay.’
Knives are not just for chopping onions…
‘That’s good. I hope you liked the things we gave?’
‘Erm… Yeah, it’s nice.’ There was silence at the other end so, feeling obliged, I added a hearty thank you.
‘You’re welcome. Erm… I wanted to tell you something.’ A pause. ‘I hope you haven’t told anyone yet about your wedding?’
‘Just my friends. Why?’
‘It’s just that we want to keep everything hush-hush cos a lot of the sisters from the mosque and college… My friends… They all wanted to marry Fahim Bhai.” She giggled and I realised I already didn’t like her. ‘So, anyways, we just don’t want everyone calling us up and stuff. You know what I mean?’
‘Yeah… I guess.’
‘Okay then, you take care, and see you very soon, Bhabi, bye.’
The more I tried to ignore this the more I thought about it. And the more I thought about it, the more I rationalised what Qismat said. The fact that many girls were after Fahim showed he was hot property, who rejected others but chose me. So, I guessed it was a good thing after all, even though I didn’t like the way she said it. But, like a compass, it all pointed to one thing — it was crucial now that I no longer stayed with my brother and his family. I had to get married, as soon as possible, to relieve them. I chose not to harbour negative vibes after all — with the seemingly positive side effect of losing my appetite.





Chapter 4


The day consisted of neither fairy lights nor a single decoration to indicate a Mehndi party. I was grateful for the pitter-patter rain drops which seemed to add some tunes to the atmosphere.
Even the goddamn sky is mourning on your behalf!
I woke up earlier than usual and took a shower. Di waited for me as usual so we could have breakfast together. I couldn’t sleep until three a.m.; tension ran through my veins, as stress brewed the air I sucked in. I wanted to have a shower in the middle of the night, but Bhaiyya would’ve bruised me with his tirade like he did a month ago…
 ‘What do you call this time? Why are you having a shower now? What were you doing the whole day?’ he hollered. I jumped to hear Bhaiyya hollering and banging on the door. I feared that his rage would break the door open.
It’s called menorrhagia, bruv! 
‘S-sorry.’
‘Have your showers at normal times like normal people, do you understand?’ Bhaiyya said as soon as I opened the door. Bibha was behind him and looked just as cross. ‘This is my house and if you have no consideration then you know where the door is.’
After Bhaiyya left, Bibha reminded me, quietly, ‘Your parents wanted to marry you off back home, Ranya. Your brother saved you from that and is getting you married to someone from here.’
I wanted to study, work, live on my own, marry out of my own choice.
‘Islamically, you should’ve gotten married earlier.’
I’m twenty-bloody-one! 
‘I could’ve stayed on my own.’
‘Ranya, you know very well that it’s haraam for a woman to stay on her own! You’re very lucky they accepted you even though your parents don’t want to be involved.’
‘Why do you keep talking like this to me?’ I bit my tongue for I knew what would follow.
‘What do you mean?’ I’m just advising you—’
‘Advising me? Seriously? You’re patronising me.’
‘RANYA!’ Bhaiyya was back from his bedroom. ‘Did you just talk back to your Bhabi? Is this how you plan to behave at your in-laws?’ He pursed his lips as he uttered those familiar words. ‘Apologise. Now.’
‘B-but—’
‘NOW!’ Bhaiyya’s eyes looked like they’d pop out any second.
I apologised. There was no room here for justice, or me, any more.
“I’ve made tea,’ Di shouted. I checked the bathroom again to make sure that there were no hair and water droplets around, or wet footprints on the mat as these were both Bibha and Bhaiyya’s pet peeves. They didn’t stick to these points whenever they showered but it was obvious that one was allowed to break their own rules.
‘Wha-what’s for b-breaky?’ I asked as I wondered if I wrapped the sanitary pad with tissue when I put it in the bin.
What if the tissue got unwrapped?
I went to the bathroom to check but someone was there now, and I prayed that my premonition didn’t manifest. I heard Di muttering something but that didn’t matter as she wouldn’t skin me alive.
‘Ch-cheese on toast,’ Di mimicked. ‘Why’re you so uptight all the time?’
Because I have no money and no other place to stay…
‘Where is it?’ I asked. “Are you making it?’
Di shook her head. ‘I can’t make it as good as you.’
I chuckled. ‘It’s only cheese on toast… Bibha? You want some?’
‘Yeah, all right,’ Bibha said as she scrolled through her mobile on the settee, ‘don’t put on too much cheese.’
‘Who’s coming then?’ Di asked.
‘Fowzia, Arissa, her sister, Nina, and maybe Jamila. It’s Friday so she’ll be late at work, but she said she’ll try.’
‘I can’t believe my little baby sister is going to be married in two days’ time!’ Di’s eyes became watery as she ate her toast. Any other time, my nose would get twitchy, which usually happened when I got emotional, but I was praying furiously that I didn’t break any bathroom rules and hoping that, if I did mess up, Bhaiyya wouldn’t scold me in front of everyone. The bathroom door opened abruptly, and my heart stopped beating. He looked at me and paused a bit.
Shit! Shit! Shit!
‘What are you looking at?’ he asked.
‘Nothing…’ I literally miaowed.
He shut the formidable door and went straight to his room. I exhaled.
Di got ready to cook for the party. I reminisced how, only two weeks ago, she took the onus to cook up a banquet when Fahim and his family came round to see me. For starters, she made mincemeat samosas, chicken and vegetable spring rolls, and prawn wontons. She prepared a concoction of dips, too, ranging from mild to too-hot-to-handle. For the main course, she made four unique, authentic Bangladeshi fish curries, the traditional chicken korma, her signature lamb rezala, pilau rice with saffron and cashews, a spicy tomato salad, and two different desserts — the traditional payesh and fruit custard. Everyone expressed their amazement at her culinary skills, except for my future mother-in-law. She didn’t say anything and had a stolid look on her face the whole time. I reasoned that the absence of a daily moisturising routine resulted in that dry look.
Seriously?
I appreciated my sister’s effort, adulated her, and regretted that I’d never be able to thank her enough. I broke down into tears as we spoke later that night after the groom’s side “saw me”. Through her silence, I knew Di knew that I was crying for other suppressed reasons as well.
Except you, yourself…
‘Who’s doing your henna for you?’ Di asked the next day.
‘Arissa’s younger sister, Nina. I wanted Fowzia to do it, but she goes she’s very slow… And Nina’s supposed to be really fast.’
‘You sure you don’t need any help?’ Bibha asked. ‘I needed to go and buy a few things.’
‘I’ll help Di,’ I said.
Make any excuse! Don’t worry your arse off…
I checked my mobile and read a message from Jamila that she wouldn’t be able to make it after all.
As I hoovered the house, nervousness re-entered my heart, pumping the thought that I was about to embark on a fresh new page in my life. It was an addition of joy and excitement but, strangely, it equalled fear. Something was terribly wrong with this equation but what should I minus to get it correct?
A mistake!
Around seven p.m., the doorbell rang. But the guests who arrived were not my friends. They were four of Bibha’s friends. I knew of them, but they were the types who didn’t really speak to me. Next what shocked me was when I saw all the female members of Bibha’s family. Usually, I was happy to see them but today I wasn’t, purely because it was wrong for the right reasons. I looked for Di who was in the kitchen garnishing three pots of meat biryanis.
‘Di!’ I whispered. ‘What are Bhabi’s family doing here?’ I usually called her Bhabi when matters were serious.
Di looked exhausted. ‘It’s your Mehndi, after all.’
 I reminded her as I raked my hair. The biryani smell that watered my mouth a while ago, now, felt like a nuisance. ‘Problem is… Rumaisa and her sisters all wanted to come today… Desperately. I even got a text today from Qismat asking what I’m wearing… Now that Bibha’s family’s here, they’ll think we — I — planned all this.’
Di shrugged. ‘Let’s hope they don’t get to know about this.’
‘As if!’ I scoffed. “These things travel fast.’
I quickly went back to the kids’ room to wear the aubergine-coloured saree Di got for me from Bangladesh. It was filigreed with gold thread. The doorbell rang again and this time my friends, the “invited ones”, were here.
We all talked at the same time. Arissa introduced me to her sister, Nina, who looked a lot younger than sixteen. My nieces came running and asked her to put henna on their palms. I wanted to spend some time talking and showing my friends the gifts from the groom’s side so Nina started to put henna on them.
We were still in the corridor, chatting away, when I heard Amanah being picky over the henna cones. Neha was getting impatient as she was second in line and asked Amanah to hurry up, but she was still unsure whether she wanted the silver or pink cone. I felt embarrassed as both Nina and Neha were waiting.
‘Just use whichever you feel is right for the kids. Otherwise, they’re gonna fuss forever,’ I said.
But before Nina could reply, I heard Bibha from behind, in her unmistakable, imperious tone, ‘Amanah, which cone do you want, sweetie? The pink one or the silver one? It’s your choice. Don’t let anyone rush you.’
I looked at Bibha who blanked me. Her condescending aura demanded that her daughter was given precedence in her house over Di’s daughter.
At this point, Bibha’s sister, Kimi, who was unaware of this cold exchange, came in. Amanah was still choosing. ‘Amanah, you’re not the one who’s getting married, so hurry up.’ Amanah wanted to say something, but Kimi cut her by calling her a fusspot. I looked at Bibha. She looked indifferent. I guessed that being Bibha’s sister gave Kimi certain perquisites, like giving a pesky little child a piece of your mind.
‘I still can’t believe you’re getting married!’ Fowzia seemed to reiterate that every now and then. She wore a gorgeous hot pink salwar kameez with silver ornaments.
‘Who do you think will be next? Me or Fozzie?’ Arissa asked. She always called her that to annoy her. She wore a silver and cobalt blue churidar salwar kameez with matching bangles and headscarf. Her sister, who was now ready to do my henna, wore a similar outfit, in green and gold.
‘Nah, man, not me. Gotta finish my degree, get a career and then settle down,’ Fowzia said as she put Henna on Arissa’s hand.
‘I’m happy with my job but wouldn’t mind getting married if someone good turned up,’ Arissa admitted.
‘I just started the first year of my degree.’ Both Fowzia and Arissa looked at each other. The silence was too long. ‘What?’ I asked.
‘You’re getting hitched!’ they giggled. ‘Won’t you get too busy with your honeymoon?’
‘Yeah, I guess. But I need to study anyway.’
‘You might get preggers!’ they snickered.
‘Guys… Stop!’ I was in a good mood.
‘So, what’s the mahr?’ Fowzia asked.
‘To do Hajj at the end of this year or at some point,’ I answered. ‘My brother said this would be a better Islamic option as it would come up to five grand anyway. Bibha did the same thing.’
‘You give in very quickly, don’t you?’ Arissa opined.
I’ll get in trouble if I don’t…
‘Mahr should be the gift the husband gives his wife before the marriage… In a tangible form,’ Fowzia pointed out. ‘Did they ask for your opinion… This Hajj decision?’
You hardly ask the cow how they’d like to be slaughtered. I shook my head but assured them that the decision was innocuous.
‘It’s a good thing to be obedient but c’mon!’ Arissa said.
‘I don’t really know these matters, so I’d rather leave it to them… Besides, I want to be a better person, so I agreed.’
To please every-fucking-one…
Fowzia changed the topic, which felt intentional. But her silence to Arissa’s viewpoint showed agreement and I wondered if there was indeed any truth to what Arissa said. Lilly’s words echoed silently again; all they’re after is a maid, in the form of a bride…

***

It was close to midnight by the time everyone left. Bibha and Di were munching on the leftover spring rolls and laughing about something. I shared my growing concern to Bibha about Rumaisa and her sisters. She brushed it off like a housefly. ‘They shouldn’t say anything and if they do then you tell them that it’s your party and you’re allowed to invite, or not invite, whomever you please.’
Meanwhile, my inner voice translated it like this; they shouldn’t say anything and if they do then you tell them that it’s my house and I’ll decide who to invite and who not to, whomever I please.
I tried to banish the lingering premonition, which, like a turmeric stain, refused to go away.





Chapter 5


The wedding morning was here. I hardly ate and when I checked my weight, the scales showed six pounds less.
Maybe I’ll lose enough to disappear…
‘You’ll get hungry, Ranya,’ Di said every now and then, like the snooze button of an alarm clock. 
‘Your nikah will be around twelve… I think.’ Bibha said. ‘The men are going to be in the reception room and your brother will just come here and ask you if you want to get married to Fahim. You can simply nod.’ Bibha fixed the curls on her hair as she dictated.
My life.
The movement of my internal organs felt like a cross between clothes in a washing machine and a roller coaster. I was, however, granted the privilege to take a long bath today.
How did Domino Harvey die again?
An hour after my bath, I made myself an egg sandwich which I just pecked on. The children were all playing downstairs, so the room was finally quiet. I didn’t know when I dozed off but when I checked my reflection in the mirror after I woke up, the eyes that looked back miraculously lacked the dark circles underneath but were replaced with two massive pimples on my right cheek.
Amen… No, omen, to that!
Di exclaimed her shock too. Not for the zits on my face but because I wasn’t getting ready for my wedding. I looked at my mismatched red and pink pyjamas. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll do your foundation for you, and it’ll be as good as gone. Come with me.’
An hour later, with my make-up done, I got up to change into my wedding clothes. I wore the red saree, the golden, four-inch-high heels and, halfway through the attempt, Bibha’s family came in. Her sister and cousin sisters were dressed in purple salwar kameez. Bibha’s mum wore a black burqa and a mauve shawl. Di, Bibha, and her Khala were wrapped in silk, lavender sarees, while my three nieces wore magenta lehenga suits. They all looked very happy. Everyone was the star of the occasion, in their own right. Despite being an introvert, I hoped people around me had the common sense to not outshine the bride with their sartorial elegance.
I’m so vain!
‘All right! We all need to wrap up in half an hour,’ Bibha announced. She applied hairspray generously and I wondered why since she would eventually wrap it all up in a tight bonnet and headscarf. ‘Your brother might be here any time to pick us up.’
‘I thought one of you lot were gonna do my hair,’ I said. Bibha was applying make-up now and gave this task to her aunt who asked me, very politely, what I wanted.
Think you can do the Medusa hairstyle?
‘Just do… Whatever you think will be… weddingly appropriate.’ I answered, very politely.
Asian wedding hairdos generally required fifty to sixty bobby pins, and some had exquisite diamante accessories, or fresh flowers for a more traditional look. Nothing like that was in place. I distracted myself by asking my improvised stylist, ‘How did you have your hair done for your wedding?’
‘Me?’ Bibha’s aunt hardly spoke. I wasn’t facing a mirror but could tell she blushed. ‘I got married back home… My parents hired an expensive hair and make-up artist to glam me up.’
‘Was your hair coiffed into those typical Bangladeshi ones?’ Bibha guffawed. ‘My parents told me to book whomever I wanted, and they’d pay for it… But I refused! They were paying for my entire wedding, my side and his side, so I said, “I’ll pay for my hair and make-up”.’
‘You used to enjoy working back then, isn’t it?’ Bibha’s aunt said.
‘Yeah… The good ol’ times when I earned my own money.’ Her aunt had suggested that she should go back to work but Bibha emphasised the importance of being obedient to your husband. ‘Islamically, a woman should not be working and MashAllah! He is very Islamic.’
‘The Prophet’s first wife used to be his boss, right? I queried. ‘Before she proposed?’ Bibha stopped midway as she applied mascara and her aunt, too, slowed down, combing my hair for the thirteenth time.
‘Yeah, but after marriage she stopped working. She mothered all her children and was a very dutiful wife.’
‘So then—’
‘Ranya, we don’t have time! Hurry up and don’t forget the jewellery.’ Bibha rushed out of the room as she spoke.
I literally shrank by two inches after I wore all the gold ornaments. And on top of all that, I placed a red and golden bridal shawl, with at least fifty pins, as the penultimate piece to my wedding outfit. Finally, I wore a black, head to toe, flowing burqa that had an attached head cover with an almost opaque face veil that dropped from the head to the torso. 
How is such a “hijab” serving its purpose of “not seeking attention” when the norm here is for women to dress in regular clothes and make-up? Anyone heard about camouflage?
RUN! NOW!
How I made it in one piece to the venue should’ve been included under the heading of “bizarre wedding processions” in The Guinness Book of World Records.
The commute to the wedding foyer was a ten-minute drive. The discomfort of sitting in the passenger seat with three more people almost inspired me to write my own obituary. The melee at the venue made me wonder if the friends, relatives, and neighbours of friends’ friends were also invited. Wedding songs (without music) in a cacophonous, baritone voice thinned out from the men’s side to the women’s. It was painful.
At first, we were made to go to the “Glass Room”. Here I was told I would be taking pictures with my close family members. I got ready to see my Fupu, Khala and cousins but in followed Bibha, who looked over her shoulder. I presumed she managed to get my Fupu, Khala and—
‘C’mon you lot!’ Bibha kissed her teeth. ‘You all are looking gorgeous!’ 
No son’s wife ever talks like this to their in-laws…
First came Bibha’s sister, then her cousin sisters, followed by her aunt, mum and some others whom I didn’t recognise. Maybe they were the extra people who got invited?
‘Where’s Di?’ I asked Bibha, who was busy delegating who should stand where.
‘She’s probably still fixing her blouse in the bathroom.’ Bibha gave her camera to one of her friends to snap the pictures.
‘Shouldn’t we wait then?’ I asked.
Di came in and, before she could say anything, Bibha told her to stand at the far end to the right.
‘I wanted to stand next to Ranya,’ Di said.
‘Yeah, yeah, later on you can take as many of your own personal pictures… For now, I just want the main pictures to be all perfect.’
Twenty-odd minutes later, we headed towards the women’s section of the hall. The shoes made me plod to the beige chaise longue — the bride’s sitting spot. Every ounce of my body wished I didn’t have to sit there, because every two minutes, two random women would come and sit on either side of me, “on” my red shawl sides, which in turn pulled and either hoisted right or left, depending on who weighed more. I upheld the bridal position I was obliged to, but frustration betrayed the ease with which I poised myself on the abominable chaise longue.
This sitting ritual lasted for a staggering two hours until I got up to sit at a close-by table, alongside Bibha and Di. I was too exasperated to eat. Di tried to feed me, but I incessantly refused.
‘Ranya,’ Di coaxed, ‘it’s only polite to eat a little bit. It’s part of the custom.’
Fuck the custom!
‘I really don’t want to… I feel sick!’ I was taking out my anger on Di. It was wrong but I feared I might run away in the middle of all this.
Is this what I was waiting for all my life? To end it? Maybe I should’ve kept the black burqa on…
Di got up as her daughter called her and immediately Bibha ushered her mum to sit there. Bibha’s mum tried to feed me, and, out of sheer politeness, I had to allow her to smother a morsel of greasy, yellow curried rice into my mouth. Di came back and looked around, wondering where to sit. And when she saw me eating, she was… Scorned. ‘I thought you weren’t hungry?’ Di accosted. Bibha’s mum looked puzzled, but I couldn’t care less.
‘H-how could I refuse?’ I wished she understood but she stormed off. I felt hurt because I hurt her. And I couldn’t just get up and do something about it.
The hustle and bustle began to give me a pounding headache. Each step seemed to be treading inside my brain. Or maybe it was the trio of the din, hunger, and lack of sleep. As I retrieved my steps to the revolting bridal sitting area, I recognised two girls who came up to me with a bouquet of red roses.
‘Fahim Mama has sent this for you,’ chorused Fahim’s nieces. All the females around me cooed and I felt a couple of nudges against my elbows. I probably looked redder than the crimson of my entire outfit, but I didn’t mind that, for a change. After a bit, it was announced that the groom would be entering the women’s section to sit next to the bride. This gave the hijabi girls enough time to wear their scarves or burqa or niqab. Some women complained that if they knew this would happen then they wouldn’t have come.
Why would a woman be sinned if a man saw her hair? Would these women even be looked at amongst all the women present here?
For the umpteenth time, Rumaisa signalled me to smile. And then he walked in. The butterflies were back. But in a good way this time. My friends put their thumbs up to wish me luck.
‘Good luck,’ Lilly, too, had said.
He was ushered in by his mascots — his nephews. Bhaiyya and Zain accompanied him too. He looked tall, dark, and a bit too slender to be handsome. Regardless, he looked dapper in his black and beige sherwani with a matching turban. He might as well have carried a sword to complete the look.
And behead me…
‘Move to the left,’ his mum instructed, ‘he needs to be at your right.’
Mr Right!
When no one was near enough to hear us, Fahim whispered, ‘Assalamu ‘alaikum wa Rahmatullahi wa barkatuhu.’
Now seek refuge from Satan the outcast, and the antichrist too, while you’re at it. 
‘Walaikum assalaam,’ I replied.
Feeling awkward, I scanned the hall for my friends, and I finally spotted them amongst all the colours of the rainbow and beyond. I found them looking… Somewhat perplexed. 
When we made eye contact, I raised my eyebrows in a gesture, asking “Wassup?” They shook their head, rendering the expression that everything was fine but the smile on their face failed to masquerade the look in their eyes. 
From time to time, I noticed their attention being distracted to their left, which, from my position, was to my right. I was about to find my answer when my maternal aunt came and sat next to me. 
‘Ah amar shunar moyna goh! Are you okay?’ 
My aunt, who was the spitting image of my mum, sounded genuinely concerned as though she knew that I was agitated about something.
Fahim got up and made his way back to the groom’s side, along with his entourage, so my aunt’s daughter sat in his place. 
‘Actually, I’m not. All these people kept sitting clumsily next to me, tugging at my shawl and I can feel pins poking me… They’ve probably come out of place.’
This rant set off a litany of rhetorical questions and commands, under the heading of “You Cow”.
 ‘Dur goru, how dare you complain? What will your in-laws say? What will people think? Don’t ever mention this again. I warn you!’ 
I was taken aback. My cousin next to me insouciantly changed the subject. ‘I know your sisters-in-law. I used to work with one of them.’
‘Oh… That’s nice.’ I didn’t know what else to say. And neither did she. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen her. For the next hour, three of my sisters-in-law, namely Farzana, Qismat, and Marufa, were busy taking pictures of me from different angles. They were dressed in beige and gold. I looked down. I couldn’t help but detest the cheap, typical, red and golden saree I was wearing. 
Why did Bhaiyya get to decide what I should buy? He wasn’t spending the money for it, after all. And why did I have to listen to him? Why didn’t I ever question him? My friends were right. I’m just a—
Wimp?
Rumaisa passed by and indicated for me to smile again. How could I explain to her that my mouth felt as though it was stitched? I pulled the ends of my lips anyway to please her.
Savant de subservience…
And it disappeared sooner than it had formed when I saw Di, at the far end. To me, her crestfallen countenance was salient, despite her laughs and inaudible speech with the guests. I felt a knot in my stomach.
I saw my friends looking at me from one of the tables. They still looked… Uncomfortable. I mouthed again, “Is everything okay?” and, all the same, they assured me it was. I was determined to find out the truth, at some point. 
By ten o’clock, the guests started to leave. A woman was still chatting when her child tugged at her shawl. She turned around and shushed her. Another woman, who carried the “just married” look, seemed to hurry after checking her mobile. It was time for me to leave too.
To a lower security level, perhaps?
I was made to wear the black letterbox apparel (without the letter box slot) again and ushered into a limousine. I felt like a blind person.
Yet, a blind person could’ve easily seen this…
The chauffeur stated that only one more person could get on. I saw Di nearby, still carrying Yusha. Fahim was already inside the limo and his sisters gestured me to get inside, but I hesitated. I looked at Di’s direction again and, on an impulse, walked up to her. 
‘Please Di, I don’t want to be in there without you. I’m really, really sorry… Please come with me.’ She didn’t look at me. Instead, she called out for Bibha. I felt wretched. I looked down and tried not to blink in case my eyes turned into panda ones. I turned to leave when I heard Di’s voice.
‘I’ve never been in a limousine before. Let’s go.’ She handed Yusha to Bibha.
One of the sisters-in-law had to opt out to let Di take her place; a brief moment of tacit disapproval was exchanged amongst the sisters-in-law. Lumbering in the traffic for about forty minutes, and all the while enduring a mix of discordant nasheeds, the vehicle finally reached the council estate next to Whitechapel market.
I got out of the limousine and saw two more cars already there. People got out as soon as we did. Among them, I recognised my brother and his family, Mustapha, Rumaisa, and my mother-in-law (it felt strange to acknowledge it at that very point). She came to my right side, while my father-in-law walked in the front with the others. ‘The men need to be at the front, don’t overtake them, and walk slowly,’ she said.
Or maybe it is to a higher security level after all…
I couldn’t make out the silhouette of Fahim any more. His nieces and nephews screamed out of joy, inaugurating my…
Marital crucifixion? 
With the martin link transport chain of a heavy saree with an overflowing shawl — all enwrapped with an even bigger burqa — I plodded in the insufferable stiletto heels, only to discover the hurdle of stairs. For the second time, my mother-in-law cautioned me to walk slowly. The door to their flat was open — children stood on each side, ready to shower me with confetti. 
How about some common sense too?
The children chorused my arrival. ‘Bouma is here! Bouma is here!’
We went into the living room and immediately Rumaisa proclaimed, ‘That’s it. She’s ours now. And we’re going to chain her to the sink.’ Villainous laughter filled the room. Someone helped me to get out of my sarcophagus of an outer garment although I now wished to remain there for good. 
‘What an awful thing to say!’ Bibha retorted.
‘You can’t talk like that to us, we’re the groom’s side. We speak, you listen.’ Fahim’s sisters said in unison.
‘We will so long it’s worth listening to, thank you very much,’ Bibha said.
I couldn’t care less about their verbal duel for I was made to sit in the middle seat of the cream coloured three-seater sofa, which seemed broken. It felt as though I might either sink in or fall back. 
The fallen need not worry about falling…
The photo sessions resumed — Fahim sat to my right and his dad to my left. The latter was in a nasty mood as he supported the belief that taking photographs was forbidden. ‘It’s haraam!’ he shouted. After one snap, he abruptly left and I wished I could do the same, though not for religious reasons.
‘Oh no,’ Rumaisa exclaimed, ‘they were supposed to put strawberries on the cake.’ I noticed the wedding cake for the first time. It was a bridal one. A three-tiered cake with white piping around the edges. Red, rose-shaped rice flowers cascaded in a single swirl from the top to the bottom. Fahim and I had to hold the knife together to cut the cake, for the sake of photo. I felt stupid throughout. I didn’t notice when Fahim had changed into a Moroccan-style, charcoal grey thoub, but he looked very happy and comfortable. Di was sitting opposite to me, in a single armchair. Slices of cake were being distributed to everyone when we heard, ‘Enjoy the cake we bought!’
‘What’s that supposed to mean, Rumaisa?’ Bibha confronted.
‘It means enjoy!’ Rumaisa and her sisters sniggered. 
I felt sick. I distracted myself by looking at the TV. The Lion King was on — the part where Simba was amongst the pack of hyenas. 
Hakuna matata!
A bit later, I was ushered, along with Bibha and Di, upstairs to my new bedroom by Rumaisa and Farzana. There were five bedrooms upstairs. We stopped at the right, where the door was ajar. 
The room was fairly large, decorated in golds and creams. The off-white wallpaper, in brocade motifs, had a subtle hint of shimmer to it. A double bed was at the furthest end of the room, against the wall. It had a four-poster frame with gold and white organza, arranged in swags. A bouquet of artificial yellow and white roses was neatly placed at the centre of the swags while a couple of smaller bunches clasped the two ends of the organza to the posters. Two strings of popcorn, resembling small white flowers, were swung from the centre, in opposite directions, and attached to the smaller bunches of roses on the sides. Unmistakably, it was a bridal facade. 
‘This was all Sheila’s magic. From stripping the wallpaper to putting up new ones, attaching the posters, decorating the organza, buying the bedding and making the bed!’ Rumaisa said.
‘It’s gorgeous and really nice of her,’ I said. 
When I looked closer, I noticed that the bedding too matched the colour theme, but the material’s tufts expressed a cheap polyester quality. The beige linen curtains looked like they had been washed the way the label instructed not to. 
I was told to sit on the bed; the younger sisters joined me. Rumaisa went downstairs and Farzana said it was picture time, so everyone prepared to take photos with me. 
‘Hang on. Bhabi, your shawl looks a bit funny. Can we fix it for you?’ Marufa asked. I nodded. The two sisters got busy, taking all the fifty-odd pins out. 
‘Oh my God!’ Qismat exclaimed.
‘What is it?’ the other sisters asked. Qismat asked me who had done my hair.
‘It’s a ponytail. A ponytail!’ They all looked shocked.
I wished I had checked it out before I left. ‘Oh well. No one was going to see it anyway,’ I said.
‘I know. But, still, it’s your wedding day. You can’t just wear a ponytail.’
I knew Qismat was right. And I was disappointed. Very disappointed. After fixing my hair and taking the snaps, Qismat and Marufa left, and I felt awkward again. 
‘You don’t talk much, do you?’ Farzana said.
I smiled. I just felt — unconfident. 
‘Do you want to eat something? I’m really hungry and I’m going to have some rice and curry now. Shall I get you a plate too? Don’t be shy. I don’t want to eat by myself.’
I was so happy to hear this. I was starving. I confessed that I had only a few morsels of rice and meat in the wedding since breakfast. She went downstairs at once and came back within minutes, handing me a plate with fluffy, hot rice, two rooster drumsticks with curry sauce, salad, and some lentils. A tablespoon was on the side and so was a glass of water. 
I wanted to eat voraciously but instead I picked up the spoon and ate like I wasn’t really hungry. I surmised that perhaps I would find more in common with my third sister-in-law, Farzana, than the others. I also wished that I could finish eating before Fahim came. 
‘You see that card there, on the dressing table?’ Farzana spoke and I suddenly remembered that I wasn’t alone. ‘It arrived in the post this morning. It’s from my in-laws. They’re in Scotland. My father-in-law is a solicitor, and my mother-in-law is a heart surgeon!’ 
‘Oh.’ I could see her eyes sparkle. I wondered if her in-laws being so highly educated was a pride that made up for her parents being illiterate. 
Farzana had to leave before she could finish her food as someone called her from downstairs about her baby. Soon after, Rumaisa came in with Bibha and Di. My sister-in-law and sister came up to say goodbye to me. 
Tears formed in my eyes when I hugged my sister. ‘Don’t cry, the mascara isn’t waterproof,’ Di whispered. I laughed as she meant it.
After they left, I sat down on the bed feeling forlorn. Someone knocked; I said they could come in. It was Fahim. My heart stopped beating and I felt restless again. He asked me how I was feeling. I said I was fine without looking. He came closer. I wanted to get further back but I couldn’t. His hand slowly reached out for my head and then he clasped my forelock. I was about to scream, assuming it was a preamble to domestic violence, when I noticed a booklet in his hand. It was The Fortress of the Believer. I remembered that he was performing the ritual a Muslim man needs to do when he just gets married. This is what he recited:
O Allaah, I ask You for the goodness within her and the goodness that You have made her inclined towards, and I take refuge with You from the evil within her and the evil that You have made her inclined towards.
This prayer was also recommended when purchasing a horse, camel, donkey, or, for the more modern era — a car.
Did God, who claims to be the Most Just, actually say this? Are these His words, in verbatim, like the Original Psalms, Torah, Bible, Quran, or the Hadith Qudsi? 
He asked me again if I was okay. This followed a few seconds’ silence before he left the room. Rumaisa came back and told me that Fahim said I wasn’t talking much. 
He didn’t have anything interesting to ask either!
But I said I was just feeling awkward and shy. She sat down for a bit and asked me if I had something comfortable to change into. I said I did, but I’d wait, if that was better. 
After a bit, to make conversation, she said, ‘See that card on the dressing table? It was sent this morning by Farzana’s in-laws. Her father-in-law is a solicitor, and her mother-in-law is a heart surgeon.’ Just like Farzana, she too emphasised the syllables when mentioning their professions. I saw the same amazement in Rumaisa’s eyes too. I nodded my head in polite approval and suppressed a smile. My dad was a brain surgeon but as Bhaiyya and Bibha had informed them about our estranged familial situation, it felt odd to brag about that. 
There was a knock on the door. In walked two sisters who looked nothing like each other. Another lady followed them with her two children. The latter was introduced as some distant Bhabi, and the former were Rumaisa’s very good friends. 
They seemed nice and friendly. They all sat on the carpet and Rumaisa sat down next to me again. They all chatted incessantly. I remembered seeing the time on the wall clock to be just past ten p.m. when they came in and it was coming up to half past midnight now. They showed no sign of leaving, nor did they even mention that they needed to leave. I was getting very tired and uncomfortable since the wedding saree, the extra shawl on top of my head stuck with zillions of pins, and the heavy jewellery, still adorned me.
The younger sister of the two ladies said to me, ‘Bhabi, please make yourself comfortable. Put your feet up.’
‘Yeah, I am getting really tired.’ I would’ve never been so blunt. But I hardly slept the night before. And I could barely keep my eyes open now.
‘Go to sleep, Bhabi, seriously. Just go to sleep.’
Seriously? Why don’t you guys just leave? None of you are even talking to me in particular.
‘It’s okay,’ I said. 
Half an hour later she insisted again that I went to sleep if I wanted to. I just couldn’t figure out why she and the others were not getting the message that they should leave. 
One of them, for the first time, said it was getting late. I felt like jumping for joy but then Rumaisa said, ‘No. Sit down. Fahim’s gone out with his mates. He’ll be back very late. Let’s keep chatting.’
On his wedding night?
At one fifty a.m., Sheila popped in to say that Fahim was back. This made everyone get on their toes. And I still wasn’t happy. Because now I was nervous all over again and tired, too. 




Chapter 6


I woke up the following morning to a murmur outside the room. The sunlight through the chink in the curtains alerted me that it must’ve been almost ten o’clock. I recalled Bibha’s predicament almost ten years ago, as I flapped like a chicken to put my headscarf on; my mum had berated her, ruthlessly. No one said anything to me so far, but the air was saturated with a tacit command to rush and be well-mannered. Fahim grinned and looked as happy as a child who just got a new toy. I followed him downstairs. 
I changed into one of the other salwar kameez Di had got made for me from back home. It was in the colour jade with intricate details of dusky pink and gold. 
Farzana, her baby boy, and my father-in-law were in the living room, avoiding the broken sofa. A beech wood dining table was aligned to the wall on the right side. Lack of space allowed only three chairs to be useful. There was an armchair at the far end, across the coffee table, facing the television — it was a dated, analogue TV. My parents had already updated their one with a forty-nine-inch flat screen, two years ago. I had sat here for almost an hour the night before, yet it looked very different now. Maybe because I was looking at the room for the first time — last night, the room was looking at me. No one was talking to me, so I further familiarised myself with the room, like how we ask about a person’s family history after we know their name and age.
The red and pink wallpaper embracing the walls, unsurprisingly, contained stark swirly images which, upon a closer look, resembled gargoyles. I kept my gaze down and noticed the carpet to be of a terracotta shade. The room was dark despite the drawn curtains of the balcony; the curtain fabric was the same that draped the sofa upholstery.
In front of the armchair was the three-seater sofa with the broken middle seat. The terracotta carpet was immaculate. I was told that Sheila had sewn the curtains and the sofa throws. She was adroit in this field; I complimented her and then asked where she was. Farzana said she and Qismat were at work and Marufa was at university. 
Rumaisa came in from the kitchen with two platters of food, saying that “people” should keep the toilet door closed — this was situated opposite the kitchen. Letters were scattered on the doormat in front of a mahogany-coloured door — Amma shouted as they hadn’t been neatly stacked up yet.
Or was it because I woke up late?

***

‘It’s nasta time,’ Rumaisa announced. I was to now add “afa” at the end of her name to signify respect and so call her Rumaisafa just like her other younger siblings. ‘Tuck in, everyone.’
Amma, the name I was to call my mother-in-law, followed in shortly with some other types of food in a tray. 
‘Traditionally, the bride’s side provides the following morning’s breakfast.’ Then she sat next to me and lifted my chin. 
‘I’m not aware of these things, actually.’ I felt obliged to say this as an apology.
To my utter awkwardness, she carried on her perusal of my visage, when, suddenly, she paused, took a step back, and with a prominent frown asked, ‘Are you left-handed?’
I nodded and asked how she knew; apparently, how I wrapped my headscarf gave it away.
‘Sheila and Mustapha’s daughter is left-handed too,’ Rumaisa said.
‘You weren’t wearing a scarf the day we went to see you otherwise I would’ve known then,’ Amma said. I asked her what she meant by that. “It’s unlucky to have a left-handed bou,” she said. Everyone laughed it off, except Amma and I. ‘But you’re a good girl… I’m sure you will wear your scarf with your right hand from now on. Won’t you?’
I smiled.
‘Won’t you?’ she reiterated.
For fuck’s sake! Thought ’twas a rhetorical question!
‘Yes, she will Amma!’ Farzana answered instead.
Since this discovery, Amma made me wear my scarf like a right-handed person would do. It was next to impossible for me and sometimes she did it for me, expressing her approval that I was trying. I knew it was ridiculous, but I felt the need to impress.
Fahim finished eating and asked for more. I was enjoying the paratha and omelette until my father-in-law spoke to Rumaisa about me, in front of me. He expressed dismay with regards to my vertical stature. 
‘Wasn’t she taller yesterday?’
‘It’s cos she was wearing high heels. But she’s taller than her brother’s wife,’ Rumaisa said. 
I was pretty much the same height as all the sisters, including my mother-in-law. In fact, Farzana was at least a couple of inches shorter while Sheila was about an inch taller than me. But remarks from genetics to their failure in finding a taller bride was unbelievable, if not de facto discrimination. My appetite was murdered. 
‘Be quiet now. Her fair skin makes up for it.’ Amma winked at me. I looked down.
I went to the kitchen to ask if I could help with the washing up. Farzana said I didn’t need to since I was still a new bride. I had nothing else to do so I went upstairs and looked for my mobile, which was on the dressing table. It was flashing, indicating a message.
Salaams Ranz. We’ll be there at eight.
I thought it unwise to sit in the bedroom doing nothing, so I explored until I found Amma and Rumaisa in the master bedroom. This was Amma and Abba’s room, the second room from the left. I passed the news to them. 
Silence.
As she got up to go downstairs, Rumaisa said she’d need to sort out cooking in that case and I might as well put my clothes in the wardrobe from my suitcase. I was about to leave when Amma stopped me.
Uh oh.
She was now standing in front of her wardrobe. It was mirrored and sparkling clean. Like a tourist guide, she informed me about all the furniture in that room. She mentioned twice, at different intervals, that the furniture was very expensive and made out of pure Indian sheesham wood. ‘Mustapha bought this as Sheila’s dowry.’ Her face lit up as she spoke. ‘He’s the kind of brother only few are lucky to have.’
There was a king-size bed with two large bedside cabinets, a four-door wardrobe, a massive chest of drawers, and a dressing table. It was a tad bit too old-fashioned for my taste, since my mum had similar ones (in oak instead of mahogany) in her room, back home. She stressed that it all cost over eight thousand pounds. After she came back, they brought back the furniture.
‘Come closer to me,’ Amma said. I did and then her arm went around my shoulder. She turned my shoulders so we both faced the mirrored wardrobe. Our reflected images showed that we were the same height, so it came to me as a surprise when she commented, Hmm… You are rather tiny.’

***

For lunch, we all had chicken and chips; Fahim’s nieces and youngest sister were back from school and childishly requested that, so he went out and bought it for everyone. I asked Rumaisa and Amma to join us to eat but they refused, saying there was so much to do. As we ate, Marufa said that this was the fifth time this week that they had fast food.
‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I was told this house didn’t allow a perfect-fried-chicken-attitude.’
The audible mastication immediately came to a halt. Fahim briefly looked at me, with a mixed expression of disapproval and fear.
‘We kids can have it, whenever we like — but not the Bou of the house,’ Marufa said.
I pointed out to her that she was only two years younger than me, but she closed the topic by saying it was totally irrelevant. 
I went to the kitchen and found Rumaisa cooking in massive pots and pans. From the ingredients, I could tell she was cooking fish curries, rooster curry, meat curry, and some vegetable dish too. I was amazed and felt quite bad too to see her cooking so much, with the help of my mother-in-law only. I was told Amma was most likely sixty-seven years old since these details were not recorded in the village back home. I asked if I could be of any help, but they refused.
By quarter past five, the house became fuller with the other two sisters who had finished work. They wanted to help Amma, saying she was way too old to do things by herself, but she shooed them away, saying, ‘My Bou is now going to be here to my rescue.’
But who will rescue you, Ranya?
Taking the hint, I sat down next to her on the floor to make myself look available for any chore. Amma listed two rules I would have to follow — I wasn’t allowed to call my husband by his name, and I’d have to refer to Farzana, Qismat, and Marufa as afamoni, to show respect.
‘Qismat and Marufa too?’ I said. ‘But they’re younger than me, in age and relation.’ It was difficult enough for me to use these terms since, being a non-Sylheti, I spoke a completely different dialect
‘Traditionally, that’s how the Bous address their younger sisters-in-law,’ Amma said
‘But that’s how servants refer to the younger daughters of their master.’
‘Exactly,’ Amma giggled as she placed about ten bunches of leafy greens in a large bowl.
‘Huh?’ I looked at Rumaisa who asked Amma if she should add more chilli powder to the curries.
‘Listen, you’ll have to learn how to speak Sylheti first. Here, pluck the leaves off these stalks.’
She loves me, she loves me not…
I was known amongst my friends and family as someone with a healthy sense of humour. I wasn’t the kind to misunderstand a joke; but I had a feeling that either the health of my humour was deteriorating, or I didn’t catch their nuance.

***

It was almost half past eight and there was still no sign of Bhaiyya and the rest of them. I wore the second wedding day saree — a turquoise coloured one, sequinned in silver around the edges. From the top of the stairs, Fahim eyed me all over, then tilted his head to a side and gave me a lazy smile, enough to make me feel like it would be necessary to redo my ablution. Di fell in love and got married but hers was a love marriage, mine, an arranged one. I wasn’t sure if it was possible for anyone to fall in love with a complete stranger. 
My thoughts were interrupted by the doorbell; my siblings were finally here. After exchanging an almost endless round of hugs, Sheila ushered them upstairs to my room. I was the last one to go, unfortunately, because I couldn’t unhear Amma telling Rumaisa, ‘They came this late so that they could grab dinner here.’
A while later, Rumaisa told us to come downstairs as dinner was served. The sitting arrangement was a bit awkward at the table. As there were three chairs, Bhaiyya, Bibha, and Di sat there. Amma sat on the armchair and the rest of the sisters stood here and there. Abba went to his room just before my family came and refused to see them. We all smiled and pretended that it was very normal.
I volunteered to feed the children. I went to the table and filled up a plate with pilau rice, chicken curry, and some salad. There were three more dishes containing meat curry, daal and a mixed vegetable curry. They looked somewhat familiar. 
I sat on the sofa and began to feed the children, who ate at an alarming speed. I felt Amma’s eyes on us. I looked at Marufa who made eye contact with me. I mouthed her the words, Why aren’t you lot eating? 
Later, she mouthed back.
After a dessert of shemai, Rumaisa offered to make tea, but my brother and sister-in-law refused, saying it was too late. They told Amma and the rest to come around theirs for dinner tomorrow. Then they left, in a hurry. 
Fahim, Qismat, Marufa, and I looked down from the outside corridor as my brother and everyone headed towards their car. One by one, we all went inside. Abba was downstairs now sitting on the third chair around the dining table. I always found him sitting there with a frown and crossed arms. Rumaisa and Marufa were busy setting up the table for dinner. Amma sat in the second chair, and she signed for me to sit in the first chair. Fahim sat in the armchair and all my five sisters-in-law sat on the three-seater sofa, appearing like an overfilled larder with all shapes and sizes of cans and tins. 
Amma filled my plate with rice and asked me what curry I wanted. It was then that I noticed that all the dishes on the table were none of those that were served for my family a while ago. These curries were the ones Rumaisa had cooked in the mammoth-sized pots, earlier this morning. 
The curries tasted wonderful, and everyone complimented Rumaisa’s cooking skills. I praised her too but couldn’t help wondering why these were not served for my family. I asked if I could help with the washing, but my sisters-in-law said that they’d manage. I wanted to be useful, so I took the spray and sponge lying next to the sink and went to the living room to clean the table. 
When I went back to the kitchen, it was only Rumaisa and Amma there, clearing things away. Amma was holding a black bin bag and Rumaisa was emptying out a very large pot. There were three more empty pots next to her on the floor and two more bin liners had already been tied up. 
‘What’s all this?’ I asked.
‘Uh, nothing… It’s just the leftover wedding food,’ Rumaisa said. 
No wonder it looked familiar when it was served to my brother and the rest of my family. 

***

In the morning, I had breakfast in the kitchen, standing, as I found Marufa doing the same. Abba was sitting on the chair and seemed angry as usual. He looked at me and said, 
‘There are two very important rules in this house. First, the house has to be kept clean. Second, you should never pick up the phone.’
I looked at everyone else in the room as Abba wasn’t providing a reason behind the second, rather odd rule. 
‘It’s to avoid Mustapha bhai’s wife,’ Rumaisa said.
Over the next cup of tea and biscuits, Abba told me that his wife was a cunning and evil woman who might try to make me do and say things against this family so it would be wise for me to keep away from picking up the phone all together. I found it all very strange but agreed to their terms and conditions and privacy policy, anyway.
We all went upstairs, and everyone gathered in our room except Abba. It was time to open and see the gifts that were given at the wedding. While we did that, Amma declared that every Saturday everyone would have to wipe and dust all the furniture and windows of their own rooms. 
‘That includes you too.’ Amma looked at me. ‘Make sure you don’t slack.’ I didn’t say anything. So, she reiterated, ‘Do you understand?’
‘Yes,’ I said. 
Fahim and I sat next to each other on the bed and alternatively opened a box. He told me to start first. I opened one that contained two ethnic vases. Fahim opened a box that contained a large and shiny rice cooker. 
‘We’ll need three of these to cook rice in this house,’ Rumaisa said, and everyone laughed.
I saw Amma taking that box and putting it next to a mound behind the door. The rice cooker was now part of the kettle, toaster, blender, and juicer pile. 
One by one, each of my sisters-in-law left to help Amma take the appliance boxes and put them away in the storeroom. Rumaisa, too, got up but Fahim quickly signalled her to stay behind. He closed the door. Rumaisa lifted her chin at me with an implicit question as to whether I knew what was going on. I shook my head.
Fahim requested Rumaisa (so quietly that I thought something embarrassing had happened) if she could seek permission from Abba to let him and I go to Bluewater the following morning. 
‘Hmm. Let me see.’
Fahim thanked her and looked very pleased. 
We went downstairs to the kitchen a bit later. Rumaisa and Amma were in the living room and after ten minutes or so, they told us that we could go to Bluewater. Fahim thanked Rumaisa again. But she said we should thank Amma instead as she was the one who convinced Abba. Fahim lowered down to hug and kiss his mum on the forehead. 
Bewildered, Amma said, ‘Look who’s hugging and kissing me now.’
I asked why that was a surprise. ‘Sons hug their mums even after they’re older, isn’t it?’
‘Not Fahim. He is very squeamish when it comes to hugs and kisses. Amma can never do that to him. He’ll run a mile to avoid PDA. She has to forcefully pull his head down to hug and kiss him,’ Sheila said from the kitchen. Everyone laughed. Amma grinned too. But the laughter didn’t crease the corners of her eyes.





Chapter 7


I was getting ready the following morning for our “date”. I was thrilled at my first ever “halal” date. As I brushed my hair, I heard Amma from downstairs; her tone was coarse, and she uttered words I only heard people say in abject frustration… “Tell the new bride to stop beautifying her arse and make a move.”
I was aghast. I looked at Fahim who had to cover his face as he found this utterly hilarious. He wasn’t mocking. He just found his mum’s choice of words genuinely funny. I was far more shocked to see him like this than what his mother said but I realised it to be too soon to object. Perhaps he was trying to brush it away to hide the embarrassment?
Fahim hired a car for a week so we could go places. We went downstairs and I tried to keep a straight face, should I see Amma, which of course I would. Abba was sitting in his usual spot by the dining table. When he saw me, he asked where my coat was. I said I had forgotten to pack it in but that I’d be fine since we’d be travelling by car. Abba was adamant — he insisted I wore a coat, or I didn’t go out. So Qismat asked me what size I was. I said I was a ten. She boasted that she and all her sisters were a size eight, except Farzana, who was a size six. 
Qismat went upstairs and called me to try on one of her bigger coats. ‘You have more coats?’ I asked. I only had one. My only income was the £250 per annum of my college grant and I usually spent it with utmost wisdom. 
‘We sisters buy coats every year. I know it’s bad, but we can’t help it. Can’t wait till I get paid so I can hit Oxford Street to buy another one this year.’ 
I tried the coat on in our room. The sound of the vacuum cleaner had stopped, following a knock on the door. It was Farzana. She came in to hoover our room. ‘This may seem crazy, but I like to hoover my coat after I wear it, so all the fluff gets off. Can I do it for you?’ she asked. 
Farzana had asked me on the wedding night if she could call me by my name since she was a couple of years older than me. I had said yes, even though I was her older brother’s wife.
The coat was a bit snug around the chest, so I left the coat unbuttoned and it looked fine. It fit me properly other than that. But hypochondriac Abba was still worried. He told me to fasten the buttons. How was I to explain that buttoning the coat would make an indecent outline of my pectorals? I ended the topic by saying I felt hot. Abba retorted that these days young women have no shame, they leave their coats unbuttoned so they can flaunt their assets. 
We left at around eleven a.m. Fahim looked very happy. I remembered the night before, him grinning proudly, saying, ‘I feel like telling the whole world that this gorgeous gal is MY wife. My wife only.’
But I didn’t feel that way. 
He held my hand when the lights were red, his fingers lingered over mine at amber, and I had to shake his hand off mine, at green. He looked very happy. I felt very guilty. Because I still couldn’t describe my feelings for him. I liked him. But it wasn’t love, not yet. 
It took us over two hours to reach Bluewater. It was the second time that I had seen it. The first time was when I watched a Bollywood film at Boleyn Cinema with a friend, in 2002 on Eid day. In the film, the rich hero loves the poor heroine and marries her. The heroine is detested by her father-in-law, who disowns his son. So, they relocate in London. Then years later she bumps into her in-laws in Bluewater. 
He wanted me to buy a coat. We went into Reis, but I didn’t find anything to my liking. Fahim tried a black trench coat and looked debonair with his gelled hair and trimmed beard. I pointed out that as it was winter, it may not keep the January cold out. But he said he’d rather wear ten jumpers underneath, but never wear a thick, heavy coat. 
Never trust a man like this — they’d be willing to support ten false opinions against a hard truth. 
After looking in three shops, we felt peckish, so we looked for the food court. He ordered doner kebabs from Shere Khan while I looked for a place for us to sit. I reminded him twice to make sure my doner kebab had absolutely zilch amount of chilli sauce. I waved from a two-seater table in the far right. The place was hustling and bustling with people. Everyone looked busy and immersed in their own lives. As we ate, Fahim said he was thinking of buying a pair of trainers for Marufa with the JJB vouchers worth £50. Someone gave it as a wedding present and as she had been wanting some American brand Nike trainers, he thought that to be a good idea. 
Without asking me? 
Taking Bibha’s advice, I had already shown all the rings that were gifted to me in the wedding in front of Qismat and Marufa so they could choose any one they liked. Qismat chose a plain gold ring and Marufa chose a gold ring with an emerald stone. I didn’t want trainers, but I wished he asked me, too, since this was a wedding gift for the two of us. 
After lunch, we went to the “all faith prayer room” and offered our noon prayer. I complained later that I found it difficult to pray as my fingers pressed against the rings I wore. 
‘Did you wear all the rings you were given?’ Fahim joked. I scowled. I didn’t want to wear so many, but my younger sisters-in-law persuaded me to wear them as I was still “a blushing bride”.
We shopped for shoes before my eyes caught the sight of a deep, rich, coffee-coloured coat. It was displayed on a mannequin at Hobbs. I tried a size ten in the fitting room, but it felt unusually tight. Qismat’s baggy size eight coat felt looser than that. I asked for a size twelve and that fit me better so long as I didn’t close the buttons. The sleeves, however, were slightly too long now.
Ugh!
I didn’t want a larger size than twelve since it was beginning to affect me psychologically. And I was also tired of shopping by now. By six p.m., we settled for some coffee and muffins at Starbucks. Fahim’s mobile rang and the way he spoke made it obvious that the call was from home. Who else would want to know exactly where we were and when we would reach home? After he hung up, I asked who it was. But he refused to tell me, saying he needed to take me somewhere very important.
We approached H. Samuel. He then asked me to choose a diamond ring. I was thrilled but too tired to express it. The price tag also dispelled the faint plume of excitement. 
The lady at the counter showed me an exquisite range. Ignorant in the realm of diamonds, I went by what the lady thought best. She showed us one that was specially engraved with the words “for my beloved” on the inside of the white gold band. The lady gave us some privacy to discuss it. 
It was £500. An 18-carat white gold ring with a quarter-carat of diamond, boasting fifty-six facets. It came in a deep purple velvet casket with the manufacturer’s authenticity certificate. I looked at it one last time. Then I looked at Fahim and shook my head. 
‘Are you sure you don’t like it?’ Fahim asked.
‘It’s gorgeous, but we already spent quite a bit today… Maybe next time.’
He signed for the lady to come. He thanked her for her time, and we left. As we walked out, he searched for his pockets and let out a low gasp.
‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.
‘I must’ve left my mobile on the counter when we were talking to the lady. He took me to the car park and, handing the keys over to me, told me to wait inside the car. I put the shopping bags inside the boot before sitting inside. It was getting chillier, so I rubbed my hands together to keep them warm.
Fahim came back about ten minutes later. I opened the door and let him in. He closed the door and then looked at me in that romantic way he’d been doing since we got married. I felt shy and uncomfortable. ‘What?’ I asked coyly.
He put his hand inside his pocket and took out a small plastic bag with the H. Samuel initial written on it.
It was the deep purple casket with the ring. 
‘You did not!’ 
Fahim grinned. It was a calm, moonlit night. In the darkness of the car, the ring shone brightly, rendering a miniature version of the moon itself in the cup of my palms. ‘You shouldn’t have.’
‘I love you, Ranya.’ 
I felt like kicking myself. I wanted to reciprocate the feelings back to him but if I did, the words would’ve been just words. I looked at him. His eyes were gleaming with the same expectation he had when he had asked his sister to get permission. And then he smiled. I hugged him straight away. ‘Thank you.’ I grimaced. I knew reality was nothing like fiction, but I had expected things to be… Not like how it was in the morning. I pulled back and looked down.
‘Won’t you say the same to me?’ he asked.
‘I will. But not like this. I have my way. Just bear with me a little longer.’
His mobile rang. His happy face was not happy any more when the word “Sheila” showed up on his screen. He spoke in a stifled manner. ‘Yeah, we’re on our way.’ It shouldn’t take long. A long pause. ‘Yeah… It’s just a bit of traffic, we’ll get home soon.’ 
‘Everything okay?’ I knew it wasn’t.
‘Yeah.’
We didn’t say anything for about ten minutes till Fahim spoke. ‘Could you do me a favour?’ I looked at him and nodded my head. ‘Don’t tell anyone about the ring I got you. I’ll tell Mum later on.’
‘Why?’
‘Just don’t want to draw too much attention. Give it a few days. I’ll tell Amma and then you can wear it.’
‘Erm… Okay. So basically, it has to get Amma’s approval?’
‘Amma is not the problem. She’d be more than happy for us two. It’s Abba. He’s very backward and traditional,’ Fahim explained.
‘He couldn’t have been that backward if he allowed two of your sisters to marry white men. In fact, he even allowed Rumaisa, who wasn’t married before, to marry her husband who was a divorcee,’ I said. Fahim looked at me sharply when I said this. 
‘Who told you this?’ 
‘It’s sort of obvious that their husbands are not Asian, you know,’ I joked.
‘I meant the part about my brother-in-law. How did you know about his previous marriage?’
‘Rumaisa told my sister-in-law. And your brother-in-law told my brother since they’re all buddies. Why? Wasn’t I supposed to know?’
‘No… It’s just, I don’t think Abba… Never mind.’ Fahim changed the topic, and I didn’t think it was important to ask him anything any further.

***

We reached home around seven p.m. He parked in a street further away from their house and got out before me to open the boot. I joined him to help out with the bags. But he said not to come as he’d manage. Then, checking all the doors were locked, he began to walk towards home. I just stood in front of the closed boot, bemused.
‘Hello! Aren’t you forgetting something?’ I asked.
‘What?’
‘There are more shopping bags. Shouldn’t we get them out?’
‘I’ll take them out and bring them over later in the night.’
I was baffled. He came closer and explained that his dad, being the typical fuddy-duddy person he was, would be pretty mad if he saw all the shopping bags. He’d disapprove that we spent so much money on vanity when we could’ve done four months’ worth of grocery shopping. 
‘And that’s why I asked you to keep the diamond ring a secret for the time being. Once I tell Mum, she’ll explain to Abba in her own terms, who’ll then understand and not say anything.’
‘Okay.’ 
And you thought your parents were weird.
I entered the house after Fahim. I found all of them in the living room, including Rumaisa and Farzana. They were all in the middle of dinner. Amma looked reserved. I gave salam to my parents-in-law, but they didn’t respond. Rumaisa answered instead. Then studying me, Abba commented, ‘O Noakhali, Afne aichoin ni?’ I didn’t understand so Rumaisa translated it — have you finally come home?
Everyone, including Fahim, burst out in laughter. I felt the blood rushing to my cheeks. I was hungry but felt too embarrassed and guilty to eat. Fahim washed his hands and sat down on the single sofa with a plate heaped with rice and curry. He signed for me to join in. I signed back that I’d first go upstairs and change. I couldn’t remember the last time I got changed that quickly. I was back downstairs in less than three minutes. Meekly, I entered the living room. Rumaisa told me to sit on the chair next to Amma. 
Yikes. 
I could feel the heat of Amma’s discontent. 
‘What did you buy?’ Sheila asked.
‘He bought a coat. I bought a coat and a pair of shoes.’
‘Anything else?’ Qismat asked.
I wanted to talk about the diamond ring but remembered Fahim’s warning. ‘We were looking for trainers for Marufa, but we couldn’t find any JJB shop there.’ 
‘Did you find the bag I told you to get me?’ Qismat asked Fahim.
‘No,’ Fahim said with his mouth full.
Amma simpered ever so slightly that perhaps only I noticed it. I deliberately ate less and was quick to help with the tidying up. The food was also very spicy — five times spicier and hotter than how I’d been taught to cook. I was on my third tissue. Amma said I should cook separately for myself since I couldn’t handle the spiciness. 
‘It’s okay. I’ll get used to it soon,’ I said.
‘Seriously, just take the onion base out into another pot before adding the chilli powder in it so at least you can eat in peace,’ Amma insisted.
‘Aww. You are damn lucky, Ranya. My mother-in-law would’ve never allowed such a thing,’ Sheila said.
I smiled politely and thanked Amma. I went to the kitchen to get another tissue. Amma followed me and was doing the washing up now, so I thought of volunteering to do that for her. But before I could offer her the gesture, Marufa told Amma to sit down and rest while she washed up. I felt awkward. But I couldn’t just not do anything so I asked Amma, who was sitting on the chair now, if I could be of any help. She got up and without saying anything, gave me a scourer, some bleaching liquid and another towel, along with an antibacterial spray. She instructed me to first clean the table with the scourer and the bleaching product, then use the spray to wipe with the towel. I did it exactly. When I returned, Marufa was not in the kitchen any more. Amma got a large bowl of hot water and mixed some detergent powder in it. Then she got a white towel, dipped it in the bowl and then wrung it out. I looked at her and asked if she needed me to do anything else.
‘Did you see how I rinsed the towel in the soapy water?’ I nodded. ‘Use it to clean the tiles and the worktop starting from the left side to the right side, where it ends. Wash the towel out in clean water and repeat this.’ As I did this task, Amma said that Rumaisa had already changed the foil on the cooker but from tomorrow I’d need to do it. ‘Ask her how it should be done.’
‘Ji, Amma,’ I said.
I was feeling happy that the chore was almost finished when Amma got a dustpan and brush out and told me to brush the carpet afterwards. I didn’t groan since it was a small kitchen with a T-shaped bottle green rug in the middle. As I brushed, Amma said how Rumaisa and Marufa helped her today. That she wouldn’t have been able to get the day’s work done had it not been for them two. I felt a bit guilty for not being around, so I didn’t say anything. When I finished, Amma filled up that bowl with soapy water again. This time she got another towel out and rinsed it in the water. ‘Wipe the cupboards with this now, starting from the left to the right. And when you’ve finished rinse the towel out and then wipe all over again.’
Amma went upstairs while I did this. I looked at the time on the wall clock. This cleaning took me a whopping one hour and twenty minutes. 
At least I won’t have to do this tomorrow as the kitchen is all clean now.
I went up to my room and tentatively opened the door. All my sisters-in-law, including Amma and Fahim were there. Rumaisa was holding the ring Fahim got me while the others looked at it.
‘Why didn’t you tell us Fahim bought you a diamond ring, you cheeky little one?’ Rumaisa said. Amma looked indifferent.
‘He told me n—’ Fahim signalled a “no” with an imperceptible shake of his head. 
‘How many carats is it? Is it platinum or white gold?’ Qismat and Marufa inquired.
‘Point two five carats, I think,’ Fahim said.
‘The one Musapha Bhai gave Amma is one whole carat,’ Marufa said.
‘This ring has over fifty-six facets and that’s what makes diamonds special,’ I said, remembering the lady’s words.
‘Platinum bands are so much better,’ Qismat said as she scrutinised the ring.
‘My one is.’ Farzana showed her diamond ring, which had another ring behind it. ‘The little stones on this ring are also diamonds.’ All the sisters “oohed” and “aahed” here.
‘Show us your coat then, Bhabi,’ Qismat asked.
I didn’t know what to do since Fahim had left most of the shopping in the boot of the car. But then he got some bags from the foot end of the bed. He handed me the Hobbs bag. I was surprised so he whispered that he got them while I was downstairs. They all complimented it, saying it was a gorgeous shade of walnut brown. 
‘What size is it? Can I try it?’ Qismat asked. 
‘Sure. But it might be too big for you. It’s a twelve. It’s a really snug fit for that size.’
‘Or maybe someone is just a bit too big,’ Fahim said. I looked at him and he deliberately looked at the ceiling, suppressing a grin. Everyone laughed at the jibe. Any other time, I would’ve laughed too. But I felt piqued at Fahim’s course of action with regards to the ring. I found it hard to believe that he just didn’t realise the predicament he put me in.





Chapter 8


The next day was ferajatra. This was when the bride went back to her parents’ house for two and a half days. In my case, it was my brother’s flat.
My sisters-in-law, except Rumaisa, came in my room to dress me up for this occasion. I did my own make-up, Sheila helped me into my red saree with a golden thread embroidery (the second saree Di got from Bangladesh), and Marufa styled my hair in a beautiful, braided bun. Sheila took some photos of me with her mobile as she wanted to show her colleagues.
At five o’ clock, Fahim called a cab, and we went downstairs, all set to go to my brother’s house. Qismat and Marufa were also ready to go with us. 
It had been only two days yet, when I entered my brother’s apartment, it felt like a novelty. I forgot the bitter feelings and memories and felt happy to be back here as an anticipated guest. 
Fahim followed Bhaiyya and went into Yusha’s room while the rest of us went into the dining room. There was merriment in the air. Amanah, Zain, and Neha were thrilled to see me. Even Yusha babbled something and then came to me from his mum’s arms. Marufa handed Bibha two bags of Asian sweets. 
‘Aw, you guys didn’t have to,’ Bibha said. ‘And you lot also got the sweets from two different sweet shops.’
‘Yeah, I know, but we prefer Rani’s kalajams over Apsara’s and Apsara’s rassomalai and other sweets are better than Rani’s,’ Marufa said.
‘We always go for quality, even if we have to go out of our way,’ Qismat added.
I saw Bibha and Di looking at each other, exchanging a smile, like a secret between the two of them. It was similar to the one Amma shared with Rumaisa the day they had visited us. I felt terrible. Something told me that I’d be facing more of these kinds of attitudes from either side.
Both Bibha and Di cooked for dinner. The sitting arrangement was odd here too. Usually, we would segregate but Bibha suggested that Fahim, his sisters, and I ate together. 
I was suffering as the prawn and bottle gourd bhaji was too spicy for me. Di said it was a different brand of chilli powder and that was the reason why there was more heat since she had added the same amount as she did last time. 
Qismat and Marufa said they had recently reduced their spice intake, but to me, their food was spicier than this. I was blowing my nose with a tissue and felt the skin on my lips peeling off. Fahim looked distressed for me.
Bibha asked me to take the tray of tea and dessert for Bhaiyya and Fahim while Di dished out dessert for us. Bibha asked if they’d like tea to which everyone said yes except Qismat, who said she preferred Earl Grey. I gave Bhaiyya his tea and when I looked at Fahim to give his, I saw that goofy smile on his face again. I felt awkward but smiled back. 
Am I falling in love all over again?
Before long, it was time for Fahim and his sisters to leave. But just before they left, Fahim handed me a VCD that he received earlier that day. He said it had pictures and the wedding video uploaded on it. A friend of his, who was a professional photographer, had done this for him. 
I ushered them to the door and bid farewell to them. I went to the dining room and found Bhaiyya making another cup of tea while Bibha and Di sat on the sofa, talking and laughing. They stopped the moment they saw me. I asked what they were talking about. They looked hesitant and no one seemed eager to speak first. 
‘We all had diarrhoea after we came back from yours that day,’ Bibha started.
‘Really? How come?’ I asked.
‘The food we ate at yours was off,’ Bhaiyya said.
‘It was the wedding food, after all. By then it would’ve been bad anyway.’ Di spoke this time.
‘That’s why we were trying not to laugh when Marufa and Qismat were bragging that they always go for quality food!’ Bibha chortled. 
Di laughed. 
Bhaiyya snickered. 
‘I feel bad for the kids. They still have upset tummies,’ Di said.
‘You know how your brother is. He could tell straight away,’ Bibha added. ‘But I elbowed him to keep quiet because it’s your in-laws and we didn’t want to create a scene and embarrass you.’
I didn’t know what to say. 
Did Amma and Rumaisa intentionally serve them the rancid wedding food? Is that the reason why they didn’t eat with them? Is that why they ate the fresh food afterwards and told me to do the same? 
I was brainstorming with all these questions. Bibha didn’t seem to realize she was embarrassing me, now, for a change.
‘They should’ve offered dinner to us on your wedding day, I mean that’s what we did at my brother’s wedding. SubhanAllah! We were starving! We had to go to my mum’s afterwards and even she was shocked. They didn’t even give us any cake. And Rumaisa was being so snotty.’ Bibha kissed her teeth. ‘Even yesterday she was saying, indirectly, how our food doesn’t match up to their standard. She goes, “kids always love my food”. Like, duh! What do kids understand? If they knew, then they wouldn’t have eaten the rotten food they served us.’
Bhaiyya added, ‘The thing is, people from the village will not appreciate rich food like korma and pilau. But if you give them the kind of cheap food they’re used to eating, then they will appreciate it. It’s about class and being a connoisseur. Which they aren’t.’
Bibha continued looking at Bhaiyya. ‘I mean, they have no class at all. Did you see the traditional white saree they gave for Ranya? We gave an even better modern saree to my brother’s mother-in-law! And the clothes they gave our kids. Oh, what can I say? They became all tattered after just one wash. They just gave the cheapest of everything. God! Just because we’re being Islamically reasonable by not demanding expensive things, they just took the biscuit and literally gave us trash. And that ring they gave Neha, I clearly remember Rumaisa’s daughter wearing it so many times before.’
Perhaps Bhaiyya was right. For Amma did wear a disgusted look on her face that day when Di had cooked a myriad of authentic Dhakaiyya food. I was beginning to get the vibes that all the negative feelings I had prior to the marriage were perhaps not typical anxiety but rather a premonition. I brushed the idea away and thought about Fahim. He was a gentleman. And that’s all that mattered. I showed the VCD to them in an attempt to change the topic — it worked. 
We all sat on the bed while Bhaiyya started Windows Media Player on the computer. Fahim posed for about twenty odd photographs in his wedding outfit. I wished I had some of mine done too. But this would’ve never been possible. So, I didn’t give it another thought.
After the photos, we saw clips of several influential members of the Islamic community sharing their thoughts, jokes, and good opinions about Fahim. My mind wandered off to negative thoughts again and I struggled to concentrate on the VCD. Finally, the ending displayed a message. It appeared to be an email. 
It was from a famous Muslim musician, written in the following manner:
My dearest brother Fahim,
I cannot express enough just how happy it makes me to know you are getting married. You are a very nice person, with a beautiful character and I have always cherished our company together. I feel honoured to be your friend. It’s a shame I’m currently in Amsterdam on our international Islamic nasheed gig, otherwise I would’ve never missed your wedding. Please accept my sincerest apologies, my friend — my brother.
I had wanted you to marry my sister but all praise to God, you probably found someone better. And I am sure she is a very lucky girl to have you. Take care and I hope you have a happy marriage.

Your friend and brother,
Al Yasa 

This message ran through again and again, until I went from being confused, to being livid. I made an excuse to go to the bathroom before Bibha, Bhaiyya, or Di could say anything to me. I messaged Fouzia to come round the following day. This was the first time since the wedding that I was contacting her or any of my friends. She messaged me that she’d ask Jamila and Arissa to join her too.
They came after lunch the next day, as promised. I was thrilled to see the familiar faces. We chatted in the children’s room and when no one else was around, I told them about the message I saw on the VCD. ‘Can you believe it? How can someone do that? I think his photographer friend did it without him knowing.’
My friends looked at one another tentatively. I let out a sigh. I was almost getting used to this kind of attitude from family, in-laws and now my friends.
‘Just tell me,’ I said.
‘Do you remember on your wedding day when you signed at us, and we were looking kinda embarrassed?’ Fouzia asked.
‘Yeah?’ I said.
‘It was that message,’ Jamila said. ‘It was running over and over again on the OHP, to your left side.’ 





Chapter 9


Since childhood, I developed a habit of consoling myself that everything would be fine. Like a prayer, it helped me to stay calm. And when I was calm enough, I told Di what my friends disclosed. She said they too had noticed some writing but were too busy to read the message. They assumed it was a written form of people’s well wishes with regards to the marriage. I didn’t know if she said that as her way of saying everything would be fine.
My phone rang then. It was Fahim. He wanted to know which day I was to be picked up. I told him that Di was leaving for Bangladesh a month early, so she’d be leaving in three days’ time. Then, remembering how Bibha always sought Bhaiyya’s permission to stay at her mum’s place, I asked him if I could stay an extra day for this reason, presuming he’d allow it anyway. But his answer was unexpected. He hesitated at first, before saying, ‘Call the house phone and ask Mum or Rumaisa.’ 
‘You ask them, you’re there anyway.’
‘Erm… Okay.’ 
I didn’t mention anything about the email message. I thought I’d wait until I went back. I only had two days with Di. I didn’t know when the next time would come for us to meet again. She and I went shopping after I spoke to Fahim. I took her to Canary Wharf. She left Neha behind as she might’ve got bored with us. We shopped at Monsoon, Gap, Boots, and Debenhams. For lunch, we grabbed McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish and then tubed it back to our brother’s flat. 
We were drained by the time we arrived. Bibha fixed us some hot tea and cinnamon rolls, which recharged us quicker than mobile phone chargers. Di and Bibha were looking through the things we bought as I slipped into the children’s room, remembering I left my mobile in my handbag and hadn’t checked it since I last spoke to Fahim. 
I found a couple of messages. Both were from Fahim. I checked the first one which said that he asked Rumaisa and she said I should call the house phone and ask Amma. The second one read, “Please call the house phone and let Mum know”.
I went to the sitting room and saw Bhaiyya, Bibha, and Di talking and laughing. They looked carefree. I had a heaviness in my heart and, as usual, ignored my gut feeling that something was wrong. And, like always, I persuaded myself to give it some time. 
‘Bhaiyya, can I use the phone to call my in-laws?’ I said.
 Bhaiyya nodded as he sipped his tea. I took the phone to the children’s room, but they kept coming in and out of that room and Yusha’s room. I went to the furthest end of the corridor, next to the front door as it was quieter there. I got my mobile out to check the number to their house. From my contacts, I searched for the letter F. Fahim’s house showed up from the drop-down menu. I remembered Fahim saying, ‘Write “Home”. This is your home now.’
But I didn’t. I didn’t feel like it was, just like how my brother’s place didn’t feel like home. 
Your parents’ home didn’t feel like home either… Where did you belong? 
I dialled the eleven-digit number and waited. I was about to hang up when I heard someone’s voice on the other end. 
I couldn’t recognize the voice, so I just said I needed to speak to Amma. When she got the phone, I asked her how she was. She sounded hollow although she said she was fine. I then said about my intention. She said she asked Abba, but he was adamant I returned the day I was supposed to. I was taken aback but I told myself that it was probably better that I returned without seeing Di off. Because seeing her leave would well my eyes up and, if I allowed it, they’d overflow with other untold and unexplored sorrows. 
I told my siblings this piece of news. They thought it was unfair but since it was just the beginning of the marriage, it would be wise to abide by their rules. Perhaps they would change their mind and opinion and eventually they’d become more lenient.
Really? 
At bedtime, Di and I had a long conversation. She shared stories which otherwise she wouldn’t have. Some were serious, some were outright hilarious. We had to suppress our laughter at times as Bhaiyya would tell us off like a father. Then, after some time, when it seemed we had talked well into the night and there was nothing left to talk about any more, I asked, ‘Why did you leave me, Di? You loved me so much and then, without saying anything, you just left. Just like that.’
Di paused. The room was dark and the only light coming in was from the lamppost outside. Di’s earlier visage of cheerfulness became sombre. ‘I had to, Ranya. Imagine you are stranded in the middle of a deep ocean after a shipwreck. And somehow your finger gets stuck in some part of that ship in such a way that you just can’t free. You also notice a shark fin in the vicinity. Death is inevitable and, just when you are about to give up, a small rescue team comes in a chopper. They can take you, but they are unable to set your finger free and nor can they take you along with the massive piece of the ship to which your finger is stuck. You have to make a decisive choice in the spur of the moment. Either you let the shark, or some other creature get you, remain in the ocean and die a slow death, or amputate that finger so you can save your life.’ Di sighed. ‘Leaving you was as bad and difficult as amputating that finger from that hand.’

***

I was supposed to leave that day when Fahim called to say that his dad had allowed me to stay after all, until Di left. I was thankful but a hint of contempt lurked somewhere inside me. ‘Shall I call the house phone and thank him and the rest of your family members?’
Fahim laughed. ‘What time shall I come tomorrow?’
‘Bibha said to come for dinner, so come around seven. Bhaiyya said he’ll drop us off later.’
‘Okay.’
I went to the dining room to tell Di and Bibha the news. Di was busy packing.
‘Will the chaperons come along tomorrow?’ Bibha asked.
I was confused. Then I realised what she meant. ‘I don’t think so.’
‘Have you gone through your wedding gifts yet?’ Di asked.
‘Yes. A lot of them gave kitchen appliances and gold rings. There were thirteen gold rings, I think. One of Fahim’s friends gave us a beautiful white photo album with our names engraved in it. Marufa wants the pictures of my Mehndi party so she can arrange them in order. Can you get them developed?’
‘Sure,’ then, frowning, she asked, ‘have you been using anything new on your face?’
‘I tried that vitamin E cream from that red box they gave, but just once. Fahim also bought me two boxes of Ferrero Rocher, which I happened to eat almost all by myself so—’
‘Now you’ve become a Ferrero Rocher yourself,’ Bibha finished for me. Then she laughed a little longer than was necessary. I had at least fifteen pink pimples embossed all over my face, even with foundation. 
It was painful to see Di leave. But the talk I had with her the night before made it easy to see her leave me, again. 
Reluctantly, I cheered up, knowing that Fahim was coming in the evening. A part of me was somewhat gravitating towards his soft and genteel attitude, even though I still wanted to find out about the email message on the VCD and OHP.
Bhaiyya dropped us off as promised. As we stepped out, I gave Fahim the present Bibha and Bhaiyya got him. I already knew what it was. It was a Ben Sherman shirt with matching cufflinks. I bought him a little something too. An Issey Miyake perfume. 
It was just after ten p.m. when we reached my in-laws’ place. I felt obliged to creep in and whisper as everyone had retired to bed. Fahim told me that by eight p.m., the house was usually this dark and quiet. The only light that shone upstairs was through the opening under the door next to ours. Our bedroom door was ajar. Fahim let me enter first. 
Scented candles were lit on top of the dressing table. The golden organza from the four-poster bed shimmered in that light. Between the two pillows was a single rose entwined with tiny white flowers wrapped in cellophane. Two boxes of Ferrero Rocher and After Eights, stacked on top of each other, were placed next to the bed on the dressing table. The immaculate, still bridal room smelt like peach and roses.
‘It’s beautiful,’ I said.
‘I know,’ Fahim said. I could smell his musky cologne as I felt the light prickle of his stubble on my collar bones. It was then that I realised he’d been looking at me the whole time. I smiled from ear to ear. 
Every single atom in my body was tingled, tickled, tantalised. I sounded shameless, I knew, but why not? I earned it. I was looking forward to consummating this marriage. So, the goddamn VCD where his stupid friend advertised Fahim’s admirer could wait for now.

***

Everything was perfect — just like how they did it in the movies… Only nothing happened. The next night, too — zilch. And the night after.
A couple of weeks later, we tried again. The fiasco got bigger and bitter. I tried not to express my frustration, yet ended up asking, like a cinnamon roll without any glaze, 
‘Have you ever seen your GP about this?’
Silence.
Even in the dark, I could make out his countenance — it was a look which was bruised with my words. I turned to the other side, facing away from him. ‘Maybe you should make an appointment,’ I said. I was livid, Fahim, stigmatized. I didn’t know what made me feel worse — pricking his ego or realising that I had saved my virginity up to the age of twenty-two for no fucking reason — literally! 
Even the goddamn microphone gets tested for functional reasons! 
Tears trickled onto my pillow in the dead, silent night. I tasted betrayal without quite being betrayed.

***

I woke up, startled. It was still dark outside. I turned to my right; Fahim was still sitting with his back resting on the headboard. I pulled my mobile out from under the pillow — it was just after three a.m. Tentatively, I sat up, close to him. I apologised. But we both knew that I had tread on a one-way road. There was only one way to fix this, and before I had any time to deliberate, I blurted out, ‘The problem’s not you — it’s me. We all have embarrassing flaws which we’re not responsible for.’ Fahim was holding a hot mug of herbal tea, all the while just staring at it. I harrumphed and carried on. ‘I, too, have a secret problem.’ I arrested Fahim’s full attention. now. 
‘What is it?’ he asked.
I had to quickly run a recap of the pros and cons through my mind.
Pros: Fahim was:
Cute
Kind 
Caring 
Romantic
Funny
Generous

Con: 
I just wasn’t getting a standing ovation from him.

It was true that the pros outnumbered the con, but it was also undeniable that this hamartia outweighed all the good in him. I felt like a post office that desperately needed a love letter to be sealed, stamped, and posted. But to undo what I had done, I had to say something about me to make us even.
‘Ranya?’ Fahim placed his tea on the bedside cabinet, looking eager yet concerned.
‘I… Was molested as a child by someone in the family… I was never able to talk about this to anyone.’ He seemed attentive so I continued. ‘I always hoped that I could get over it, but I guess it’s a scar I can’t get rid of, and I guess it’s rubbing off on you… Maybe that’s why you’re struggling.’
‘We’ll take as long as it takes.’ Cupping my cheeks, Fahim spoke as gently as that feeling when you rub the back of your fingers up and down a velvet cushion. ‘I’ll never hurt you, especially after what happened to you.’
And then, just as softly, he planted a kiss on my forehead, my nose, cheeks, and neck until I realised, he wasn’t quite kissing me… Like a paintbrush, he was painting those erogenous parts which I never quite knew existed on me. I felt guilty because I knew I had lied by portraying a vulnerable picture of me. 
But it was to uplift him, remember? Literally. 
I decided I wasn’t guilty. Eight months later, I would be facing a team of religious people, including my brother, baffled about this situation. But, for now, the love letter was ready to be posted. 





Chapter 10


It usually took me a week to get an idea about any routine. At my in-laws, Fahim, Sheila, Qismat, and Marufa would leave the house before I woke up at nine a.m. This was the latest I was allowed to sleep for. Rumaisa came round every other day and Farzana came round every day with her baby. After breakfast, Abba would go out and get some Bengali shopping, Farzana would hoover the house or start peeling and chopping a five-kilogram bag of onions while Amma and Rumaisa would come up with a menu and start cooking for the day. 
The second weekend after my wedding was quite memorable; as it was the weekend, I remained in bed until ten a.m. I got up casually upon hearing some commotion downstairs. As I opened the door, I found Amma standing there. She demanded to know what the reason was for not coming down at nine as it was arranged. I told her it was the weekend, so I thought it didn’t matter. ‘Besides, everyone else is still in bed.’
‘They don’t need to wake up because they aren’t the daughters-in-law of the house. From now on, you need to be awake by eight.’ She stormed back downstairs having ordered this. All my sisters-in-law came out of their room to witness this incident. After Amma left, they too dispersed, as though nothing had happened.
‘You’re lucky, Ranya,’ said Sheila, ‘that Amma is allowing you to sleep that late into the morning. My mother-in-law was a witch. I had to be awake by six a.m. sharp.’

***

Weekends seemed to be busier than weekdays — all of Fahim’s nieces and nephews would stay over. The wedding aura, however, hadn’t died yet for my sisters-in-law; from time to time, they would bring over their friends or colleagues to see me while Rumaisa would bring her children over every other day after picking them up from school. 
One day, Marufa, Mustapha Bhai’s two children, Rumaisa’s two children, and I had all gathered in the living room, playing “I Spy”. Everyone had a go until it was Marufa’s turn. She whispered something to everyone except for me. Everyone stifled a laugh. 
‘You do know it’s not right to whisper like this, right?’ I said.
‘The hadith says, “It’s improper for two people to talk secretly in the presence of a third person” and here, there’s obviously more than three people,’ Marufa said. 
I couldn’t be bothered to explain to her that one couldn’t take it literally, so I let it drop. It wasn’t long before I realised, only I was the one trying to find out what they all were spying with their little eyes. It began with “S”. I tried everything but they all just giggled and laughed, literally rolling on the floor. The clue was “it’s in your face”. When I finally gave up they all said, unanimously, ‘Spots.’ 
I went to the kitchen to make myself useful.

***

Within the next two weeks or so, we went round Rumaisa’s place for the conventional “after-the-wedding invitation”. It was an evening one. We were to leave straight after Fahim, and his sisters returned from work. The cooking was done but, just an hour before they came, Abba brought some other vegetables. It felt necessary to help Amma cook it, since she said it couldn’t wait for tomorrow. 
At Rumaisa’s flat, we also met one of Fahim’s friends and his wife, who were also invited. She wore her wedding gold, which indicated that she must’ve been married recently. She was very polite but once my sisters-in-law got up to help Rumaisa to set the table up, she said something that stood out from her usual, demure attitude. 
‘Are you working?’ she asked.
I shook my head and replied that I had just begun the first year of my degree in mathematics. 
‘Good luck.’ 
It was almost inaudible, yet it conjured a familiar echo. I asked her where she lived. 
‘Poplar.’
‘I thought you stayed on Roman Road?’
‘My in-laws stay there.’ Then, avoiding eye contact, she said, ‘We had to move due to… Circumstances.’ I wasn’t sure I followed her. ‘Had to drop out of uni when I got married.’ I was curious but she just shrugged and said, ‘Felt more like a maid than a bride.’
On the way back, I asked Fahim how long his friend and his wife had been married for. He said just under three years. 
‘Strange how they still have no kids,’ Qismat said, Marufa agreed.
I wished Fahim had at least tried and said something here. Who on earth were these two teenyboppers to make such a comment? Finding him oblivious, I was about to say something to them when he grabbed my hand — not affectionately — as a caveat to drop it.





Chapter 11


Saturday morning. The house was fuller than usual. Fahim wanted me to make him a fried egg and cheese on toast and I thought I’d have the same, even though cheese gave me breakouts. Qismat was already in the kitchen; she asked general questions and upon discovering what I was about to make, she pleaded if I could make her the same breakfast. Marufa and Sheila came in and Qismat bragged how I was making her breakfast. The other two sisters looked at me and grinned wide. It got wider until I felt obliged to say, ‘Fried egg and cheese on toast coming up for you too.’ 
Since Mustapha Bhai had popped round, Amma suggested I made one for him too. And even though my mother-in-law and father-in-law had already eaten their breakfast, excluding them from the list would be unspeakable of. 
I had never seen eight sunny side ups before in one frying pan. As I grated the cheese block, I remembered the bread slices in the grill; I opened it and was about to sprinkle the cheese on them, when I realised I forgot to put on oven gloves. The skin of the top of my forefinger had a rapid white mark before turning red. Amma came to check if I had finished with the orders. As I rinsed my finger in cold, running water, I could hear my sisters-in-law talking and laughing over some incident at their respective workplaces. Qismat’s voice suddenly buzzed, ‘Bhabi, we’re waiting. Hurry up now!’ 
This cheesed me off. At the very least, someone could’ve just asked if I needed any help at all. I finished my meal in the kitchen as there was no place to sit in the living room. Someone rapped the door — both Rumaisa and Farzana came in now. After washing my plate and mug at an alarming speed, I rushed upstairs before seeing them.
I closed the door, took my headscarf off, and plopped onto the bed. I felt like a kettle that had just let out steam from its spout. Fahim was lying down, playing a game on his phone with his nephews. He didn’t even notice me, so I turned the other way, but no sooner had I changed my position than I sprang up. 
‘Are you okay, Bouma?’ the nephews asked.
Bouma? Nah, it should be Maidma.
I replied with a stiff yes. Fahim winked at me, and I glared at him as he attempted to squeeze my butt cheeks again. It was tantalising but I also tried not to reimagine a similar snippet from my childhood which was done with a totally different intention. Furtively, with hardly any reluctance, we battled this, and I hoped that the apple of my cheeks didn’t turn as red as my salwar kameez. He came closer. Shocked, I reasoned he couldn’t possibly dare to kiss me in front of his nephews, when all Fahim did was whisper, ‘I think you should go downstairs and check on everyone.’
Hiding dismay, I put my hijab back on and found Abba sitting alone in the living room by himself. By now, I noticed that he often sat on the third chair from the left talking silently to himself.
‘Oi Noakhali, have you come down finally?’ Abba asked. Amma smirked. Rumaisa smiled, apologetically. None of them realised that not only was this a racist slur, but its novelty had also worn off. Abba always called me that even though I hadn’t uttered a single word in proper Bengali (of course my Sylhety was stained with the nuance of my own dialect). It was only a language, but I could now feel the joy the Bangladeshi martyrs had felt on the 21st of February 1952 when they attained the liberty of speaking Bengali instead of Urdu. 
‘My, my, you left straight after breakfast. My Marufa cleaned up all the dishes while Sheila and Qismat tidied up the kitchen and the living room,’ Amma said. I asked Rumaisa, who was carrying Farzana’s little boy, where everyone else was.
‘My sisters have taken them out.’
‘Oh.’ I felt a pang of the Cinderella moment where all the sisters went to the ball, except her.
Amma told me to start cutting the onions and, distractedly, I asked how many. ‘Just this bag.’
‘It’s… five kilos,’ I said to Rumaisa, quietly. 
‘I did tell you to get used to cutting bags and bags of onions. We need two bags every week.’ She laughed as if I just cracked a joke.
Abba, Mustapha Bhai, and Fahim popped into the kitchen, saying they were going out to get staples like rice, lentils, cooking oil, poultry, and vegetables.
‘Guess how many bags of rice we need for the month?’ Fahim asked me.
‘Three?’ I remembered my brother getting a ten-kilogram Tolly Boy rice bag, which usually lasted a month. Everyone laughed hearing this, like it was the dumbest answer in a quiz show. 
‘Ten bags, each weighing ten kilos. Every. Single. Month,’ he said. The laughter continued even after two intermissions.
Amma told Abba to get hilsa fish and they all started discussing fish for a while. I opined, as I cut the onions, that mrigel fish was succulent too (I had to pronounce it as “mirga” for them, so they didn’t make fun of how I spoke). Amma and Rumaisa expressed their disapproval as they only like hilsa.
Abba and his sons were back before the girls. Abba came and sat in his special chair in the kitchen, and I offered him a cup of tea as he wiped his forehead. “Check that blue bag, Noakhali.” he said.
Everyone laughed again. But before I could get to it, Amma shouted, ‘What’s this?’
‘Someone likes mirga fish.’ Abba winked and smiled a toothless smile at me. I thanked him and decided only he could call me Noakhali if he wanted to. I asked Amma what should be done. She told me to cut the fish and I told her I didn’t know how to.
‘But Kolsum said you used to do the preparations for her?’ Rumaisa said.
‘Bibha used to get the butcher to cut them, so I just used to take the scales off. But if you show me then I’ll be able to do it.’
Wrong move!
‘That’s what I like about my bisi,’ Amma said, ‘she always has a positive attitude.’
Amma often called me bisi which, in the way I spoke, meant a “seed”. I had a feeling it meant something else in their dialect, for I also noticed that they referred to the headscarf as “rumal” which in my dialect meant a “handkerchief”.
‘Look, Amma,’ Rumaisa said, holding a big cucumber in one hand and a small one in the other, ‘this big one is our older sister-in-law, and this puny one is Ranya.’
My mother-in-law couldn’t have agreed and laughed more. I asked Rumaisa why Amma kept calling me bisi, assuming it probably was just her way of saying Noakhali.
‘It’s because she loves you. Bisi means a pearl and you’re tiny but precious, like a pearl.’
More laughter.
As I stirred the onions in a large pot, I thought about what bothered me more — the fact that my miniature stature was ironically a colossal eponym to my entire being or their unrefined upbringing and speech, which wasn’t even worth pointing out, let alone doing something about it.
I suddenly felt something around my ankles. ‘Here, stand on this stool so you’ll be able to reach and stir properly,’ Amma said, giggling.

***

I was eager to see Fahim when I went upstairs. But instead, I found a text message from him that said he was out with some of his friends. With nothing interesting to do, I thought of resting after lunch but then changed my mind and checked out my online university course materials. I chose maths as my first-year course —randomly, just for fun.
A bit like your life partner?
I didn’t realise the neat folder deceptively contained applied mathematics — I felt like I was now trapped in an arranged marriage of unknown figures. But within half an hour, I figured out what I needed to do and couldn’t wait to start doing my first assignment, which was due in three weeks. I had my notebook and stationery ready — the only thing that seemed to be missing was a cup of tea. 
Amma came into the kitchen as I put sugar and a tea bag into a mug. As the water boiled, I asked Amma if she and Abba would like some tea too. She nodded and suggested I went upstairs and inquired if the other family members would like tea also. Then ever so gently she said, ‘You had tea a few days ago and didn’t make any for Sheila, who had just come back from work… A bit inconsiderate of you, don’t you think?’
‘Sorry, I didn’t realise.’ Sheila was my second older sister-in-law, so I supposed that I should’ve realised that. But that day, she came to make her own tea, so I didn’t see the reason to offer.
Stop justifying. You’re not a waitress!
And now, to go out of my way and fetch my younger sisters-in-law to see if they would like a cup of tea, just because I was having one, seemed a tad outlandish. I went upstairs anyway and asked whomever I found if they would like a cup of tea, presuming they’d say no.
I refilled the kettle and placed seven mugs on the worktop. The doorbell rang and it was Mustapha with his children. I got another mug out. 
My tea was almost cold after serving everyone. I drank it in one gulp and dashed upstairs when I heard Amma calling me out as Bouma. I peeped into the kitchen and found her sitting with the Bengali sickle shaped cutting instrument, called a da. Two massive plastic bowls were next to her, full of garlic. ‘Here, start peeling.’ The look of astonishment must’ve been stark on my face, for she added, ‘Don’t worry, I’m doing it too.’
I didn’t know what else to say except for a meek okay.
The bowl I was given had thirty garlic bulbs in it. Amma also gave me three tall jars and instructed me to julienne the garlic cloves after peeling them. Besides it being a tedious job, I discovered for the first time that cutting garlic irritated the skin, atrociously. I had done almost twenty garlics when I felt that I couldn’t take it any more. There was no blood, but it felt like the skin of my hands were grafted and then an acidic solution was poured over them. I got up with a jolt, turned on the extra cold water (due to the winter season) from the tap and just left my hands under the vigorous flow. It felt good. Like that feeling when you are out and desperate to pee, and you finally release your bladder in the next available lavatory. 
A couple of minutes later, I turned the tap off, ripped a sheath of kitchen roll and dabbed my hands but no sooner had I done this than I let out a half-suppressed gasp. ‘Yeah, I know the feeling,’ Amma said with a sigh. 
And you thought Bibha was horrid when she made you grate tomatoes.
Nonchalantly, Amma stated that she too was suffering. I looked at her, frantic and desperate for any remedy. ‘I know you’ll think I’m being bad to you but trust me, if you do as I say, it’ll help you because it helps me.’
I asked her what it was. Applying cold water aggravated the stinging three-fold, so I was willing to do anything now.
‘I’ve soaked all the white towels in a bucket with detergent powder and bleach. Go rinse them all out. By the time you’ve finished, the stinging will disappear.’ 
The burning was so bad by now that I didn’t have time to assess if her advice was plausible or not. I ran upstairs like an outlaw — my hands in the air seemed to provide temporary relief to my swollen, red fingers. Someone was in the bathroom, so I had to wait. It felt like molten lead all over my hands now. My thinking seemed to deteriorate — I feared I might pass out. When I got the chance to enter the bathroom, I couldn’t care less that it stank enough to almost replace general anaesthesia. I looked for the bucket with the towels and put my hands in to scrub them.
By now I realised that the stinging had three stages — bad, worse, and worst. I had already passed the tertiary stage. The stinging I experienced now felt as though the bones in my body were being fractured. I withdrew my hands and washed them out which took my stinging back to the tertiary level. I was fuming. How could I be so stupid to think that bleach in water would calm this? The cold water throbbed my skin, but I had to wash the corrosive liquid off. I squeezed my eyes shut until tears flowed, gritted my teeth until I dribbled.
Someone opened the ajar door; it was Amma. She reiterated that it was the only way to get rid of it. As she took over to wash the towels, she said, ‘Ah… My angel, Marufa! She finished the job for both of us. Go and thank her.’
Four of my sisters-in-law were in the living room. I almost sat down on a chair when Amma called me to go back into the kitchen. I found her rebuking Rumaisa as to why she was putting foil on the stove. ‘Tell the Beti to do it. You showed her two times already, haven’t you?’ She usually called me Beti but whenever certain people were around, it changed to Bouma or Bisi. Just the way you get special tableware out when guests come, but use the mismatched, perhaps even chipped plates and cups for regular use. 
Rumaisa assured her that I’d learn soon. ‘Here, hold this end, Ranya. By the way, I got you that blueberry and raspberry juice you like.’ I wasn’t sure through which lens Rumaisa saw this — pity or normality. 
‘Go and relax now, Rumaisa. You’ve been on your feet the whole day. Let the Beti do something now,’ Amma said.
I finished foiling up the cooker when someone tapped my shoulder. I didn’t turn around to see who my tapper was, but the accentuated cockney nuance revealed it was Sheila. ‘Ranya, Mustapha Bhai wants to get you something special… What would you like as a gift?’ 
Her voice, along with the accent, made me mimic it in my head with the response — how about all you good-for-nothing sisters lift your backsides off your seats and get your hands dirty too instead of simply finishing the end part of my chore and claiming all the credit for it?
‘It’s very nice of him but I don’t want anything,’ I said instead, placing the hot plates in their places. 
‘He wants to get you a gold set so if you don’t say what you want then that’s what you’ll get.’
‘That’s Mustapha Bhai for you. He always gets gold or some expensive stuff for everyone,’ Rumaisa said. ‘Actually, I’ll choose something decent for you.’ 

***

That night, Fahim came after two a.m. My room still looked bridal, but I didn’t look like I fit in there. When he sneaked into the room, I pretended to be asleep. I was sure he’d wake me up, but he didn’t. I could tell he checked if I was asleep or not, and when I didn’t move, he placed his hand over me. I moved it away, neither abruptly nor gently. He didn’t try to hold me again. 
‘You’re rather late?’ I said.
‘I know… Sorry. But don’t wake up. Go back to sleep.’ He didn’t seem angry. Like a sibling, he just turned to the other side and fell fast asleep, even though I had visible lingerie on.





Chapter 12


Family members and their tittle-tattles were the fireplace substitute that warmed the ruthlessly cold evenings. Farzana came every day, without fail, and often stayed overnight with her toddler. Initially, she’d come home and straight away start peeling the onions or hoover the entire house. Like water in a hose, the flow with which she did this reduced as someone gradually turned the tap off, like this… 
The Beti can peel the onions, the Beti can hoover in no time, the Beti can feed your baby.
Like an untended garden, weeds started to breed. Every day, at half past eight in the morning, Farzana would arrive, asking if we were busy or not. ‘Because I’ve started working this month, I need a babysitter.’
The Beti practically raised her nieces and nephews!
By the end of the day, four of my sisters-in-law were gathered in their room. Fahim was downstairs watching footie, oblivious that I had been sitting right next to him for the past fifteen minutes, although he did answer any question I asked about the game. I got up and joined the sisters’ chat room. One of the sisters put some litter in the bin when I recalled my first chore of the day, every day, which was to empty out the bins from all the five rooms, the two bathrooms, kitchen, and the living room. Amma wouldn’t allow me to empty out all the bins by simply tying a knot with the bag handles — I was to empty out the contents of all the bins into one of the least filled up bags and replace that one bin only. My hands often came in contact with phlegm and dirty panty liners that didn’t belong to me. 
There was a bunk bed on one side of the wall and a single bed on the other. A wardrobe embraced the third wall of the room, while a window adorned the fourth. The furniture almost looked at me with pity — I was born with free will, yet I served the same submissive purpose as these inanimate objects. Sheila was lying in the lower bunk bed, reading a book. Marufa was sitting on the carpet, with her back against the bunk bed, while Qismat and Farzana sat haphazardly on the single bed, with Amma in between. Qismat moved back to let me sit in front of her; I did and asked Marufa to pass me the digestives that lay in front of her.
‘I left a packet of cheese and onion crisps in your room,’ Sheila said. 
‘See how lucky you are? My daughters love and care for you so much. My poor Sheila,’ Amma’s voice quivered. 
‘Sheila’s in-laws were horrible to her,’ Farzana began. I sat up — I never quite got to hear their side of the story. 
‘Remember that horrid, ugly saree they gave for your Mehndi?’ Marufa said.
‘Good job Farzana went to Green Street in the morning and bought that gorgeous peachy beige lehenga,’ Qismat added. ‘We gave the other one to charity.’ They sniggered. 
At least they gave something…
‘So, what horrible things did they actually do?’ I asked.
‘It’s just too heart-breaking,’ Farzana said, shaking her head. ‘And the idiots had the nerve to go round spreading the rumour, that Sheila was kicked out of their house, when it was she who left them all.’
‘My mother-in-law was so mean. I know I’m dark but the way she always mocked me about it was just inhuman.’ Sheila’s eyes were glistening, so her mum and the nearby sisters hugged her. 
‘Bhabi, take it easy with the biscuits now.’ Qismat suddenly changed the topic. We all had a laugh. But then she placed her hands around my waist and said, ‘We need to get rid of the love handles and put you on a strict diet.’ 
Everyone laughed, again.
My cheeks felt hot. I made a mental note that I’d need to watch what I ate. I passed the biscuits back to the younger sisters, saying they might as well have them as they’d never put on weight like me.
‘Yeah, but what if we get acne like you?’ Marufa asked.
More laughter. Even Sheila missed the déjà vu.

***

The following weekend, it was arranged for only the girls to meet up for a dawat at Farzana’s place. It seemed informal for some reason. Sheila, Qismat, Marufa, and I all got ready after breakfast to go at Farzana’s for lunch. I was ready before everyone, so I went downstairs in the living room to wait for them. Amma called me just then. I went to the kitchen to find her standing in front of the washing machine. 
‘Here, hold this.’ She passed me the detergent compartment which had black and grey soap debris in all its nooks and crannies. She then handed me an old toothbrush and told me to clean it while I waited. I thought it wouldn’t take too long but as it was tedious, I had to roll my sleeves up. I returned it to her and was about to leave when she told me to clean the space where the compartment went in. It was even more grimy than the compartment itself. She gave me a wire scourer along with the toothbrush to clean it. 
Why is she making me do all this now?
The grimy water went down my elbows and soaked my rolled-up sleeves. I winced at the feeling. I asked if I could wear gloves, but she said it wouldn’t allow me to clean the hard-to-reach spaces properly. I was frantically waiting for my sisters-in-law to come downstairs, in the hope that it would give me a reason to stop and leave. 
Amma gave me a towel to wipe the space when I noticed that I had about six or seven cuts and grazes in both hands. 
‘Okay, leave it, I’ll finish it up,’ she said. My sisters-in-law came downstairs just then, and I went upstairs to rub some cream onto my hands. I changed my burqa too as the sleeves were too wet and dirty. When I came downstairs, I found my sisters-in-law waiting for me now. As we all wore our shoes, Amma sighed, ‘Some people take so long to get ready that I had to finish up doing their incomplete job.’ I looked at her, shocked. My sisters-in-law asked Amma what the matter was, but she just brushed it off saying it was nothing.

***

We had to take a bus to go the nearest tube station. The bus was packed so Sheila and I had to stand but Qismat and Marufa managed to sit together at the back. 
‘That spot on your nose would’ve looked like a nose-pin had it been a bit more to the centre.’ Sheila whispered, smiling. I grimaced.
This morning, I woke up to five brand new, bright pink pimples—one of them being on the top of my right nostril. And it was already looking white with pus. I had two massive post pimple scars on my right cheek and three on my left which I was able to cover with the edge of my batman cape scarf. 
On the tube, which was almost empty, Qismat and Marufa chattered the whole time. 
‘Hey, remember that time some bloke on the train started eyeing you up and when we confronted him he produced this awesome sketch of you?’ Marufa said, looking at Qismat. 
‘I know.’ Qismat waved her in mid-air. ‘You’d think wearing the niqab would keep their gaze down.’
I looked at Sheila, who rolled her eyes and grimaced imperceptibly. I realised by now that Farzana, Qismat, and Marufa were the “teenyboppers” while Rumaisa and Sheila were more on the mature side. We had to board another bus to get to our destination and then walk another seven or eight minutes to reach Farzana’s flat.
Did Farzana go through all this every single day to come at her mum’s? No wonder she often stayed over, and her husband too had dinner here most of the week. After all, how else would she make the time to prepare any meals at home?
Farzana and her husband rented a fairly posh flat in Canary Wharf. Rumaisa opened the door when we rang the doorbell. I was surprised to see her in the state she was. It seemed like she had been cooking at Farzana’s house too. As I followed my younger sisters-in-law into the flat, I overheard Sheila thanking Rumaisa saying she’d rather eat dogfood than taste Farzana’s often under-cooked poultry which could probably be resuscitated back to life via defibrillation. 
To everyone’s fortunate stroke of serendipity, Farzana’s cooking was edible. She cooked English style food while Rumaisa made Bangladeshi curries. I tasted both and they all were more amazed at my appetite than our hosts’ cooking skills. 
‘You look like you haven’t eaten in some time.’ Marufa said when I was at the sink, helping with the washing up.
‘You should eat too,’ I winked, ‘it’ll help you develop some boobies.’ Rumaisa and Sheila laughed, agreeing with me.
‘My chest ain’t that flat.’ Marufa looked piqued. 
After clearing up everything, Farzana gave us a tour of her ethnically inspired flat. While Farzana put her son to sleep, we all watched Shrek as Rumaisa’s children wanted to watch that. Farzana put the kettle on shortly and while we all passed round the box of cream cakes, Rumaisa’s son offered to give me a shoulder massage. For some reason Mustapha Bhai and Rumaisa’s children, including Farzana’s son had an odd affinity towards me. 
As Farzana’s husband wasn’t at home, we were all able to take our hijabs off. I wore a mint green salwar kameez that hugged my figure rather snugly. 
‘I like massaging Bouma’s shoulders. It’s not like you lot.’ Rumaisa’s son said.
‘What do you mean?’ Qismat asked.
‘You all are bony, Bouma is sort of … meaty.’
There were peals of laughter in the room for as long as two minutes straight. ‘You really need to lose weight, Bhabi.’ Qismat and Marufa guffawed.
Before leaving, Farzana gifted me a beautiful, sequined pashmina shawl in scarlet and beige. I thanked her and she said that she felt I ought to wear more colourful clothes. Fahim often hinted this but according to Bhaiyya and Bibha, this was the way women should dress. At home I wore colourful salwar kameezes but strangely, that was too lurid for Fahim’s taste. What bothered me was the constant reminder from him that I had curry smell all over me, including my hair, which I had to cover with the shawl of my salwar kameez, even at home. Abba didn’t approve us showing our hair for according to him, women should wear hijab at all times. 
Farzana came round the next day, same time, as usual. Once again, she asked if we were doing anything important or not, and upon Amma’s vehement denial, she left her toddler behind. And routinely, the minute she left, Amma turned around and moaned, ‘Why does that girl come every day? Doesn’t she realise I’m too old to babysit now?’ 
‘So why do you always tell her it’s okay?’ I asked.
‘How can I say no?’ she sighed. ‘Last time I carried him, I nearly dropped him.’ As she said that, Amma almost lost her balance, and I caught the infant in the nick of time. ‘Ya Allah! You are an angel!’ Amma kissed my forehead and I stopped breathing to avoid getting a whiff of her bad breath. Then, with a look of shock on her face, she exclaimed, ‘That silly girl! What shall we feed him for lunch?’ Before I could answer, she said, ‘I’ll quickly run to the shops and get some tomatoes. You boil some rice and lentils in a pot while I get them.’ She kissed me again and I wondered if the bad smell was the stench of her ill thoughts as well as poor oral hygiene.
Rumaisa came while I put the pot of rice and lentils on; I made her a cup of tea and had some myself too. As we chatted, I forgot about the pot — it overflowed and made a mess on the recent foil covering. 
‘Oi hetir goror heti, are you insane? Don’t you have any common sense?’ Amma was horrified. I was taken aback at her vulgar demeanour. Rumaisa mollified her mother while I wiped the cooker. Amma still kept swearing at me.
‘Amma is a clean freak. She just can’t handle things getting dirty,’ Rumaisa justified it with a smile. From the living room, Amma ordered me to change the foil once the cooking was done. 
‘So, Ranya, your Bhabi said you can cook quite well. Why don’t you cook today?’ Rumaisa suggested, as though nothing out of the ordinary happened.
‘Don’t worry, we’ll help you with the preparations, you won’t be all on your own,’ Amma said before I could say anything. Then, in a softer tone, she turned towards Rumaisa and said, ‘One thing I really admire about her, is that she never says “no” … Ah! My Bisi.’ 
Okay, Dr Jekyll… Or was it Mr Hyde?
Rumaisa was the first one to give her verdict. ‘Whoever cooked this has done a very good job,’ Rumaisa said with a twinkle in her eye. ‘I guess I can stop coming that often now since you can cook.’ 
I smiled like a child who was given a sweet after being chided. I hadn’t learnt yet that there were three kinds of people; the good, the bad, and the bood — they were bad people who looked like good people. And that’s what made them ugly.
It was close to one o’ clock when Rumaisa tasted my cooking. Sheila popped in early from work and joined her sister to eat. I got a plate out for myself, but Amma presumed it was to feed Farzana’s baby as he’d woken up. 
‘See how good my Bouma is?’ Amma said. The sisters smiled in approval.
To see or not to see, that is the question…
I stated, deliberately, as I finished feeding him that I was really hungry now. Looking worried, Amma said that Abba, who had gone to the mosque for his noon prayer, would go ballistic if he found out that I, the daughter-in-law, ate before the elders of the house. 
‘Hoover the house,’ Amma said as she handed me the machine. ‘Your father-in-law will be back by the time you finish anyway.’ 
The look of dismay must’ve been spelt out on my face because Sheila said, ‘Trust me — Abba can be difficult!’
‘Remember how Abba used to force Mustapha Bhai’s wife to wear a saree every day?’ Rumaisa said, looking at Sheila. ‘You’re well lucky, Ranya, that Abba’s not like that any more.’ 
Abba was back. I actually prayed he came soon. I set the table and was looking forward to eating the food I made as I wouldn’t get to eat it for dinner. But Amma had filled up my plate already with rice and the curries that were cooked three days ago.
‘Who cooked the fish curry today?’ Abba asked. I froze. Everyone froze.
‘Ranya… Why?’ Rumaisa asked. 
Silence.
It was tacitly understood that the food was not bad. 
‘Abba,’ Rumaisa began, ‘the girls and our kids will be eating out for dinner this evening and there’s also an Islamic talk at the mosque… Is it okay if Ranya comes along?’
I didn’t know anything about the talk, but Fahim did mention taking me out for dinner in some restaurant that evening. 
‘The household chores need to be done,’ Abba started but Amma finished it for him. 
‘Oh, be quiet! Let her go!’
‘Ah, if only my mother-in-law was this sweet,’ Sheila said, hugging her mum from behind.
I wanted to find a quiet moment with Rumaisa, but I had no idea how I was going to broach the fact that Fahim and I already had plans. I waited for Fahim to come home and sort out the confusion but when he came, I didn’t get a chance to speak to him alone. The house was in a commotion with all his nieces, nephews, and all his five sisters. By six p.m., Amma told me to set the table for dinner.
I found Rumaisa downstairs and was about to tell her when Amma said, ‘Avoid your father-in-law or he may change his mind. Rumaisa and Sheila are not going with you all since your Abba will be barking mad if he sees everyone is eating out. See how considerate my girls are?’ 
I was in the kind of a morass a foreigner would be in a new country. I went upstairs and finally found Fahim, smiling at me. 
‘Aren’t you ready yet?’
‘Thank God, I found you — alone! Listen, everyone’s thinking that we’re all going together to eat out.’
‘We are,’ Fahim said. He was laughing at me. 

We all walked to the restaurant, which was within walking distance. Fahim pre-booked a table to fit his younger three sisters, four of his nephews and nieces, and the two of us. Fahim and I sat facing each other but from the furthest point at the table. My eyes were on him the whole time. I wanted him to see the resentment in them. My sight was intercepted by his, a couple of times, but just like the unknown values in the algebraic letters, x and y, he couldn’t decipher the emotions in my eyes. The onset of a psychological wound reappeared. 
The starters arrived and everyone began to munch and comment on this and that. Qismat and Marufa commented that my voracious appetite wasn’t at its peak, like usual. I replied with a smile as rigid as a tightrope.
‘Remember the time Al Yasa wrote to you about marrying his sister,’ one of Fahim’s nephews started.
‘Hey, shh!’ Qismat shut him up, but it wasn’t quick enough. The graze turned into a gash.
Everyone at the table giggled, poking the wound, like how they prodded their fork into the starters. Fahim looked happily embarrassed — this dug the wound deeper.
Over dessert, the sisters discussed which speakers were going to give the Islamic talk. Grabbing my chance, I said to Fahim that I had a headache. ‘I know my way to the house, you don’t need to come.’ 
The teenyboppers, nephews, and nieces headed towards the mosque. A somewhat confused Fahim followed me. ‘You, okay?’ Fahim asked. He almost cooed the words out. The wound was itchy with annoyance. 
I stopped as he blocked my way. We were by a park where the moonlit evening spoke the accents of a gentle breeze and distant urban sounds. Nature was about to do the first take of our first fight.
‘Is it about Al Yasa’s sister?’ Fahim asked. It had the effect of peeling a fresh wound open just to make sure it was healing. ‘You jealous?’ He lightly nudged my shoulder. ‘You look foxy when you’re angry.’ His sudden husky voice risked my intention to start a fight. I confronted him about the VCD that featured the infamous email about the open marriage proposal. 
‘What… Really?’ Fahim said that one of his friends had compiled it. 
‘Your friend had access to your email account?’ 
‘He wanted to see it for real, so I showed it… C’mon, man… It’s the Al Yasa!’
‘This email went viral on our wedding day… Let me guess… You didn’t know about that either, right?’ I had no wish to tone myself down.
‘Listen, all I’m telling you is that I didn’t know it was going to cause such shenanigans.’
I resumed walking, swiftly. He held my hand, I rebelled so, grabbing my wrist, he sat on a nearby bench, forcefully putting me on his lap. I was so sad that a part of me was desperate enough to accept even this. 
‘Ranya, look at me.’
‘No.’
‘Look at me,’ he said again.
‘I said no!’
‘At me.’ Fahim was adamant.
I kissed my teeth and looked away from him. I wriggled but he had me fixated on him. 
Maybe we can dry hump… No! focus!
‘Me,’ he squeaked and pouted. I half smiled and looked away. Then, ever so gently, he said, ‘Should I take this as my long-awaited answer?’ 
Fahim’s voice felt like satin, his cologne lingered like silk. And then something didn’t feel quite as soft…
‘Shut up,’ I whispered, coyly.
He laughed, playfully. The reverberating sound like an aphrodisiac segued as I tasted the coke on his lips. 
Is this how it would’ve been if Mahi and I were together?





Chapter 13


I was busy cooking and cleaning up until five p.m. that day when Rumaisa’s son came into the kitchen to give me a box of chocolates. 
‘What’s this for?’ I asked.
‘It’s one month exactly since you and Fahim Mama got married,’ he said. 
I was touched. Except Amma, Rumaisa, her son, and I were all smiles. I returned from Bhaiyya’s flat after a weekend’s nayori when I received a call from Fahim asking me, ‘“Pink” or white?’ 
I wasn’t sure if he was going to get me an outfit or not, so to be on the safe side, I chose white. Bhaiyya, Bibha, and the kids all wanted to come upstairs, much to my anxiety, as Amma didn’t approve of them coming at an hour that was close to dinner time. As the men were in the living room, Sheila and the others suggested we went to my room, so Bibha followed them with me behind them. Momentarily, my eyes met with Fahim’s who looked somewhat perplexed. He pointed at his phone, quickly indicating that I should check mine. But before I could read his text message, everyone started to cheer and express their bewilderment the minute the light was turned on in my room. I felt uneasy and almost tiptoed to my room, as all my sisters-in-law waited for me to see what they had just seen.
I looked to my right, at Bibha, who was grinning. Then I did a double-take to my left because on the dressing table there lay a massive vase of at least fifty off-white roses and lilies. The room was perfumed with the flowers. I blushed and concentrated to read the message on my mobile, to avoid any further applause. 
Make sure you all go to my sisters’ room! the text read. 
‘What about us? Where are our flowers? We do all the hard work, after all,’ Sheila said. I couldn’t tell what she really meant by that. But I was well chuffed for the expedient mishap.

***

My in-laws’ house was under an old-fashioned umbrella; the religious ethos they practised was informed from Rumaisa, but the ultimate cultural command was usually from my father-in-law. One such command under this umbrella was the prohibition of watching films or anything of that kind. I got to know this from one of my sisters-in-law. In a way, I found it rather fascinating how Sheila and Fahim, being in their late twenties, obeyed their father’s pointless orders.
I mentioned to Fahim about films being one of my favourite pastimes. Then, after midnight, ensuring that everyone was asleep, he opened the little storeroom that was inside our bedroom. Stealthily, he got out one of those TVs that had a video player attached to it. 
‘This used to be Mustapha’s when he used to stay in this room with his Mrs.’
My eyes were twinkling. From then onwards, we always watched something on the telly when everyone was asleep. If Fahim was out, then he’d tell me to make sure the door was locked. One night, he brought in a DVD and the laptop that they all shared in the house. 
‘What film is that?’
‘It’s the best film in the world,’ he said.
I asked who was in it and he listed some names I’d never heard of before. He laughed at my naivety. After fiddling with the DVD player for a bit, it got clear to me that this was no film. It was a compilation of last year’s football games. I thought he’d watch it just that one day. But it turned out that every other night, he had to watch a game. And, incidentally, Abba was all right with the boys watching football during the off-peak hours. One particular night, while I did my assignment and he watched footie, I looked at him from time to time to see if he knew that I was even there. But he was in a trance. 
To get some attention, I said, ‘Oh, who’s that player?’ After rewinding it and pausing on the particular player I mentioned, he told me what his name was. I waited for him to ask me why I wanted to know. He must’ve guessed that I was trying to tease him for he remained indifferent even after I commented that the player was cute. 
‘Isn’t your assignment due next week?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, but I think I’m getting into footie, or maybe I should say that Spanish player,’ I said. I glimpsed at him to see his reaction. He smiled but didn’t look at me. ‘Can you just rewind it quickly, I thought I just saw him.’ I tried to sound serious. 
He’s bound to quit watching footie now!
‘Sure, you can study him instead of your assignment cos I’m the one who’s got you — not him.’ He was grinning now. I kissed my teeth and got back to my work. ‘Come here.’ He grabbed me by my waist and started to tickle me. I had to slap his hands to stop it. 
After what seemed like an age, he said, ‘Do you know what I love about us?’
‘What?’
‘We share the same wavelength of humour. My dad wanted me to marry someone from back home, like Mustapha did. My biggest fear was not only that she wouldn’t understand English properly, but on top of that, she’d probably not get any jokes I’d make.’ 
‘Yeah, I’m glad too that we both “get” jokes. Bibha often finds it difficult with my brother cos he don’t get jokes sometimes and then gets the hump.’ I laughed. 
We decided to watch telly when I noticed one of my favourite films coming to an end on ITV. It was the part where the dying king was blaming his daughter-in-law for being incapable of producing an heir. Her eyes watered but she looked more annoyed than hurt at the barrage. The beautiful princess then walked through the hall, where she spotted her husband frolicking with another man. At this part, I looked at Fahim and pretentiously said, ‘Now I know your secret.’
Fahim gave me a sharp look. Then, looking at the TV screen, he said, ‘The punishment of a homosexual is to take him to a cliff and push him to his death. If he’s still found alive, he should be taken to the clifftop and pushed again until he dies.’ 
I told him I was joking only but he still looked somewhat terrified and angry. 
I convinced myself, once again, that I was merely overthinking — that’s how I denied the truth that had just inadvertently come out.

***

I was getting bored with only the mundane, household chores to keep me occupied. It turned out that Wednesdays and Thursdays were the two days with the minimum amount of cooking to be done. I thought this would give me time to work on my assignment during the morning instead of the night — this was when I was tired, and the only time I got to spend with Fahim. But then Amma told me that those two days were the days for spring-cleaning the house. 
Farzana had stayed over the previous night and slept late into the morning as her baby kept her up and she also had to go to work later on. I went upstairs with the hoover, the dustpan and brush; recently Amma said that before hoovering the house, I should first use the dustpan and brush to brush the carpet. It was a vacuous idea. But when an elderly person tells you to do something, it’s meant to be from wisdom, right? 
Even when that elder was being inappropriate?
I found Farzana in her sisters’ room when I went in there to start brushing the carpet. She was in the middle of applying her make-up. She was the darkest and shortest of all the sisters, but the most loved one; Amma said that the reason she was loved the most was because she was the victim of typical Asian fascists’ beauty standards. 
She smiled at me, and I took that as an invite to chat with her for a bit. A variety of make-up accessories were splayed in front of her and, as she spoke, she applied a gold eyeshadow with glitter onto her eyelids, extending them to the bottom lids and cheekbones too. 
‘Your sister is so beautiful. I love her feline eyes. I mean you’re cute, too, but she’s gorgeous,’ she said as she applied blusher.
As we spoke, Amma suddenly popped in, ranted, and then left. I couldn’t quite understand why she was so upset that Bibha’s aunt hadn’t worn a hijab on my wedding day. By now, I realised that her meek countenance on the day she came to see me wasn’t who she purported to be. 
‘Amma was really upset on the wedding day ‘cos your Bhabi’s mum and aunt were sitting next to you and people assumed that they were your mum and aunt and started to give all the gifts to them. They also sat at the R.S.V.P. table, which was meant for us and the close family members from your side… They obviously weren’t the immediate, close relatives, you know what I mean?’ 
Farzana went back to her make-up and complimented Di again about how she was so different to me. ‘She’s just perfect. She’s tall and looks like a model with her super sharp features.’ 
‘Yeah, she is MashAllah,’ I said. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy here. 
Something bizarre happened a few days before my sister left. She was invited along with my brother and his family. While they conversed, Di said things which she didn’t have to. 
Four of my sisters-in-law were in my room along with Di and Bibha. I had to go in and out of my room to see if Rumaisa or Amma needed any help. My sisters-in-law wanted to know about Di’s in-laws and, as I left, she began talking about them. Certain things she said made me uncomfortable; Bibha looked at me and visually signed her uneasiness too. One of the times when I entered my room, I heard Di saying something I couldn’t quite accept. 
With a brazen confidence she stated, ‘I am the prettiest in my entire family. I am the tallest, and fairest. My brother and Ranya are good-looking, too, but their features aren’t as defined as mine. My parents said that I’m the only one who takes after my grandmother’s quintessential beauty.’
I went downstairs immediately to hide myself. I knew these facts, too, but I never heard her bragging like this before. And of all the people, did she have to tell this to my fairly new sisters-in-law? Since that day, I didn’t know why, but Amma, my sisters-in-law, and their friends even seemed to compare me to Di. My resentment wasn’t towards Di’s beauty but rather her blithe disregard towards my feelings. I ignored it despite my misgivings but as they placarded me with comparisons, it began to play with my mind. Evil thoughts began to broil and then one day, when Di called from Bangladesh, I lashed out at her.
Di called me often after she went back home. She sounded all cheery while I remained reserved. My cold, one-word responses soon triggered her to ask me the most awaiting question. ‘What’s the matter, Ranz? Shob thik ache to? Are your in-laws being horrible to you? Just tell me who it is, and I’ll sort them out.’
I snickered. ‘Sort who out? Maybe you should start by sorting your big mouth out first.’ I knew that any other time I wouldn’t have been so curt. I used to hide my thoughts and feelings without any trace. But I knew that the constant jibes were getting the better of me and this was me purely taking it out on my sister — the only one who cared for me. 
Di was confused and that irritated me even more. ‘You never wanted any good for me. You’re just a snake like our Amma. Even on my wedding day, all you cared about was yourself. Just for that one day, couldn’t you, with your big head, think to let me be the star of my own show? Did you have to steal that day too? Don’t ever call me again.’ I cut her and hung up. I never did this to her before. I couldn’t remember the last time my rage outdid my rationale. 

***

Farzana was gone after putting Ibrahim to sleep in his bouncer, in the living room. Amma told me to cook khichuri before I started to clean the house.
‘But I already made a big pot of khichuri yesterday,’ I said. 
‘It was a small pot! And Qismat and Marufa are the other two big babies of this house, don’t you know? They get very hungry when they come home from work.’ Amma was cutting tomatoes and onions for the rice and vegetable stew. ‘And, anyway, I don’t want my grandson to eat old food.’
I said nothing. A part of me wanted to say it wasn’t my duty, but I just didn’t have the guts. I fooled myself to believe that perhaps obeying her would make Abba allow Fahim and I to spend more time with each other anyway. 
‘Don’t waste time now. I have soaked two towels in two different buckets. One’s in detergent and the other one’s in clean water. First you use the soapy towel to clean the worktops and then all the appliances on the worktop, then the doors of the cupboards, the window and the walls and the ceiling of the kitchen.’
Walls and ceiling? What the eff?
‘And once that’s done, use the towel from the clean water bucket to wipe off the soap from all the places you have scrubbed. And then brush and mop the kitchen floor.’ As usual, Amma finished the instruction with the words, ‘Don’t worry. You won’t be the only one doing this. I’ll be helping too.’
It took me two and a half hours to do this job. Amma’s oft-repeating caveat about eating before Abba had lunch stopped me from proclaiming my hunger. Farzana came back around lunchtime and straightaway told Amma that she was starving instead of checking on her baby. Amma gave her food at once. I went upstairs, remembering that Fahim usually stocked up the little storeroom with snacks like crisps, biscuits, chocolates, and mango bars. I ate quickly and prayed the noon prayer before coming downstairs to set the table. 
Amma made the rice that day in a small pot so for the night I would have to do it. I struggled boiling rice which had to be boiled in a massive twenty-litre pot. I wasn’t used to boiling rice in such large quantities. Often, I made the rice too soggy as I couldn’t drain the water entirely. Soggy rice was highly disapproved of in this house. They claimed, hyperbolically, ‘We’d rather eat raw rice kernels than eat soggy rice.’ 
One day, I decided to open one of the boxes that contained a big rice cooker. It was one of my wedding gifts. I was thrilled and mentioned this to Bibha over the phone. No one complained except for Amma. After a week, she wiped it and put it away in the box, saying that Abba didn’t like the texture of the rice from the rice cooker. So manual style resumed. I made the mistake of not verifying this with Abba.
Often, I washed the dishes after lunch, which too, had a distinct procedure; first I had to use detergent powder to clean the aluminium pots and pans and then use normal washing up liquid to clean them, for the second time. As I did this one day, Farzana came to tell me that she was struggling to feed her baby and if it was okay for me to take over since he only ate properly when I fed him. Although the maternal side of me was willing to feed him, a part of me wanted to say no as favours like this were turning into duties. I also knew that a refusal could lead to possible ramifications.
I was planning to study in the afternoon, but I was too tired and fell asleep. I woke up just before the dusk prayer. It was Fahim who kissed me awake. He kissed me in the mornings, too, before he left for work. At first, I thought it was sweet, but later it became a nuisance as it woke me up earlier; the military timetable was depriving me of sleep. Due to my workload in the house, I often used the entire night to finish my assignment by managing to get only three hours of sleep, tops. One of my courses included a course in nutrition. And I happened to read that sometimes when a plant became overly stressed, it produced certain chemicals called cucurbitacins, which made their way into the fruit or vegetable, turning it bitter. My lack of sleep prevented me from realising that I was the cabbage. 
I sprang up and went downstairs, fearing Abba would get mad that I overslept at this odd time. But when I asked him if he’d like tea, in the living room, he just shook his head saying he just had one. I went to the kitchen and found Amma washing something in the kitchen sink. I asked her where the girls were, and she replied that they were all out still. At dinner time, they still weren’t here. I was going to leave the kitchen after washing the plates when Amma gave me the cloth she was washing earlier, to wipe the walls, worktop, and the kitchen cupboards. 
‘I just cleaned all that today.’
‘You need to clean it like this every day after dinner. I don’t like anything being dirty.’ Her voice had the rattling of a snake that warned me of imminent danger.
As I struggled to keep my scarf on while I wiped the already wiped kitchen cabinets, in walked three of my sisters-in-law. They were all dressed up. 
The teenyboppers capered upstairs while Sheila bobbed her head into the kitchen. I asked where they had been.
‘We went to this Mehndi party. We really wanted to take you along, but Amma said that Abba would go bonkers if the “Bou” of the house went out, ‘cos, you know, you just got married.’ She used her fingers to emphasise speech marks.
Mehndi parties were one of those things where you could always take an extra friend along. No one even mentioned this party, which couldn’t have been organised only today. 
Was it possible that they didn’t take me because they weren’t invited to my Mehndi party?





Chapter 14


I woke up on time and made breakfast for Amma, Abba and Mustapha, who popped round. Amma looked impressed with me for I almost saw a smile on her face.
‘Have you changed the bins like I showed you?’
‘Erm, I haven’t had my breakfast yet.’
‘Have it in the kitchen. You have to brush the carpets and then hoover them, don’t forget.’ Her voice was always calm in the morning, especially if someone like Mustapha was around.
Rumaisa came round next, so I dashed to make her a cup of tea. As usual, she brought me a blueberry and raspberry juice carton, even though I had subtly mentioned that it wasn’t the juice I liked, which was out of stock indefinitely. She asked Amma what needed to be cooked today as she dipped a biscuit in her tea. Amma told her that nothing needed to be done today so, after her tea, she left. After seeing her off, Amma followed me shortly to the kitchen and told me that today was the second day of spring cleaning. She told me that she’d show me exactly how to clean because, just like the holy instructions of God, it shouldn’t be done any other way than how she demonstrated it. 
First, I had to clean the upstairs bathroom. The entire bathroom had tiles over the walls, and it was mandatory to scrub them every Thursday, even if they looked clean and streak-free. And this cleaning had three essential steps — first, with detergent water, then with clean water, and finally, with a home-made organic antibacterial spray — made from equal parts of water and a concentrated, fragrant, antibacterial liquid. 
Taking a shower in the bathtub was a pain; there was a shower curtain, which was not to be used when showering. This was because Amma had a pet peeve about the shower curtain not getting dry and growing mould all over it. She had therefore placed another linen curtain on the inside of the shower curtain to ensure that the polyester fabric didn’t ever get wet. It reminded me of the kitchen cupboards in a way; those too had their plastic lining still attached to them, which was tearing off from the edges. I asked her then, while wiping them, if I should take them off to which she pranced from her sitting position, to stop me physically, in case I did take them off.
‘They are not to be taken off. It protects the white paint of the cupboards.’
After cleaning the bathrooms in the house, Amma told me to soak the white towels from yesterday again, in the buckets respectively — one in detergent and bleach water and the other in clean water. She instructed me, just like yesterday, only this time I had to clean all the eleven doors and windows of the house and then polish them with a gauze dipped in oil. I lost track of time. 
As I cleaned, I figured out that I’d need to find something to do on weekends or else she’d make me work on those days too. I noticed that her daughters didn’t seem to clean the house on weekends because they used to go to the mosque and Amma felt sorry for them as they worked on weekdays (out of the house, of course). I just didn’t know how to justify that the work I did exerted more of my time and energy than them. And, to make it worse, I didn’t even get paid or get a lunch break (or even lunch) like they did.
As I cleaned, I gathered that the mornings on Wednesdays and Thursdays wouldn’t work out for me to get any studying done. My thoughts were interrupted by Amma, who came to check on my cleaning of the windows. 
‘You need to extend your hand out and clean the corners. Can’t you see the pigeon droppings there?’
I told her that the bit I cleaned was the extent of how far my hands reached the corners. She then opened the window a bit more and said to try and get my hands to the end of the ledge outside. 
‘If I can reach then so can you. I’m too old, that’s why I’m telling you, otherwise I don’t like asking others to do things for me.’ I felt like a child who, at the persuasion of an adult, reluctantly agreed to take their clothes off. I reached out for the corners of all the ledges and the metal hinges grazed the skin on my wrists by the end of the long, odious task. 
The grumbling in my stomach disturbed my thoughts. Amma always told me to eat my breakfast in the kitchen and she would literally hover around to see that I finished quickly enough and got along with my chores. There was no particular sitting arrangement in the kitchen, so I usually stood there and had a small bowl of crunchy nuts cornflakes and a cup of tea, around nine o’ clock.
It was now close to one p.m. I thought of the snacks in my room but what I really wanted was some proper food. As I wiped the corridor mirror, I noticed that my right cheek was clearing, and it was only my left one that had more obvious pimples. Qismat told me to apply aloe vera gel from their plants in the kitchen. I surmised that it seemed to work a bit until my vision began to blur and a sudden lightness made me lose my balance. 
A cramp began to form in the sides of my belly. My hands began to shake like I had once noticed a man’s hands shake, in a documentary about Parkinson’s disease. The last time I felt like this was during my A level days when I was staying by myself. The pressure of my studies had overwhelmed me to the extent that I used to forget to eat; and when I did remember, I was too alone and depressed to eat. I always craved to be amongst a loving family, where I would have a good balance of doting parents and obnoxious siblings. Realising this, Bhaiyya fixed my marriage here but what he probably didn’t know was that daughters-in-law didn’t quite share the same status as the daughters.

But Bibha knew this…

The few steps to the kitchen felt like a flight of stairs. I had some water and requested Amma, who was cutting something on the floor with the da’, if I could have my lunch now. She looked petrified. ‘You know you’re not allowed to eat before—’
I had to interrupt Amma. I lifted my hands up to show what was happening. My lips had gone grey too. 
‘Okay, eat only a little bit… I-I won’t be able to lie to your Abba when he asks why you aren’t eating.’ Amma looked terrified, as though she was committing benefit fraud.
I just nodded because I feared losing consciousness. I ate the older curries just to ensure Amma didn’t quibble about that too.
I got back to my chores after eating in less than five minutes — I didn’t want to get caught in the act when Abba came. He came twenty minutes later and Amma called me to set the table. We sat down to eat and then something unusual happened; usually, I served my parents-in-law but today, Amma served us. She filled my plate generously and I thanked her. I was almost done when my plate was once again filled to the top with rice and curry. It was more than before. I knew I was known for my larger-than-life-size appetite, but this was getting as sinful as gluttony. An extra piece of chicken was plopped on my plate, and this made me questionably look at my server. Amma pursed her lips, suppressing a smirk.
‘What’s the matter? You don’t seem to be as hungry as usual? It almost seems as though you had lunch just before your father-in-law came.’
I was gobsmacked. I nervously glanced at Abba, but he only said to Amma, ‘Why are you stuffing her plate?’ The smirk was replaced by a sinister frown on my mother-in-law’s face. 





Chapter 15


The iniquitous ethos of the house was almost suffocating me. Almost because some things just didn’t add up. My gut feeling told me that, somewhere, something was not right, and I just couldn’t point a finger to it. 
By half eight in the evening, I was usually done cleaning the clean kitchen. I was washing the remaining dishes when Marufa took out the dustpan and brush to brush the floor. She was the only one who tried to help her mum in the house. Sheila and Qismat always went upstairs after washing their own plate. In fact, I often had to wash Qismat’s plate again as she was the least keen to get her hands dirty. Fahim usually washed his plate when he knew that his mum and dad weren’t around — according to Amma, Abba didn’t approve of his sons doing any household work at all. He would usually settle in the armchair in the living room after dinner to watch footie.
A part of me hated that Marufa was helping out because chances were that she would be adulated for that mere effort while my overexertion would be underappreciated. I found my mouth suddenly smothered with something wet, and almost retched. 
‘Amma’s only trying to give you the last piece of meat that was in the pot,’ Marufa said. I could hear her unuttered tsk-tsk.
I refused to eat it and said that if she told me before what she was doing instead of suddenly stuffing it in my mouth then I would’ve told her that I didn’t want it.
‘Maya bare. If you eat from my hand, then you will develop love in your heart for me,’ Amma said. Her polarised persona was baffling me at a tremendous rate. 
I went upstairs and got my studying materials out straight away. I just had a week to send off my assignment. It was close to ten when I messaged Fahim to come upstairs, after fiddling with my pen and paper. I didn’t feel like studying at this hour. Fahim came in and looked all happy as usual. I wondered if he had any idea about how my day was spent, every day. ‘I’ve got to talk to you about something,’ I said.
Fahim laid down on the bed, with an eager look in his eyes, while I sat next to him with my writing pad and books in front of me. I confided in him about my brief argument with Di without indulging too much into the harsh details. He was quiet. He got up and got a little box out from the wardrobe. He said it was a little gift as he remembered me today at work. It was a cute little teddy bear holding a heart cushion. I remembered a friend back in my school days showing a similar one that her boyfriend had given her. They broke up a few months later. I was elated that, in my case, it was from my husband. The love was pure, genuine, and therefore everlasting. I hugged him and forgot all my frustrations for the time being. Then to my surprise, he produced another gift that was not wrapped up — it was a saree.
‘Honey, you really shouldn’t have. I’ve already got so many clothes.’
‘I just want to see you wrapped up in this. You look so sexy in sarees, I swear. It really turns me on.’ I blushed, but he carried on. ‘Ranz, I know I let you down but—’
‘Shh. We all have problems, and Alhamdulillah, I’m happy with you. We’ll work on this together. And if wearing a saree helps you then a saree is what I’ll wear. Even though I’m plump and puny.’ 
‘At least you have good eyesight.’ He winked. ‘Hey, that rhymed.’ He guffawed.
‘You’re out of order, even though you’re tall and slender,’ I said. ‘Now that’s how you rhyme.’, I gleefully slapped the arm of a rather confused Fahim.
When we had gone to Bluewater, we purchased a DVD about how to do foreplay, to aid him. And it worked. We had the occasional debacle but most of the time, it worked. Fahim was the best thing that had happened to me, despite this. He made me forget Mahi. In fact, I forgot everything when he was around. Fahim wanted to know who my molester was. I refused to tell him. How could I? Sometimes he said he wished he could kill him. 
‘Abusers come in both genders,’ I said, ‘and sometimes they’re the ones we trust the most.’

***

A few nights later, I asked Fahim if he had taken a loan out. ‘Your eldest sister mentioned the other day that you two bought this house for fifty grand. Are you in any debt?’ 
He said he wasn’t and that he wasn’t paying any interest since he had borrowed the money from several friends to whom he was returning the money, in instalments. Fahim refused to tell me how much he earned. This made me feel like an outsider but then he assured me that it was only because he didn’t want me to be disappointed.
‘If you don’t feel comfortable telling me, then it’s fine,’ I said. He seemed relieved. I changed the topic by asking him when we’d have our English reception done. 
‘I almost forgot about that. Hang on.’ He got his mobile out and began to type something. Then, after he placed it back on the dressing table, I asked him who he had messaged. ‘Rumaisa. Asked her to come round tomorrow to ask Abba’s permission about the reception.’ 





Chapter 16


I almost threw up when I had to change the dustbins. It was a Friday, and I was hoping to get some time to pray and read the Quran. I wasn’t fluent in reading it and Fridays were the only days that I usually read it. Amma said everyone would be home today, so I’d need to start on the five-kilo bag of onions as soon as possible. I was cutting it at my normal pace, like I usually did, but for some reason she got furious, stating I was too slow. 
‘Oi Hetir goror heti, hurry up. Didn’t your Bhabi teach you anything? I was told that you came from back home so how come you’re so slow?’
I was shocked to hear her shout like this. She reminded me of my own Amma when she raised her voice. I began to cut vigorously. I looked at the clock and timed myself. It took me exactly seventeen minutes to peel, wash, and slice up the entire bag. I was thrilled and turned round to see if she was impressed but it didn’t seem like she noticed. I announced a little louder that I’d finished but she told me to boil the vegetables in a pot of water and then throw the water away just after it boiled.
‘But all the vitamins will be lost that way,’ I said.
‘No, it won’t. If you don’t do that then germs stay and a funny smell, too.’
I couldn’t be bothered to argue with such a stubborn imbecile as this was not my house. Just like how Bhaiyya and Bibha would say and make me do anything as they pleased, because that was their house. Just like how my parents, too, did what they did and got away with it because they were the dictators of their sovereignty.
It was time to fry the garlic for the lentil soup. I was about to do it when she jumped up, saying I should go all the way down the stairs, outside of the maisonette to do this. 
‘I’m not an expert, but you’re supposed to put the bagar straight away. 
‘No, no, no.’ She shook her head like a muppet. ‘I don’t want the house to stink of fried garlic.’ I reminded her that I closed all the doors like she told me to, but she argued that’s how she has been doing it her whole life. ‘Fine I’ll do it myself,’ she said. I happily set her off to her stupidity.
After Amma came back, she found me loading the washing machine with Fahim’s and my clothes. 
‘No!’ she shrieked. ‘Don’t ever put jeans and undergarments in the washing machine.’ She took my clothes out and told me to separate them. I asked her why I wasn’t allowed to do this. She said it was because undergarments were profane, and jeans may run colour onto other clothes and were also responsible for the scum that built up in the machine. 
‘So how am I supposed to wash the jeans?’
‘Soak them in detergent water in the bucket in the upstairs bathtub. Then rinse it off by hand.’
I never dared to talk back to my mum or my brother and Bibha. Because if I did, the repercussions were either getting verbally abused and beaten up by the former or getting an hour-long, intimidating lecture from the latter. 
My own mum used to make me do all the washing of the house by hand. So, when I came to think about it, just washing the jeans and undergarments wasn’t that bad after all. Amma now told me to make khichuri for the baby. Amma tied up the bin liner and tried to drag it out of the bin. I gave her a hand and asked her why she didn’t make Fahim throw it out in the morning. 
‘I once told him, and he looked very disgusted because it was leaking a bit. He was on his way to work, and his sleeves got dirty. He didn’t say anything, but he looked cross. I don’t like to get my children upset. I’d rather do it myself.’ As Amma said this, I recalled how my mum used to let maggots infest the bin until I chucked it.
‘Actually, why don’t you throw the bin out? You’ll also get some fresh air on the way.’
Get some fresh air carrying a heavy and stinky bin?
I did it. And later, I leaned over the parapet and looked out, sniffing in some fresh air. The sky was overcast but there was no sign of rain. The wind was crisp, and I loved how the coolness splashed on my face. 
‘Are you Fahim’s wife?’ a voice came from my right side. I looked and found a sixty something, English lady sitting at her porch, knitting away. There was a cat at her side, and both the pet and its owner looked like they could use some exercise.
I nodded and she introduced herself as my in-laws’ close neighbour. She spoke slowly and used her hands a lot when she spoke to me. 
‘I like what you’re knitting. I wish I knew how to knit.’ I didn’t. I just wanted her to know that I knew how to speak English. She got the message and we both laughed.
‘Don’t you go out… Ever?’ she asked.
‘Erm, yeah, sometimes.’ 
Was it that obvious?
‘The other brother’s wife was never allowed to get out of the house,’ she said, looking at her knitting. The verity in her tone was low yet audible.
Farzana came out at that moment and cordially greeted the lady whose name I discovered to be Emma. We went inside the house together and Farzana told me how Emma had knitted two cardigans and two hats for her baby when he was born. 
Shortly after, the bell rang again. Amma told me to get changed as some guests were here to see me. I changed into a clean salwar kameez and popped into Amma’s room to see the guests. ‘Bouma,’ Amma said, ‘these neighbours are beneath us.’
I was mortified to hear this. Amma was illiterate and often her use of language was unintentionally cringeworthy. I wasn’t surprised that the neighbours were offended. They looked at me and, correcting her, said, ‘We stay in the flat below theirs.’ And then they laughed. I laughed too.
Amma defended herself by saying that it meant the same thing. But one of the older ladies carried on being sarcastic with Amma. I laughed again. It felt good to be bad. When the lady spoke to me, she realised I spoke proper Bengali and I was impressed and relieved she understood me. Then looking at Amma she said, ‘You are very lucky to get such a pretty Bou and she is from a good and educated family.’ Amma didn’t say anything and nor did her face show any sign of approval. 
After they left, Amma criticized the saree they gave. 
‘Yeah, it looks like it’s for an older lady. Maybe it was hers,’ Farzana said. I left mother and daughter to indulge in their gossip.
I changed my clothes and was back in the kitchen to finish my work. As Amma wiped the worktop, she sighed. 
‘I feel so sad when people comment on my Bisi being so short. We checked out so many girls for Fahim, yet we ended up with such a short girl. What can we do? Sigh, at least you’re fair.’
‘I wonder what Farzana would’ve gone through had she gotten married in a Sylheti family… She’s short and even darker than you.’ I felt bad for being so brash but how could she miss this?
‘My Farzana is the luckiest. Before her husband came along, we were going to get her married into a Sylheti family.’
Farzana walked in with her baby and carried on for her mum. ‘Oh yeah, how can I forget! They were so fussy. They wanted to know how many properties we had back home, and I heard from friends that they were into black magic and amulets.’
‘Oh,’ I said. I wondered if they deliberately ignored the point I tried to make. Abba was back from his prayer and so was Fahim. He popped into the kitchen to have a glass of water. He tried to whisper to me to come upstairs when Amma said, to no one in particular, ‘There was a time when we never bothered to come into the kitchen, now we’ll come in here for no reason at all.’
Fahim left and I waited for a bit. The aura around Amma got thicker like a fog. I felt obliged to ask her if I could go to my room. She allowed me and I thanked her for it. ‘You’re lucky that I let you. Most mothers-in-law don’t do that,’ she said just as I left.





Chapter 17


A while later, Fahim went downstairs to watch telly and I resumed my position back in the kitchen. In the living room, Farzana and Abba played with her toddler. I went in with a cup of tea for Fahim and Abba was discussing something about furniture with Amma. In my broken Sylheti, I managed to explain to Abba that it was better not to buy faux wood furniture as Rumaisa was saying they weren’t as good as pure wooden ones.
‘When did she tell you that?’ he asked.
‘The furniture in our room — she mentioned it when she said they paid for our furniture, half of it.’
Everyone was silent. Then Abba said, ‘At least you got something. Your parents should’ve given dowry. When our daughters got married, we gave lots of things that you probably can’t even imagine of.’ I thought he was done but he added, with a smirk, ‘Oi Noakhali, do your parents even know that you got married?’ 
I looked at Fahim, but he kept staring at the footie game he was watching. He looked indifferent. Abba wasn’t shouting and perhaps that’s why Fahim didn’t come out of the game’s trance. I hated football. 
I went upstairs to my room and buried my head into my pillow. I always felt like a lonely child but now, amongst these people, I felt lonelier. It almost made me appreciate the kind of life I had before. If it wasn’t for Fahim, I didn’t think I had any point of being in this marriage.
I was shaking vigorously when I felt a hand across my back. I got up to see that it was Fahim. He hugged me and wiped my tears away. ‘Guess what?’ he said.
‘What?’
‘Farzana had a right go at Abba. I was gobsmacked ‘cos even I’ve never spoken like that to my dad.’ I asked him why Farzana shouted at Abba, although I had a fair idea of why she may have done so.
‘It’s ‘cos he said all those things to you. You should’ve seen Farzana, man. She was outraged and Abba was quiet the whole time.’
I didn’t know why I didn’t feel happy. I was grateful that Farzana stood up for me. But what bugged me was how Fahim was totally out of it and when he was finally with it, he was cheering as though he was the one who had scored the goal, when he was hardly even watching the real game. 
I went downstairs and found Farzana washing some plates in the sink. She was sniffing her nose and it took me a moment to realise that it was due to crying and not because of a cold. I gently nudged her shoulder as she wasn’t aware I was standing right next to her. ‘You all right? Why’re you crying?’
She smiled briefly and replied that it was because she never shouted at her dad like that before. She was adored by her parents a lot because she was the odd one in the family. I hugged her and cried too. I too was the black sheep of my family but instead of other people, my family was the one who taunted me the most. 
‘To be honest, we did hear lots of negative things about your parents so, technically, Abba wasn’t exaggerating. We just agreed to the marriage because your Bhabi said that you were a good girl.’
I was taken aback at this. I couldn’t figure out what negative things she had heard about my parents. I couldn’t exactly defend them for only I knew just how they really were. But they weren’t settled here and even back home, people only knew of their affluent and philanthropic sides. 
‘Who said negative things about my parents?’ I asked.
‘You know… People.’
‘Who exactly are these “people”?’ I reiterated but she just dried her hands, said it didn’t matter, and went upstairs to put her baby to sleep. 
By Maghrib, the house was crowded with all the children, the grandchildren and the husbands of my sisters-in-law. I was making tea for everyone when Rumaisa’s daughter asked me in her gentle voice, ‘Bouma, why are you always the one doing things?’
‘What do you mean, darling?’ I knew exactly what she meant, and I was amazed that even a seven-year-old could see the immoral standards of this house. 
‘How comes my aunties are all upstairs chatting, and you are here making tea for everyone?’
My eyes welled up. I smiled and explained that when girls got married, they have different responsibilities. She wanted to know if it was better for a girl to remain in her parents’ home, unmarried. 
‘No. I guess that doesn’t work out in a girl’s favour, either, or else I would’ve never left my parents’ home.’ 
I was looking for Fahim and it turned out that he hadn’t been home for some time. He came just before dinner with two garlic baguettes, two pizzas, and two cheesecakes. 
‘Oh, that’s brilliant. I was really craving something that didn’t have a curry smell to it,’ I said.
‘It’s not for us, but I’ll get you something like this tomorrow,’ he said. I asked him who it was for. ‘It’s for my white brothers-in-law. They can’t handle curries all the time.’
Did they get this perk because they were white or because they were men and white?
I was changing the foil on the cooker when Rumaisa came into the kitchen. Grabbing my opportunity, I asked if she could ask Abba whether I could attend the Saturday Quran class on Settle Street.
Amma was in the vicinity and questioned Rumaisa about what I had just asked her. I let out a long sigh. In the mornings, when it would just be Amma and I at home, Fahim would call me to see how I was. She would demand to know who had called me and what they said whether it was Fahim or anyone else. 
After hearing Rumaisa, Amma pointed out the time when I didn’t go to the halaqa when everyone had attended it. ‘Why are you suddenly interested to go to these Islamic talks?’
Rumaisa explained that this was the same circle she used to go to, and it was beneficial.
‘But let’s take things one at a time. I’m going to talk to Abba about your and Fahim’s English reception today, at some point, so I don’t want to talk about you going to the circle too or he may not allow either of them,’ she said.
The smallest room in the house was more of a spare room that consisted of an industrial Brother sewing machine, a showcase from which the crockeries were never taken out, and a wardrobe with extra blankets and sheets. It was also the room where Farzana slept with her baby when she stayed overnight; when she didn’t, Qismat slept here, on the carpet with the extra beddings. This room was also the warmest in winter so Abba would often sit there with his back against the radiator. 
After speaking to me, Rumaisa went to that room to speak to Abba. I could see no reason as to why this topic would be controversial. Even Fahim had told me that night that it had to be done or else if we were to have a child, then, technically, it would be a bastard. 
Farzana entered the kitchen and got a mug down to make herself some tea. I was already making myself one and asked her if I might as well make her one. She said, okay, and told me to add carnation milk to her tea. 
‘I just can’t do without it,’ she said and laughed.
‘You can afford to have carnation milk, I can’t.’ At the rate Qismat and Marufa kept making fun of my weight, the last thing I wanted to do was pile on extra calories. 
‘What do you mean you can’t afford?’ Farzana asked. I was about to elaborate when I heard Fahim calling me. I was desperate to find out the outcome of the meeting, so I dashed away without answering Farzana.
I found Fahim sitting on the lower steps of the staircase, with his shoulders dropped. This indicated bad news. ‘Don’t think we’ll be allowed to do the English reception, let alone do Hajj for your Mahr,’ he said. 
I recalled the next day after our wedding, when Fahim had asked me if I’d like to go to Malaysia or the Maldives as an itinerary after the major pilgrimage. 
Why did he ask me that if he knew that his father was the one who decided if we should go for our honeymoon?
Rumaisa came down shortly and took us two into the kitchen as no one was in there now. ‘I’ve managed to convince Abba, but it was very hard. I was shocked myself that he finally agreed.’
Fahim hugged Rumaisa while I mumbled a thank you to her. My mind had become a space where unexplainable questions were bombarding, uncontrollably. Something just didn’t quite add up. It was as though the truth was there in front of me, but it was camouflaged. And in that case, I’d have to hone my eyesight.
After dinner, I got the towel out to wipe the immaculate kitchen walls, worktop, and cabinets, when Amma barged in and accosted me. ‘Oi hetir goror heti, why are you doing this? Why are you dying to get the English reception done? Wasn’t the Islamic marriage enough for you? He’s struggling with the money already as it is. Soon we’ll have to get Qismat married so Fahim needs to save up.’
‘What are you talking about?’ I asked, baffled.
‘I know your type, who’ve been back home. You all are too clever for your own good.’ Then she stormed off to wherever she came from. 
I was too shocked to say anything else. But the power she administered over me was too overwhelming for me to say anything. I was told a bit later to make tea for Mustapha, who popped round every evening to see his parents. I quite admired his diligence towards his parents. He was kind and, in many ways, his demeanour was similar to Fahim. He would ask me from time to time how I was and if everything was okay. I’d simply smile and say that everything was fine. 
But today if he asked, I wouldn’t say that everything was fine. I finished making tea for him when Qismat came into the kitchen with her mobile between her shoulder and ear. I wiped my tears quickly and called her. ‘Give this tea and biscuits to Mustapha Bhai.’ My eyes were still watery, so I said it without looking at her. I placed the tray in front of her on the worktop. 
‘Oh, c’mon, Bhabi, I’m sure taking this to the living room is not going to break your legs. It’s just there,’ she said, pointing her arms towards the living room. 
I knew she said it with humour, but it heaved an anger from within me that I just couldn’t contain any more. It was like a sneeze that had been suppressed for too long. I looked at her straight in the eye and said, to my own surprise, 
‘When I tell you to do something, just. Do. It.’ My tone was like those small knives that are serrated. 
Qismat looked astonished but petulantly took it anyway. Deep down, I knew this would lead to a forceful contrition from me. What I didn’t know was that Qismat’s partners in crime were also going to sprout branches of repercussions. 





Chapter 18


That night, I told Fahim about this incident with Qismat. ‘I remember Rumasia saying that the good thing about this family was that everyone joined in to do the household work, but that’s not how it is.’
I told him that I appreciated that Rumaisa cooked now and then but she shouldn’t be having to do that. ‘Your other three sisters who stay here should be helping out more. I even have to change the dustbin in their room!’ 
Fahim was silent. In the dark, I couldn’t tell if he had fallen asleep or not. ‘Yeah, I know. For Qismat, doing the hoover or washing your own plate is all the work that you need to do,’ he said. 
‘Do you think I did anything wrong by saying that to Qismat?’ I said after a bit.
‘Not really.’ His tone was not convincing.
The following day was the weekend. Everyone woke up late except for my parents-in-law and myself. The rule was to wake before or along with the parents-in-law. I wished they slept a little longer. After breakfast, Amma delegated everyone to do certain tasks. Sheila was to clean the windows, Qismat was to clean the bathrooms and Marufa was to hoover. I noticed that she didn’t use a dustpan and brush like how Amma made me do, before vacuuming. 
‘And you, Bouma, you help with the cooking.’ Then, in an amplified voice, she said, ‘See, you’re not the only one who’s working in the house. I’m making my girls work too.’ 
I hated and felt outraged every time she spoke like this because my sisters-in-law would all pause to look at me. The girls were all done in less than an hour. Amma went to check on their work and when she came downstairs, she told me to go and have a look at how clean the windows, bathrooms, and carpets were.
On Wednesday and Thursday, I scrubbed the bathrooms and windows, inside out, all by myself. I brushed and hoovered the entire house every weekday, twice a day, so how much dirt could these things possibly accumulate by Saturday?
Amma made me testify to the brilliancy of their tasks and then rubbed on the adulation for their outstanding cleaning skills. I planted a smile on my face just so my sisters-in-law didn’t think otherwise.
Mustapha came around shortly afterwards with his children and so did Rumaisa with hers. By this time, Fahim had woken up and was sitting before the telly. I made tea for them and was going to leave when Rumaisa told me to sit down. ‘Bhai’s got the gift for you.’ She beamed.
Mustapha’s daughter handed me a burgundy-coloured velvet casket and his son gave me a box of Belgian chocolates. 
‘Open it,’ Rumaisa urged. ‘I chose it.’
‘In that case, I wouldn’t take the trouble,’ Sheila said, smirking. Rumaisa scowled. Sheila had cooked a fish curry a few days ago and Rumaisa criticised it, negatively. Since then, these two seemed to tick each other off. 
I found an elegant two-piece jewellery set. It was coloured gold, resembling a mangal sutra. It was a fusion between vintage and contemporary designs. Di had gifted me something similar, but this was incomparable. I thanked both of them. I actually felt touched. ‘It’s gorgeous,’ I said.
Sheila came to have a peek at it and was amazed, for a change. She complimented Rumaisa and the two seemed to get back on good terms. 
I wonder if I was a bit too hard on Di. Maybe I’ll call her today.
By lunchtime, Abba and Amma queried about Farzana. Everyone noted that it was strange that she didn’t come. I thought it was a bit uncommon, too, but wasn’t too bothered by it. Besides, there were only three days left before the deadline of my assignment and I still hadn’t figured out how to solve the last two questions. 
‘Do you always do all the washing up in the house, Bouma?’ Mustapha’s daughter asked. I didn’t even notice when she came into the kitchen.
‘Not really.’ I concentrated on the pots that I was scrubbing, as though I was tackling a mathematical question from my assignment. 
‘My mum had to work all the time when we used to stay here. She never used to get a break.’ 
I didn’t know how long and hard I stared at her when she uttered those words. She was gone when Rumaisa’s daughter dragged her out of the kitchen but the trance she put me in, was unbreakable.
Questions in my mind tumbled just like the clothes in the washing machine did. But I had no answers. I decided to ask Fahim about this at night. I dashed up the stairs after finishing my work in the kitchen. Today we had to cook loads as the entire family were going to eat here at dinner time. Amma cut up two massive hilsa fish and then we fried it all up. More than half was made into a curry and the rest was put aside. We evacuated the house of the smell, but I was still reeking. I usually went for a shower only when I knew there would be no more restaurant-style cooking or spring cleaning for the day. And for now, I knew that these were done for the day. 
I went into the bathroom for a shower and was out in less than half the time the other members of the house usually spent for their baths. I wrapped my towel in a turban and my scarf on top of that. My wet hair inside was pleading mercy. I was about to go inside the room to blow dry my hair when Amma called me from her room. She was going downstairs and told me to come with her. She sounded very excited, as though she had some surprise gift for me. Like a stupid fish, I followed the bait to the kitchen.
‘Do you want to eat something really nice?’
It only made sense to say yes. Amma sat on the stool and began to cut potatoes in one basket and aubergine in another. 
‘There’s mincemeat in a bowl over there. Wash it until the water runs clear.’ 
Marufa came into the kitchen and hugged her mum. The sisters always did that from time to time, without any particular reason.
‘Guess what your Bouma and I are making for you? You love pakoras, don’t you?’ Marufa hugged and kissed her mum. Qismat came in now with Mustapha’s daughter. ‘Amma, what are you making for me then?’ With a pout, she said, ‘You only love Marufa, not me.’
‘Aw, my baby, you’re the princess of this house. Tell me, what do you want to eat?’
‘I want to eat dalir bora.’
Amma told me to soak lentils in a bowl for the fritters Qismat just ordered. Rumaisa’s daughter came in now and wanted to know if fish chutney was on the menu for tonight. 
‘Oh, did you want masor satni? Bouma will make it in a jiffy.’ 
	Everyone left the kitchen and I wished that I could, too. Time was ticking on for my assignment deadline. 
‘Don’t worry. I’ll do all the cutting and chopping. You just need to mix them up and fry them,’ Amma said. 
The worst part of the job was when Amma told me to take the bones out of the hilsa fish. 
Why didn’t they use mackerel like everyone else did?
Amma read my mind and said, ‘My children and grandchildren only like hilsa. We hate any other type of fish.’
My hands were burning by the time I’d mixed up the two and a half kilos of mincemeat, two kilos of dall, a whole hilsa fish (except the head), two kilos of aubergine and potato, in separate bowls, with chillies, onions, coriander and spices. Amma mixed another half a kilo of mincemeat, separately, for Rumaisa’s husband who, being an English gentleman, couldn’t handle chillies. I noticed that the burning of my hands was not as bad as the time it did with the garlic. 
‘Rub some oil in your hands before you mix the chillies. Or just wear those latex gloves. I do care for you, you know,’ Amma said. ‘What can you do? Your brother got you married in a big family, so now you have to cater for everyone’s needs, isn’t it?’
I wasn’t sure if it was just my hands that were burning. 
‘My mother-in-law was really nice to me too,’ Amma said. ‘I didn’t reach puberty when I got married. And the amount I had to cook was five times more than what you’re doing now.’
I wished she would just shut up. But Amma was the type who had nothing better to do other than cleaning, delegating, and talking.
‘Mustapha’s wife was so heartless. We loved her so much. But she threatened to kill herself if Mustapha didn’t move out.’ Amma had tears in her eyes now. She carried on after blowing her nose on her tattered, floral maxi. ‘At one point, Mustapha wanted to divorce her, but it was me who begged him and said, “I’ll give my life but don’t divorce her, and rather move out as she has demanded”.’ 
‘Abba cried so much, for days,’ Sheila said, as she just happened to enter the kitchen. I half expected her to give me a hand.
She was about to sit on the stool, where Amma was sitting before, when Amma shouted all of a sudden, ‘Why are you sitting there? Don’t you have any sense? You are one of the elder sisters-in-law, you can’t sit on a lower position than the Beti.’ 
‘Actually, I might as well just go from here,’ Sheila said, ‘I don’t want to stink of all this frying up.’ 

***

Everything was done by five thirty. Rumaisa volunteered to make tea and I dashed upstairs to get some studying done. I was doing two courses for that year. Although the assignment for the nutrition course was due the following month, I had to get a lot of reading done. I regretted my college days when I had so much time but no interest in studying. 
By six p.m., the rice was usually boiled for dinner and although most of the sisters were home that day, I knew that, as the Bou, it was my duty to cook it, no matter what. I took my book on nutrition with me, in the kitchen. I put in ten cups of rice, washed it three times, filled it with water and then placed it on the hob. Amma came into the kitchen when I just sat down with my book. She asked what I was doing with a book. ‘All studying should be completed before marriage. Farzana had finished her degree when she was your age.’
It was funny how the irrational hemisphere of my brain still tried to rationalise all the weird things happening around me, while the rational hemisphere pointed out the opposite. Did Amma pretend she didn’t know that her daughter, at twenty-two, was still living under the comfort of her parents’ home? That she didn’t have to worry about cooking or cleaning? That she could stay up the whole night studying and then sleep beyond midday, like some of her daughters still did, as they weren’t under the watchful gaze of their mother-in-law?
I tried to concentrate on the concepts of qualitative and quantitative research, but my mind was somewhere else and refused to understand these terms. As I flipped the pages, Marufa came in to have a glass of water. Despite the occasional jokes and laughs, she was the most reserved of all the sisters. She worked at The Body Shop and, every now and then, her sisters would tell her to get this or that for them. Most of the toiletries at my in-laws’ and Rumaisa’s house were therefore the products of that shop. As Marufa was a full-time university student, she only worked on weekends. 
‘How come you’re studying in the kitchen?’ Marufa asked as she drank from the glass.
I knew that my answer to her wouldn’t hide my current, true feelings. With a tone that was spaced equally between dismalness and frustration, I said, ‘I have to boil the rice, but my assignments are due soon. I have to do the household chores every time I try to get some studying done.’ Then, with a smile, I said, ‘My advice to you, as Amma just told me now, finish your studies while you’re still at your father’s home.’
Marufa suggested that I studied at night. I told her that’s what I did most of the time. But lack of sleep was catching up with me as a result. She left after that, and I tried not to dwell on my misery. Within five minutes or so, she was back in the kitchen again, laughing. I looked at her and she shared the funny incident that just occurred in the living room. ‘Guess what?’
I shrugged my shoulders. Incidentally, I had a moment where I vicariously experienced Bibha’s fluctuating moods whenever I would suddenly crack a joke. She, too, was suffering and so reacting the way she did.
‘Abba just had a go at us all ‘cos we were talking too much, and he couldn’t hear the news. So, we all became silent. Then, after watching the telly for about two minutes, he turns around and goes, “what did he say?”’ Marufa acted out the scene exactly how Abba may have done this and the sheer force of it, cracked me up too. I was also relieved that Marufa didn’t take any hard feelings to what I said earlier and, at the same time, a part of me cringed at the thought that my father-in-law was completely illiterate. 
The gargantuan pot of rice was bubbling now, indicating to drain the excess water from it. I lifted it carefully and took it to the sink but just as I lowered it to drain, my right wrist gave in. Already twice, in the past month, the whole rice pot was wasted as I had drained the water too late, resulting in soggy rice. 
When I was around fourteen, Di had once come around to stay over and she told me how her mother-in-law used to go ballistic if she didn’t boil the rice properly. So once, out of fear, she closed her eyes when she felt a sharp pain in her wrist but carried on draining the rice until it was done. By the end, she realised that the boiling water had drained on her thumbs the whole time. Her mother-in-law’s wrath was far greater than her second-degree scalding.
I didn’t want something like that to happen to me so keeping my eyes open, and I gritted my teeth instead. Once it was drained, I realised it was impossible for me to lift the pot back to the hob. I called out for Amma to help me. She came and so did Qismat and Marufa. 
‘Oh, Allah, what has happened to my Bisi?’ Amma shrieked. Marufa asked what the matter was, so I said I probably sprained my wrist. Fahim came in now and asked but Amma shooed him away saying, ‘What? Now you’ve come to check on her? You don’t need to do anything. I’ll sort out my girl.’
Amma told Qismat to give the tiger balm and a gauze. I told her I could do it myself, but she insisted on taking care of it. 
‘What about us, Amma, aren’t we your girls?’ Marufa asked. I thought she was just acting childish, but she was actually hugging Amma, looking forlorn. 
‘No. I don’t love any of you any more. I only love my Bou. She’s the only one who helps me, so she deserves all my love from now on.’
Fahim beamed, Qismat and Marufa pouted. I swore — in my mind. After dinner, Amma made the girls clean the kitchen. She also shouted at Qismat because she went upstairs to her room as usual. 
The sprain was bad but not so bad that I couldn’t get my studies done. In a way, I thanked God for this mishap which enabled me to get to my studies two hours earlier. 
Fahim sat opposite to me with the secret telly and put a footie game on. I told him that after the next three nights, I’d have to hand in my maths assignment. ‘I don’t want to stay up the whole night by myself while all of you snooze away,’ I fake-wailed.
Fahim paused the game and hugged me, saying he wouldn’t be able to help me as he was brainless at maths, but he’d stay up to keep me company. We remained in a hug for as long as two minutes and neither of us wished to pull away until someone rapped the door to our room. We both shook as though we were not even married to each other and were about to get caught red-handed.
‘Quick!’ I said as Fahim pranced about to hide the television back in the storeroom. The rapping continued and I felt agitated. I was standing right next to it, waiting for Fahim to give me a “thumbs up” sign.
When I opened the door, I found my mother-in-law, who walked in straight away. ‘Come here,’ she said, gesturing. I followed her as though it was her room. She instructed me to sit down. ‘Put these books away. You need to rest. Give me your hand now.’
I grabbed my books from her vehement throw. She took the bandage off and started to massage my wrist. I looked at Fahim who shrugged his shoulders and indicated that I allowed Amma to pamper me. 
If I had one ability then that would be to lend Fahim my vision… 
Amma left after bandaging my wrist again and Fahim closed the door, mouthing the words, that was close, before resuming his seat at the foot of the bed like before. Fahim never stated the obvious, but I could interpret that he believed his mum was being genuinely nice towards me. I didn’t want to tell him what my true feelings were, yet. 
It was almost midnight, and I was still stuck on the last question. My answer just didn’t add up. Fahim was reading an Islamic book and asked me if I wanted anything. I hadn’t told him how Amma didn’t want me to eat the new curries so, using the excuse of my sprained wrist, I told him that I couldn’t eat properly at dinner time and was famished now.
‘What do you want to eat? Everyone’s asleep now so I can quickly get you some food.’
I told him I wanted the fish curry with rice. I cooked it today and was told by Abba that it came out nice. ‘Don’t microwave it. The sound might wake them up,’ I warned. 
Fahim came upstairs with the food, and I was almost drooling. He said he’d feed me as I couldn’t move my wrist. As he mixed the rice and separated the flesh from the fish bones, I noticed he didn’t put enough curry sauce in it. I always smothered my plate with curry sauce, a childhood habit I had acquired from Bhaiyya. I told him this, so he went back downstairs to get more sauce. He asked me if it was enough and although I said it would do, he went back again until the amount was as much as I desired. His brows were furrowed as he tried to make sure that no bones were in the flesh of the fish. He reminded me of how Bhaiyya used to diligently feed me when I was little. 
Without looking, he said, ‘Why are you staring at me?’ He had a slight sardonic smile to his face. 
‘I like it when you feed me,’ I said.
This happened the following night too. By three a.m., I was still not done with my assignment. I was dozing off and remembered Fahim telling me he’d stay up with me. He was now snoring loud enough to wake me up from my snooze. I nudged him and said out loud that I craved a cup of tea. 
Fahim wrenched himself awake and I could tell that he had been in deep sleep; he usually dribbled when he was fast asleep. I apologised straight away and told him I didn’t want tea after all. But he wiped his face and went downstairs, saying if tea was what I wanted, then tea was what he’d get me. 
Cupping my right cheek in his enormous hand, he said, ‘I want you to ace this assignment.’
Fahim never spoke harshly with me. He claimed that his anger often made him hit his younger sisters, but I imagined he did that playfully. 
I liked Fahim — a lot. I was aiming to get in shape but the fact that he loved me in the meantime, for just the way I was, made me love myself too. Something I hadn’t done for a very long time. When he joked about my height or weight, it didn’t bother me because I knew he was just being humorous. But when his mum and sisters said that they too, were joking, I found it hard to believe — because they did it every day. 




Chapter 19


My parents’ home wasn’t where I felt my heart was. But when it came to sleep, that was my paradise. 
I finished my assignment around four thirty a.m. I was euphoric when the last sum added up. Fajr prayer didn’t kick in until six twenty, so I went to sleep even though I knew I had no intention to wake up at seven fifty, which was only ten minutes before sunrise. I suddenly felt a sprinkle of cold water on my face. I opened my eyes, still hoping it was a weird dream, but, to my chagrin, it was Fahim. ‘Wake up, love, Fajr’s almost going.’
I felt like kicking him. Why did he have to wake me up? I knew he was following a particular Prophetic saying. But common sense should tell him that if I had a good reason, then surely once in a while, it would be okay for one to make up for the prayer? Especially when he knew that his wily mother didn’t allow me to sleep in, even on weekends. And that she wouldn’t even excuse me for my late nights because, as a daughter-in-law, I shouldn’t be studying in the first place.
I turned over and put his pillow over my head. I muffled clearly enough for him to know that he was not to pour water over me. So, he tried another strategy. He caressed me until I wiggled over. ‘Stop it.’ But really, I didn’t want him to. 
‘Maybe you can pray that Allah gives you better times.’ 
‘That’s like me praying I pass with flying colours when I haven’t worked on my assignment,’ I said. Fahim said I would pass with good marks because I stayed up the whole night. I got up as I just didn’t feel like sleeping any more. 
I had my cereal quickly under Amma’s caustic gaze. For some odd reason, Qismat and Marufa seemed to be avoiding me. When I gave tea to Abba, he asked Amma, a bit more seriously this time, about why Farzana wasn’t coming round with her baby. In a way, it was good she wasn’t coming here as I got a break from making her son’s food and babysitting him. 
Fahim got ready to go out and post my assignment while I got back to my chores. Abba called Marufa when I was just leaving the room. Within a few seconds, Marufa left the living room and announced, ‘Look everyone, I’m ten pounds richer today.’ She ended that sentence with a “na-na-na-na-na” tune.
Amma hugged her, saying she was the baby of the house, while Sheila and Qismat demanded coyly to their father about their share of pocket money.
‘All of you work and are earning your own money. My Marufa is the only one who has no earnings of her own,’ Abba said.
I looked at Amma, who was right in front of me, but she avoided looking back at me. Amma, who monitored my every move, pretended as though I wasn’t even there. 
I found Sheila in the kitchen so, out of curiosity, I asked her why Abba said that about Marufa. So far, Rumaisa and Sheila were the only two sisters-in-law who weren’t in a communication strike with me. ‘But Marufa has just left for work, right?’
Sheila also avoided eye contact, pursed her lips, and shrugged her shoulders. I didn’t think about this matter any further until a third, similar incident occurred, when I made tea for Abba. I somewhat felt sorry for the old man. I knew he was mercurial, but I also felt he was good at heart, especially when he had bought my favourite fish for me. Another time, Amma had ordered me to cut fish and I was too scared to tell her again that I didn’t know how to cut such big slabs of fish pieces. I was standing with the massive paring knife in a mannequin position. Abba had peered in to let me know he was leaving for the mosque when he asked me what I was doing. His second question was whether I knew how to cut it. His third question was where my mother-in-law was.
‘In the bathroom, probably cleaning it.’ She cleaned it entirely whenever she went inside it. 
He looked upstairs again, like a miscreant, who did that to ensure the owner would not return within the time it would take him to commit the felony. It was a tacit understanding between the two of us that Amma would highly disapprove if she saw Abba doing what he had just done. He took the knife off me and sharpened it with a sharpening tool. Then, within minutes, he cut up the fish and told me to sort it out while he quickly rinsed his hands with hand wash, all the time looking to his left, ensuring he didn’t get caught. He left in a hurry; I wasn’t even able to thank him. 
I served Abba some biscuits on the side with his tea. He asked me where Sheila and Qismat were. 
‘Sheila’s gone out and Qismat is still asleep,’ I said. Abba nodded. It was amazing how Abba didn’t react like a volatile chemical solution whenever I called my younger sisters-in-law by their name. Since my last conversation regarding this topic with Amma, I had stopped mentioning their names all together, in front of her.
‘And where’s Marufa?’ 
‘She’s at work,’ I said as I cleared the clutter off the dining table.
‘What work?’ Abba asked.
‘Voluntary work at the mosque!’ I turned around to find Amma right behind me. She looked as calm as the cool blue colour of her maxi. I went to the kitchen, unaware that Amma followed closely behind me. As I turned around, she yanked my arm and made me sit on the chair, boring her grey eyes into my face. Her hair was dishevelled, making her look just mad. 
Although she was a clean freak, Amma was a hermit who abstained from oral hygiene. As a result, all her teeth were being extracted due to a severe form of periodontitis, and her breath stank worse than faeces. So far, she had four teeth taken out. She couldn’t speak English so one of her children had to always be her interpreter at the dentist. And each time, on the way back, she would make whoever had escorted her there, buy me a KitKat. I used to be told by every single one of her children, ‘Amma can’t even speak now ‘cos of the anaesthesia but she somehow managed to explain that this was what you wanted. You’re so lucky that our mum loves you this much.’
‘Oi hetir goror heti, how dare you grass on Marufa like this? They do so much for you, and this is the way you say, “thank you” to them?’
I still didn’t know what this “hetir goror heti” meant and I decided that the next time I spoke to friends, I’d ask them to translate it for me. I asked Fahim once and he just shrugged and laughed. I supposed that it meant “a twat’s twat child”. It sounded very foul, though, when Amma said it. 
I was in shock at Amma’s action. I was part scared and part angry. Why didn’t anyone ever see this side to her? 
‘Doesn’t Abba know that Marufa works at Liverpool Street?’ I asked. I was so serious to know what was going on that I overlooked the stench from her mouth, which was only centimetres away from my face. 
‘Khobordar!’ she warned me. ‘Never ever mention about Marufa’s work to him again, do you understand?’
The doorbell rang and someone opened the front door just then. It was Fahim, who happily entered the kitchen, saying, ‘Amma, guess what I got today?’ 
None of us spoke so he answered it himself, which he probably wanted to do anyway, since the incident he walked into was not as important as the fact that he just bought massive king prawns. 
Prawns were Fahim’s favourite food. When I told him I didn’t like prawns at all, he replied, ‘That’s probably the best kind of combination one can get. I can always have your portion too.’ 
‘Let me call Rumaisa so she can cook it for you,’ Amma said.
‘She doesn’t need to come all the way here just to cook this for me. Ranya doesn’t like prawns, but she doesn’t mind cooking them,’ Fahim said.
‘Has someone given you ideas to stop Rumaisa from coming here?’ Amma said. Her earlier reedy tone had softer but sarcastic notes now. 
‘He just meant that she doesn’t need to go through the trouble of coming here just to cook it. But she can come to eat it, of course,’ I said. I didn’t say that in Fahim’s defence. I said it in mine, since Fahim looked nonchalant to the implicit meaning of Amma’s serpentine words.
I cooked it. I had never cooked such a large quantity of king prawns in my life. It was a whopping four kilos. The girls were all home by lunch time and Mustapha came round too as Fahim told him to. Rumaisa couldn’t make it as she was in the north of England, at her English in-laws’ house. 
From time to time, Rumaisa and Farzana bragged about how posh their in-laws were. 
‘My mother-in-law knits jumpers, hats, gloves, and scarves for my children all the time,’ Rumaisa would say.
‘My mother-in-law is too highly educated for that! But she does have time to put a thousand pounds now and then into our joint account to go on holidays,’ Farzana would gloat.
Mustapha and his younger sisters were discussing how prawns tasted better with their shells on.
Fahim had sneaked into the kitchen, while Amma was upstairs, for a quick kiss and cuddle. He told me while I was cooking that he didn’t want to trouble me with deshelling the prawns even though he, too, liked it with the shells and heads on. 
‘Everything okay?’ he asked as I was indifferent to what he just said.
I said I wanted his special cup of tea. At the beginning, he used to make me tea with hardly any liqueur in it. Once he caught me chucking the tea down the sink, so he promised me that he’d learn to make my tea better than me. He had a proud smile on his face as he got a mug out for me. I asked him what he’d do if Amma caught him in this sinful act. He said he’d just say that he was making it for himself.
‘And what if she tells me off for not making it for you?’ 
‘Then I’ll say I don’t like the way you make it.’
I pointed out that in that case she’d berate me for not making it to your liking. 
‘All right then, just stand close to the door and stay on the lookout,’ he said. 
I liked that I won the clincher to this tête-à-tête, but deep down, I wished he wasn’t this timid. A part of me didn’t want to care that this was a cultural taboo, so I went next to him. He shooed me off, and I told him what I thought. 
‘I don’t care, either. You’re my wife and if you want me to make you a cup of tea, then what’s wrong with that?’
‘So why are you telling me to guard the door?’
‘Because I don’t want you to see how I make your tea.’
I guffawed since he was trying to keep a simple cup of tea as a top secret. 
‘I know you do a lot in this house and the least I can do for you is make your tea.’ As he squeezed out the teabag, he carried on. ‘It’s the only thing you don’t know how to make properly and if you learn that, too, then I know you’ll never ask me to do it again and I don’t want you to take this privilege away from me.’
That was the moment I fell in love with him. A few weeks previously, when I went to my brother’s place, Bibha laughed about how some people thought Fahim was Somali. People with this mentality usually exclaimed their awe at anyone who had a lighter skin tone, and they came across equally as condescending when it was the opposite case. Fahim was way darker than the average Bangladeshi, despite the rest of his apparent profile rendering him a drool-worthy look. Within a month of our marriage, I discovered an acquiescent son, a caring brother, and an amazing husband. I also discovered that the more I looked at him, the more it sent electrifying tingles all over my body. I was finally out of love with Mahi.





Chapter 20


On weekends, all my sisters-in-law were around. In fact, Farzana stayed here more than her own apartment. Sheila popped the question about Farzana’s sudden absence for a stretch of five days. We were in the kitchen, having cereal and tea. No one usually spoke to Sheila that much as she was often aloof, perhaps due to her separation. As she spoke to Amma and I, she began to scratch her arms and chin.
‘Ya, Allah. Even the smell of prawns gives you an allergic reaction now.’
‘No, it doesn’t. I couldn’t help it yesterday ‘cos it looked so good. Well done, Ranya. You’re lucky, Fahim! Your wife cooks good.’ She said the last bit out loud for Fahim to hear, who was in the living room. 
Amma scolded Fahim for getting the prawns as she didn’t want any of her girls to suffer, especially Sheila since she was “the poor one”.
Sheila rolled her eyes and elaborated that Farzana would often make a prawn curry and bring it over for Fahim. But it used to be so undercooked that Amma, who wasn’t a very good cook herself, had to recook it after Farzana would leave.
I thanked Sheila for the compliment and said how I didn’t even like the smell of prawns. I cooked a meat curry too, but because we had to cook five kilos of meat, I had to put in five tablespoons of chilli powder to make it hot enough for them. 
Amma wanted to know how my wrist was and I told her it was a lot better. But no sooner had I said that than she told me to soak two whopping hilsa fish in a bucket in the bathtub. We still had lots of food left from yesterday, but Qismat was craving hilsa, so cooking had to be done today. 
‘Where’s Qismat?’ I asked. It was past midday and usually she’d wake up by this time.
‘At work.’ 
‘On a Sunday? Usually, she’s asleep at this time.’
‘When you’re at your father’s house, it doesn’t matter whether it’s a weekday or a weekend. You can eat, sleep, go to work or visit your friends.’ Amma was preparing an eel now, reluctantly, which Abba wanted to eat. 
‘When you’re married, your life’s pretty much over.’ Her tone was gentle yet the words she spoke were spitting at me like fire welding. ‘Your Bhaiyya and Bhabi got rid of you just like that. They didn’t know you wouldn’t be able to handle the workload here and little would they care to take you back. So, there’s no point feeling sad. Just get on with this life.’ She made some special incisions and then ripped the skin off in one go, which came off like a sock from a foot. 
I was chopping a brand new five-kilo bag of onions again. My heart refused to believe what she just said. 
Did Bhaiyya and Bibha really just get rid of me? Did they not research into the family properly?
She dipped her fingers in salt, and smothered the fish as well, to get a firm grip on it — to chop it in disc-shaped pieces. 
Fahim is the main person who matters the most. He loves me and I love him. Would I rather have the perfect in-laws but a husband who simply beguiles me?
‘Qismat is the kind of girl who doesn’t like household chores. So, we need to get her married into a family where she won’t have to do too much work.’ Due to teeth-extraction, she’d developed a lisp which rendered a slurred version of the unfamiliar dialect she spoke in. ‘But Marufa… She is a workaholic. She can easily adapt to in-laws like us. Your brother should’ve really thought this issue out when he got you married.’
The salt rubbed onto each cut she made until it was impossible to tell from whose flesh the blood oozed out of — the prey’s or the predator’s. 
‘Wash the fish out properly then put them in a bowl of clean water,’ Amma said, ‘and don’t forget to put more salt and lemon juice in it. I hate eels.’





Chapter 21


It was time to heat up all the curries. I put the massive pot of prawns on the hob and a sharp pain went up my wrist. The smell of the shellfish curry made me sick, but I knew Fahim loved it a lot. He was out with a couple of friends, but he told me he’d come home for lunch as he was looking forward to eating the prawn curry. 
I went upstairs to offer my noon prayer and when I was back in the kitchen, I found Amma washing the pot in which I had cooked the prawn dish. I asked Amma if she had changed the pots, to which she said, ‘You don’t like the smell of prawns and my oaf of a son bought so many, making you go through so much trouble. I could tell you were nauseous.’ She added some more detergent to the pot. ‘Anything that makes my Bou suffer will have to go.’ Amma left the kitchen after cleaning, drying, and putting the pot away in the cupboard. 
My heart went out to Fahim. I went upstairs and closed the door. My eyes welled up out of anger. Fahim followed me and closed the door. ‘It’s okay, Ranya. I should’ve known that you don’t even like the smell of prawns. It was my mistake.’ 
I protested that Amma purported my dislike of prawns to be the reason behind her action, when really it was her concern for Sheila’s allergy. But Fahim just hugged and kissed me to stop me from justifying any further.
And just then, like a virus for the common cold, Amma came into our room. ‘Oh, I didn’t know…’ 
Fahim left the room and the house, embarrassed; Amma sat down on my bed, justifying word for word, for the next ten minutes about not knowing that we’d be kissing then, while I vividly imagined knocking her out and then throwing her out of the window.
I acknowledged my love for Fahim to myself but for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him this. There was this intangible, void feeling lurking somewhere within me that pulled me back with invisible arms. Whenever I felt happy or sad, I sang. The Islam I came to learn about here, in London, forbade music. I didn’t understand this since Quran reciters recited the Holy book in various tunes called tarteel. 
Fahim once asked me if I had any special talents. I told him that my friends often complimented me whenever I sang but I didn’t know if they were simply being nice. 
‘Sing for me. I’ll decide whether you’ve got what it takes or not.’
I refused because he’d never watched any Bollywood films or listened to any form of music.
‘Don’t you ever even feel like listening to music?’ I asked. I found it bizarre that Fahim and his entire family didn’t know anything about the arts. Fahim shrugged and suggested I sang so he could start appreciating. I did. It was a song by Rabindranath Tagore, which described how one feels when they are in love. Fahim didn’t know that Tagore was the first Bengali littérateur to receive the Nobel Prize for literature in 1913. ‘Did you know that his writing empowered women?’
Fahim’s response was neither English nor Bengali. But then again, since when did snoring require any language skills?





Chapter 22


The following morning, after a shower, I did all my regular chores. Today’s task was to mop the entire carpeted house. This needed to be done once every month and, as I was mopping the girls’ room, I heard the sound of my mobile, indicating a text message. Fahim was at work, and he messaged me saying he was taking Wednesday off from work so we two could go out; he mentioned that Wednesday was the last day to exchange the designer shirt and jeans his friends had given him as his wedding gift. I was super excited as it gave us the second chance to go out together — just the two of us. He replied promptly that he’d ask Rumaisa to get permission from Abba, which meant she’d have to come here with her kids after she picked them up from school. 
I asked him if he could call me as my phone was still on a PAYG sim. He rang shortly after, and I asked him why his eldest sister was needed for such a trivial matter. 
‘I can’t ask him that! Anyway, I’ll speak to you later when I get home.’
I had a feeling he just wanted me to know and accept (without spelling it out himself) that he was terrified of his father. 
I was still mopping the carpet in the girls’ room when Amma came in asking who was on the phone. I remembered I wasn’t supposed to mention my husband’s name in front of her. I was taught to refer to my husband as “Tain” (pronounced similar to “thyme” but with an n at the end)
‘“Tain” who?’ Amma asked.
The eff? 
Now it would also be rude if I said that it was her younger son, so I said “Fahim Bhai”, as my younger sisters-in-law called him. 
‘Why did he call?’
‘Just,’ I said.
‘Why didn’t he call the house phone then?’
‘I don’t know.’
She left with a scoff, saying I shouldn’t be wasting time like this. 
I mopped Abba and Amma’s room next, when suddenly I heard a shriek. It was Amma. But I couldn’t quite locate where it was coming from. Then I saw half of her from my room. She was pale with horror. I asked her what the matter was when she hung a black shawl in front of me. 
‘What in God’s name is this? Why is it under your bed? It was all the way inside, I had to stick all the way in to get it out.’ 
I thought she was done but she demanded to know what it was. 
‘What were you doing in our room? Who told you to look under my bed into my private things?’ I was aghast.
Days before my wedding, Bibha advised me a few things about the Islamic etiquettes of consummation. Bibha was folding some clothes, avoided eye contact, and maintained a straight face. ‘Erm, since you’re a virgin, as most practising girls are before their marriage, erm, you will bleed the first time.’ Bibha’s alabaster complexion turned florid, and I could no longer suppress a giggle. ‘Stop laughing.’ But then, she, too, laughed. Gathering equanimity, which had always been her forte, she added, 
‘Make sure you always have an old shawl or something like that as a protection for your bed sheets for every time you—’
‘Okay, Bibha, you can leave the rest to my imagination.’ We laughed even more when the children wanted to know what we were talking about. These sporadic moments where she laughed reminded me of a rusty relic that held unrealised significance. 
Amma asked me again, this time analysing the whitish content which was in stark contrast to the dark hue of the material. I usually washed the cloth with a dark load and since my clothes basket had more light-coloured clothes in it, I had to wait. It was soiled less than ten hours ago but why on earth should I justify this to her?
‘What are all these marks on it?’ Amma said, as she picked at it. 
I felt the bile rising to my mouth. 
‘You are so filthy.’ She spat the words at me.
What about you, you dirty co-wife of a mother-in-law!
‘You shouldn’t be snooping into my room like this, you have no—’
‘This is my house. I’ll go wherever I want to go in this house. Who are you to tell me about where I should and shouldn’t go?’ She glared at me and clenched her fists; I had to move back a bit for some space as she moved her shoulders, imperceptibly, towards me. ‘It’s been hardly two months since you’ve come here and already you want to take charge of my house!’ She turned to leave but then she turned around and said, ‘Wash that by hand. Don’t you dare put that filthy thing in my washing machine.’




Chapter 23


My mum used to hardly ever cook. If she ever got a singing audition, which was usually in a town away from home, she would get filled with joie de vivre. I used to get worried about what we would eat, as Amma never took the onus of cooking seriously. But once, when such an incident took place, her sudden frisson of excitement made her cook a mixed vegetable vaji, dall, and an egg curry; she was away for a whole week that time. By the third day, I was starving when I came back from school. I had no idea about cooking back then. For if I did, I would’ve known that the egg curry and dall I ate had gone off. 
The thing I noted out of this incident was that my mum had cooked in order to propitiate us — she didn’t want things to go wrong. Therefore, on Tuesday, I asked Amma what was going to be cooked. I even suggested we cooked extra so it would last for Wednesday, too. This made Amma have her moment of joie de vivre. 
In the meantime, I convinced Fahim to broach the topic himself to Abba about us two going to Oxford Circus. I was still devastated about the shawl malarkey and despite the sheer embarrassment, I mentioned it to Fahim — he laughed and laughed and laughed. 
‘This is beyond humiliating,’ I said. A part of me was reclining back as I knew what he’d say.
‘Dunno,’ he said, shrugging. He flicked the channels on the telly in our room as if what just happened was nothing more than a comedy show. 
I felt upset but I didn’t want to ruin our “date” for the next day, so I convinced myself that I was being too serious. 
Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahahha…

***

The day had come to an end, and I was waiting on tenterhooks in our room. Fahim eventually took the plunge to ask his dad himself. Every night, once I knew all my tasks were over, I used to get the TV out in our room. An interesting film was on, but I couldn’t concentrate on it. At length, there was a patter on the door, which was typical of Fahim’s kind of knocking. 
I opened the door and he entered with a long face. My gut feelings were like prophecies. They could be strong enough to also keep me calm even in the most unpredictable situation. Something told me that Abba was not the bad guy. 
‘Abba said we can go,’ Fahim said. He lifted me and pirouetted out of joy like a skater on ice. ‘Can you believe that? Abba — Abba allowed it!’ he emphasised.
‘Not surprised. But what’s incredible is that you mustered the courage to ask him about this. I don’t think your dad is the one with the problem you know,’ I said. 
I didn’t know if Fahim replied to the latter or the former when he said, ‘I know… Guess the old man isn’t as scary as I thought, after all.
There was a rap on the locked door (we locked it now religiously) and Amma’s voice was distinct. Fahim and I stared at each other in shock and hurried to hide the TV. He had got quick at this by now and while he did that, I decided to do something on pure impulse without telling Fahim. 
I heard Fahim opening the door and Amma asking where I was. 
‘She’s h—’
Fahim stopped abruptly as he couldn’t see me. Then, upon a second glance, he almost fell backwards when his eyes somehow met mine. I was hiding behind our bed, at the foot end and used the clothes basket to shield myself from being seen. 
‘Where’s she?’ Amma sounded angry. But I refused to come out because I had done all my chores. I didn’t want to work overtime. 
‘She’s not here,’ he said. I could tell he found this well funny. My gut feeling, however, flashed omens like Christmas tree light bulbs. 
I was up by eight thirty the following morning. It turned out that Sheila called in sick and was going to be home today. I found it quite bizarre as she showed no sign of illness the night before. My gut feeling checked this as the first official omen. 
I was getting my cereal ready when I found Amma already in the kitchen, with a massive bowl of garlic and another bowl with some leafy vegetables. She seemed to move the sickle shaped tool rather roughly. She made unnecessary clatter with the utensils. 
I put my bowl away, thinking we could always grab a sandwich at any breakfast café. I couldn’t help but ask her, 
‘Why are you cutting these first thing in the morning? Usually, we do the cleaning at this time.’
Amma ignored me. I went up to the sink and washed the few cups and saucers that were in there, dried those, and put them away. I took a cloth and spray to the living room to wipe the table in case it was dirty. 
A second omen was checked somewhere deep within my gut. While I cleaned the table, I heard Fahim suddenly raise his voice. I never heard him shout until then. His gentle tone had always been endearing to me so hearing him shout like this sent a chill down my spine along with the tick of the third omen.
As I approached the kitchen, I heard him say the words, ‘So what she wears her headscarf with her left hand? Your daughter and granddaughter are also left-handed. But I’ve never seen you complain about that! Fahim stopped talking the minute he saw me. 
‘Oi!’ Sheila yelled from the top of the stairs. Amma walked out from between the two of us and it seemed as though she was wiping a tear with her scarf. 
Sheila came down the stairs, hugged her mum and told her to go and lie down. Her mum insisted rather that Sheila went back to rest as she wasn’t too well herself, but she reiterated, this time as a command. The look on her face was the kind one prays they never have to see. Sheila didn’t speak to me, but I was the reason she said, felt, and did everything, at that moment. She looked at Fahim with her sunken eyes. Whenever Fahim and his siblings spoke to each other, like most people did so around here, they spoke in English. But Sheila spoke in Sylheti. When Bhaiyya was cross with Bibha, he used to speak to her in Sylheti as well. I thought they did this as it rendered the enormity of the problem. The final omen got checked and the penultimate climax began. 
‘You work at the mosque, don’t you?’ It was obviously a rhetorical question but what made me get goosebumps was Sheila’s cackling voice. It diffused in the air like a toxic gas and seeped through my veins, debilitating my confidence and ability to defend either Fahim or myself. I went upstairs to my room to get changed; I wanted us to flee before this trifle matter turned into a war. 
I changed into a pair of jeans and a dark brown linen blouse that Bibha had given to me as Bhaiyya said she didn’t look good in it. I did my eyeliner in thick feline strokes before parting my hair in the middle to create two Dutch braids. I knew all this would be covered but it just felt nice to do something special.
I was almost done doing the second braid when Fahim entered the room with the same sombre face he had on the night before. I smiled at his reflection, thinking he was merely playing the same hoax he did before. ‘I’m almost done,’ I said, tying the hair bobble in my braid.
‘We can’t go,’ he said. He was playing the game a tad bit too real, I thought. 
‘What? Seriously?’
He sat down on the bed without saying anything. I realised I should’ve listened to the caveats of my gut feelings. I reminded him that Abba had already given us the permission, so it didn’t matter what anyone else said. ‘I did all the cooking yesterday! I really don’t know why Amma got more cooking stuff out.’ Fahim was as forlorn as a child who was told he couldn’t go out to play. 
He was about to explain what had happened when Abba shouted out his name. He flinched from where he sat and left without saying anything to me. He reminded me of how I used to fear my mum as a little girl. 
I went close up to the door, which was ajar, and heard Abba speak in a raspy tone. I didn’t feel as scared as I was supposed to for that feeling of “something just didn’t make sense” was back in my head. Amma knocked on the door, so I opened it fully. I was scared to see her though. She came inside and sat on my bed, telling me to do the same. 
‘That Fahim. He’s still a baby.’ Amma sighed. ‘God knows what made him ask his Abba about going to Oxford Circus. If he wanted to go there with you then he should’ve asked Rumaisa just like he’s supposed to do.’
I asked Amma why Abba was contradicting his approval from just the night before. 
‘Your father-in-law thought Fahim was asking just about himself. He was even wondering why he was asking to go there when he never needed any permission to go out by himself.’ Amma shook her head like it was the stupidest thing Fahim had ever done.
‘Are you telling me there was a misunderstanding?’
‘Probably.’
‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘The whole reason he asked was because I was going with him.’
Amma said something after that, but I didn’t understand her. Nothing seemed more important, so I had to ask her to repeat herself. She did, with her lisp but I still couldn’t grasp the meaning of her words. She asked me this question a few days previously too, and now, after the third time, I realised she was asking me if I had any problem in buying carnation milk. 
‘Oh, another thing,’ Amma added, sotto voce, ‘do you speak to your Bhabi about things that happen in this house?’
‘Huh?’ I was taken aback at this. I felt blood rising to my cheeks. I did mention briefly to Bibha that the household rules were quite strict in here but how did they know about this? ‘Why do you ask?’
Amma said my sisters-in-law heard through a cross-conversation that I was backbiting about them to my brother’s wife. And just then, it all made sense. First Farzana stopped coming over, secondly, Qismat stopped talking to me, and then finally, Marufa.
Fahim walked into the room as Amma, and I spoke. She stopped immediately and got up to let her son lie down. She sat next to him and raked his hair in affection. I asked him whether he was absolutely sure about mentioning to Abba about the two of us going out today. He said he was, but Amma rebuffed him by saying what she said to me, that Abba thought Fahim was talking about himself only.
I looked at Fahim and could see he was failing to uphold a stoical persona. I realised I pitied him now. He didn’t quite seem the man I thought he was. I was sad but he was pathetic.
When I was sixteen and had come to live with Bhaiyya and his family, Bibha would never let Bhaiyya, and I chat on our own. She made sure she was present, at all times. I didn’t know if she did that deliberately or not, but I didn’t want to do the same because, gradually, it felt unnatural if my brother and I were ever alone together, in his house. My brother, who shared the same mother and father as me, became a brother-in-law. I left the room to let mother and son have some space. 
Bibha stayed between Bhaiyya, and you when she didn’t have to; you left Fahim and Amma alone when you shouldn’t have.
I went to the girls’ room, thinking of speaking to Sheila but she wasn’t there. I went downstairs and found Abba sitting in his usual place in the sitting room and found out from him that Sheila left for work.
‘I thought she wasn’t well?’ I said. With his arms folded across his chest, Abba looked formidable, but I was determined to speak with him because I wanted to hear for myself as to where the misunderstanding was. ‘Do you want tea?’ I asked for the third time. I knew he’d say no, but I needed him to talk.
‘How many times do I have to say I don’t want tea from you?’ he hollered. I jolted backwards and sat down as a result, on the broken sofa. Abba began to give me an imperious tirade including other irrelevant but nagging issues. ‘What kind of a Bou are you, huh? All you want to do is go out with your husband. That’s not the only thing people do once they’re married. As a daughter-in-law, you need to stay indoors and do the household chores. Your mother-in-law has to constantly remind you to do this and that. Don’t you feel ashamed of yourself?’ 
‘I’m sorry, Abba, but why did you say it was fine for your son to take me along today when you didn’t want that?’ I had no idea where the words were coming from. I was scared but some other force was driving me to do what I was doing. 
‘That’s not the point. The point is that you are slacking in your chores.’
Bingo. 
Once, in a domestic meeting (frequently held to edify me), Bhaiyya derided me that I shouldn’t quote inspirational verses from the Quran to Di (who was going through a hard time with her in-laws) as I didn’t know the Quran how he and Bibha did. The words stung me like the tentacles of a jellyfish. I asked him why he thought this. He said I shouldn’t worry about that but rather it was my action that should make me remorseful. I recounted that week’s incidents and figured out that Bhaiyya wasn’t even home when Di had called the house phone. I had picked it up and she poured her heart out to me, and at one point I mentioned the verse from the Quran which said, “verily, with every hardship, there is ease”. Bibha had wanted to speak to Di, who told me she didn’t want to speak to anyone else. I said this to Bibha later, who kept hovering around the whole time. I realised then that the movement of the head was controlled by the neck.

***

I came out of my reverie when Abba suddenly shouted, ‘Oi Noakhali.’ 
‘Ji?’ I said. I heard the front door slam but didn’t check if someone went out or came in.
‘I knew I shouldn’t have allowed this marriage.’ A pause. ‘See that dining table and chairs over there? And did you see the furniture in our room?’ I nodded but wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything. ‘I am not saying that we are in need of these things, all praise to God! He has given me everything I need. I get enough money and I have made two mosques back home in our village. But what I’m trying to tell you is that your family is just bizarre! How could they not give any dowry for your wedding?’
Abba was saying more things, but I just blocked my hearing somehow — a technique I developed from a young age. But this technique was still a work in progress — I still hadn’t learned how to block my tear ducts; they were flowing like an open faucet. 
Abba’s words nailed me to the place where I sat, until I was certain that I was being crucified for the sins my parents had committed. I looked to my right from time to time to see if Fahim came to my aid, to give me some moral support. Abba was shouting loud enough for the neighbours to hear him. I left when Abba ordered me to leave. 
I went upstairs to my room to find it as empty as a barren land. I wondered if it was Fahim who left and had slammed the front door, but I brushed the thought off as I couldn’t imagine him doing something as selfish as that. 
I took my burqa off and changed into the curry-smelling salwar kameez I had worn yesterday; there was no point in wearing fabric conditioner infused clothes as I had to cook and clean every day. As I changed, I reminisced about the time Fahim, and I had once gone out for one of my once-a-month tutorials. It was on a weekday evening and as Rumaisa was already there, I asked her to ask Abba if I could go there with Fahim. It was the end of the day and dinner was already over, so no one found any valid reason to stop me, so he allowed it. We went out quickly and couldn’t stop giggling because it felt unbelievable. Usually, the process to seek permission was so lengthy that this spontaneous opportunity made us feel euphoric. We never made it to my tutorial. The directions to the place were so confusing that we ended up somehow in front of Pizza Hut, in the high street. We looked at each other and knew what we wanted.
I ate my share as well as his, as he couldn’t eat any more and I didn’t want to waste food. Fahim looked at me with an emotion somewhere between awe and admiration. But on the way back, I began to feel sick. He rubbed my back and I feared I’d throw up. Fahim looked concerned and I apologised for putting him in such a repulsive situation. He assured me that it didn’t bother him at all. 
‘But what if I do throw up?’ I asked.
‘Then I’ll help you, of course. I won’t just leave you like that. C’mon, man! You should know me by now.’
The memory caressed me like a familiar kiss. I wiped my tears and took a deep breath. There was no point crying. I was married now, and I would have to somehow make it work. I went downstairs with an aim to propitiate my in-laws in any way possible. I refused to let this marriage fail. 
This is for you, Fahim.
I went to the kitchen and found Amma getting things out of the fridge. ‘Let me clean the fridge, Amma,’ I said. Silently, she handed me a cloth, a bowl with soapy water, and a plastic fridge spade. It was a massive fridge and not a frost-free one. Amma complained that Fahim, who has always been free from responsibilities, bought this and didn’t even bother finding out what type he should’ve bought. 
‘Where’s he, anyway?’ 
‘Out,’ Amma said. I asked her when he had left. From what she said, I gathered he was the one who had slammed the door, on his way out, while Abba belittled me.





Chapter 24


I couldn’t tell if the dial of my emotions pointed more towards a morose feeling or a miserable one. His contradictory action pierced my already pricked heart. After the fridge, Amma told me to clean all the windows, thoroughly. Robotically, I did and grazed my wrists again. At the end of all these chores, I changed my clothes and prayed the noon prayer. The raucous sound of the hoover distracted me and I guessed it was Marufa who was doing it. I had heard Marufa’s voice when I just started to pray and could tell that Amma was filling her in with the current bulletin. I was famished but felt too scared to go downstairs and eat. I rationalised that I worked hard cleaning the fridge and the windows therefore I deserved to get some food. 
The food that I cooked.
Amma walked in at that time. Nowadays, she knocked and opened my door at the same time. Amma made me sit next to her and patted my shoulders. She coaxed me, saying that I should try and move on as there was no way out now. Marufa knocked and came into my room with the hoover. 
‘Just make dua that your father-in-law dies quickly because that’s the only way you’ll get any freedom.’ 
‘What on earth are you saying?’ I really wished Amma didn’t say that, especially when her daughter came in the room. She didn’t answer me but rather chided Marufa for not thinking about me.
‘Your Bhabi hasn’t had lunch yet,’ Amma scolded her, ‘go get some food for her.’
With a blank expression on her face, Marufa dropped the hoover and left. I could tell she rolled her eyes, flared her nostrils, and silently kissed her teeth.

***

I spent the night crying silent tears; Fahim was still out, and it was past two a.m.





Chapter 25


I must’ve fallen asleep by the time Fahim finally came home. His snoring woke me up. 
I didn’t know how long it took me to go back to sleep after that but when I finally woke up to my alarm, I found the space where Fahim slept, empty. I dismissed the alarm button and found no messages on my mobile either.
Everything was the same except all my “in-house” sisters-in-law were giving me the cold shoulder. Relatively, Amma seemed to be the only one who was speaking to me with pity. From the kitchen window net, which had a view of the corridor and the parapet, I saw Farzana walking briskly with her pushchair. I could sense that something bad would follow. She rang the doorbell a few times with impatience as Amma wasn’t answering the door. I shook my hands of the excess water and opened it, all the while keeping a straight face. I looked at her, but she avoided eye contact. The way she got her child out of the buggy and began to make her way inside was as though no one had opened the door, as if it opened automatically. I gave salam to her anyway and gave her the benefit of the doubt that she may not have heard me. With the unfortunate happenings of the day before, I didn’t have the wish to incur any further harassment. I hoped that ignoring such petty issues would buy me peace in this household. 
Amma came down the stairs and midway, both mother and daughter hugged as though they had been split apart and were reunited after years. From the kitchen, I could hear mother and daughter exchanging the recent news in a hushed voice.
‘You should always come here, my Laal. This is your house,’ Amma said loudly.
‘Yes, I will,’ Farzana said audibly.
I was cutting onions when Farzana came in. She ignored me as she took out a mug for herself and put the kettle on. She asked out loudly to Amma and Abba if they would like tea. They said yes, so she got two more mugs out. I wasn’t surprised that she didn’t ask me. 
‘How’ve you been?’ I asked, to check her mental state. She looked even skinnier in her black leggings and bottle green Lycra turtleneck top with a matching headscarf.
‘Good.’ Her tone sounded sharp enough to sharpen all the knives in the entire maisonette. She was silent the whole time, with only the clatter of the spoon against the clay mugs.
Half an hour later, Amma was in the kitchen and began cutting a variety of vegetables and four hard chickens for the three curries I would be cooking. I felt a sharp pain in my healed wrist as I moved one of the massive pots from a bigger hob to a smaller one. Amma didn’t notice as she was busy giving commentary on the two girls she just saw from the window.
‘Humph.’ She shook her head for emphasis. ‘Look at those two shameless girls, wearing tight clothes with no head-covering. You should see their mum. She’s in full hijab all the time.’
‘Some girls dress just like that with a headscarf being the only addition,’ I said.
‘It doesn’t matter so long the headscarf is on. It’s still better than not wearing any because that headscarf will save them from the fire of hell,’ Amma justified. ‘Alhamdulillah, all of my girls wear the hijab.’
With the cooking done, I had hoovering next on my list. I got the hoover out when the doorbell rang. I opened it and found the postman with a small, brown parcel. I signed it and took it in. It had my name on it. I went upstairs quickly before Amma interrogated me about it. I closed the door behind me and just then my phone rang. It was Fahim, the cigarette. I, the smoker, was avoiding the temptation to pick it up.
‘Hello.’ I tried to sound rough, like how my mum used to sound when angry.
‘Assalamu alaikum, my foxy babes.’
A surge of electricity passed through all my sensory and motor neurons, fusing the entire internal network system. ‘Walaikum salaam.’ My former leonine tone came out as a mewl. 
‘Have you got the parcel?’ he asked. He sounded as though he was chewing something. I looked at the clock in my room and gathered he was having an early lunch. My tummy grumbled.
‘Did you send me this?’ 
He told me to open it before hanging up.
I opened it neatly, making sure I didn’t tear it. I took the bubble wrap off and found a soft toy inside it. It looked like Dumbo holding a red heart cushion that said, “I love you”.
No apology?
I smiled ear to ear, my heart felt as though it was pumping blood at a rate that was more than my regular blood pressure. I so badly wanted to hug and kiss him, and do other things with him…
I hoovered upstairs, starting with my room. I was doing the stairs when Amma asked if I had brushed the carpets with the dustpan and brush or not. I said none of her daughters did it.
‘And I’ve never seen you complain before.’ 
She was quiet but took a good look at me, lowering her glasses. I could tell she wasn’t expecting to hear that. 
I went to the living room and found Farzana’s son cruising around while she slouched on the single sofa. She stared at the telly, but I could tell that her mind was elsewhere, perhaps giving me a silent tirade. I plugged the hoover and vacuumed the room. When I came close to her, I expected her to tuck in her legs, which seemed to be stretched out purposely, but she didn’t budge. 
I looked at her, but she avoided eye contact, all the same. Over the sound of the vacuum cleaner, I had to ask out loud to move her legs, but she ignored me. I turned the hoover off and asked her again to tuck in her legs. Categorically, she flared her nostrils, grimaced, and rolled her eyes. Her legs did not budge. For a split-second, I felt like shoving the hoover over her legs, dismissing the repercussion such a foolhardy intention would trigger. Biting my tongue, I left, leaving that piece of the carpet un-hoovered. 
Abba came back from his noon prayer shortly after and placed two bags on the worktop. He called out for Farzana’s toddler as he’d bought a few milky bars for him. The other bag consisted of fresh Bengali taro stems which needed to be cleaned of its stringy tendrils. Amma chided Abba for getting it, ‘Do you want my Bou to work all day and all night long?’ she said. Then, patting my shoulder she finished, ‘Don’t worry, we’ll make it later today.’ 
I need a gun.
I ululated in silence as I set the table for lunch. It was time to plan an escape from this endless cooking.
I made sure I was finished in the kitchen before Fahim came. I went upstairs, changed my clothes, and remained in my room. I wasn’t going to go downstairs now to cook another curry (of fermented fish) which would stink me up to my innards. 
Fahim entered the room and we spent almost an hour just cradled in each other’s arms. His woody scent, the touch of his not-so-smooth facial skin— which were just a few among the pizzazz that made him, was enough to shower me with scintillating feelings. I was mad but when you have no one else, what are you supposed to do?

***

It was Maghrib time so having done our ablution, we prayed together. I thanked Allah for bestowing such a loving and caring husband to me and hoped that my life got easier with my in-laws. Fahim looked at me after we finished praying and gestured for me to sit on his lap. I did so with a pot of Vaseline. He asked me what I wanted to do with it, and I said I wanted to put some on his lips as they were chapped.
‘Why are you rubbing your lips with Vaseline then?’ he laughed.
‘Because I’m going to kiss you now, silly.’
I was about to do that when there was a thunderous knock on our door. My heart began to race. Fahim moved me and opened the door. Amma walked straight past him like a reckless car driver, at full speed. 
‘Oi Hetir goror Heti! What the hell are you doing here? Who’s going to cook the fermented fish curry? Did your father send maids when you got married so you could sit here?’ Then, looking at Fahim, she said, ‘My Sheila, who’s still unwell, came back from work and helped me cook it as this good-for-nothing left.’
Amma left without letting either of us say anything. I was in shock. Not at Amma’s aggression but at Fahim’s blithe attitude. He pouted his lips indicating he was waiting for me to kiss him and pass on the moisturiser, like I had said. I stared at him in disbelief. 
‘What are you doing?’ I asked coldly but Fahim was indifferent to my tone.
‘What do you mean?’ he asked. His countenance showed no change to how it had been before his mum had barged in. 
‘Your mum just shouted and insulted me in front of you and you didn’t say anything? Do you know you are acting like nothing happened?’ I was boiling with rage. I was trying extremely hard not to shout at the top of my lungs. His nonchalant behaviour at times like this was beginning to make me see a very different side to him. He seemed like the real culprit.
He was quiet so I filled him in about Farzana’s outrageous behaviour earlier. Fahim just shrugged his shoulders. I felt like whacking him with anything hard enough to knock some sense into him.
I harangued him about how his other two younger sisters had been mistreating me with their silent treatment. He just looked down. He didn’t utter a single word. I felt as though I was his mum telling him off and he was merely a child ruminating upon his misconduct.
This incited me to call him a wimp. The impact was akin to what could’ve happened when I wanted to hit him earlier. He looked at me with wide eyes, full of shock and anger. 
I got scared, thinking he would shout at me but instead, he went out of the room, and closed the door a bit louder than usual. I was too mad to stop him. I was pacing about, replaying the event that just took place. A sudden opening of the door made me turn my head around. In walked Fahim with his sisters, Qismat and Marufa. The sisters stood close to their brother, facing me. 
‘Okay, can everyone here please get it all out about what has been bothering each one of you,’ Fahim said. His aura wasn’t as threatening as it was when he left the room. Qismat was standing akimbo, rolling her eyes. Marufa crossed her arms across her flat chest, flaring her nostrils and looking everywhere else except at me. The scenario had a striking semblance to the times Bhaiyya and Bibha would sit next to each other, opposite me, to accost me about something I had or hadn’t done. 
There was silence for some time, so Fahim prompted his sisters to speak again. Qismat started by saying that she found me “bossy” while Marufa still deliberated on how to say what she wanted to say. No sooner had I begun to defend myself than Amma charged in, demanding to know why her daughters were here and looked so distressed.
‘Who the hell are you to come in this house and start taking charge of everyone? No one bosses around my daughters, do you understand?’ Amma kept muttering that over and over again.
Seeing their mother, somewhat bolstered Marufa. Like a mother bird, Amma helped her, as if she was a little bird, trying to fly for the first time. 
‘Your wife goes to me that I should “enjoy my time while I’m at my father’s house”, who the hell is she to tell me that?’ With her arms still folded, she said this, looking at Fahim. Then looking at me she hollered, ‘You have the nerve to tell me something like that? Of course, I will “enjoy the time in my father’s house”, you don’t need to tell me that. Just ‘cos you didn’t get anything in your father’s house doesn’t mean that you need to be jealous about it now and take it out on me.’
‘Jealous? What’s there for me to be jealous of? What are you talking about?’ I couldn’t make head or tail of what she was chattering about. I had completely forgotten about the incident she was referring to.
‘Oh my God,’ Marufa said with her hand on her head, ‘I don’t believe this. She’s lying now about the whole thing.’ Qismat scoffed and Amma began to abuse me in dialects I had never heard before.
‘Oh, so now you’ve got dementia?’ Qismat quipped. I asked Marufa to tell me exactly which day it was for I just couldn’t remember anything. 
‘Okay, okay, calm down, everyone.’ Fahim said in a tone that resembled a kitten’s. ‘So has everyone said their bit?’ 
‘No, there’s more,’ Marufa said. Her arms seemed to be affixed across her chest. Amma put her arm across her shoulders and caressed her chin, encouraging her to speak, as if she was trying to perform another song on The X Factor. After a brief silence, she mentioned what the other significant reason had been. ‘Farzana was walking down the market the other day when she bumped into your wife’s sister-in-law.’ 
I noticed that since the onset of the cold shoulder treatment I was receiving from the teenyboppers, none of them had called me “Bhabi”. I became “she”, “her”, or “your wife”. 
‘So, what did that woman do?’ Amma asked. 
‘She goes to Farzana, “How’s Ranya? Is she okay now?” What did she mean by “now”?’
Everyone looked at me, including Fahim. I was expecting Marufa to tell me what happened next, and it took me a fraction of a second to realise that they were all looking at me with accusative eyes, expecting me to answer.
‘Are you all implying that I’m going around saying things?’ I said.
Qismat exhaled noisily to express utter frustration. ‘You’re always on your phone the whole time, talking to your Bhabi.’
‘The whole time? And even if I am, so what? How does that prove that I’m talking about things happening in this house?’ I said. 
‘You have the nerve of going around talking about us to your Bhabi, who’s now gossiping about us? We’ve heard so many things about your parents, but do you hear us saying anything to you? You’re lucky you got married into this house!’ Marufa shouted.
‘Okay, calm down, I think if that’s all then we can all go back to our rooms,’ Fahim said.
Fahim had said that he’d listen to both the sides and verify with each person if what the other person was saying about them was true or not. And take it from there.
Mother and daughters stormed off with Fahim closing the door silently behind them. I was petrified. Not at their immoral assertion but at Fahim’s indifferent persona. He made matters worse by bringing them here and getting them to verbally abuse me. Tears trickled down like a running water tap, down my neck and onto my top, as I lay on my side on the bed. 
‘Shh.’ Fahim put his arms around me, like how Amma had done to Marufa. I shook him off me violently, like some creepy-crawly creature had landed on me. 
‘Shh, what?’ I hissed. ‘Your mother, and your sisters who are younger than you, as well as me, came into our room, humiliated me, accused me, made false claims, and you could say nothing to defend me? You allowed it?’ I wished I had fangs to bite and poison him. 
Fahim looked down. His shoulders were drooped and there was no indication that he wanted to speak about this matter.
‘Don’t you have anything to say?’ I implored. 
Fahim just stared at the carpet. I dropped on the floor and began to cry. He came next to me and hugged me. 
‘Why are you doing this? Stop hugging me. I need you to be a man and sort this out.’ And then I said something that made me stoop as low as them. ‘At least my parents are educated, we are from the renowned Kuraishi family. Just because a couple of your sisters have married white men, it don’t mean that you all now have white supremacy over the rest of your kind.’
Fahim said nothing. His silence and cowardly appearance made him repugnant to my sight. Mentally, I kept correlating him to Bhaiyya, whose protective instincts used to awaken whenever anyone did, said or even attempted to hurt Bibha. I didn’t want Fahim to support me for the sake of it. Never would I intend to do that which Bibha had done to me, to my sisters-in-law. But this, what Fahim’s sisters alone were doing to me, was ineffably dishonourable. And the way Fahim was dealing with it was not only lacking moral judgment, but it could also remain indelible for some time, if not forever. 
I cried the whole night, again. At times, I fell asleep but would wake up with a violent sob and start crying all over again. All Fahim did was utter “shh, shh”, like how Farzana would say to her crying infant in the middle of the night.
I raked my hair and pulled my forelocks hard until my eyebrows and eyes were arched to their limit. 
‘I can’t take this any more, I’ll have to leave. I’ll have to leave,’ I kept murmuring. Fahim sat up straight. ‘I have to call my brother. I have to call my brother…’ I got my mobile, but Fahim snatched it off me.
‘N-no, no, don’t. I’ll sort it out,’ Fahim stuttered.
‘No, you won’t be able to sort it out.’ I was having the onset of a panic attack. ‘I’ll have to leave this place.’ I was shaking. Fahim was as nervous as he had been when his father had shouted at him the other day. I got up and got my cabin suitcase out of the storeroom. Fahim got up and begged me to wait until he came up with something.
‘I’ve waited long enough. I don’t think you even realise what has been happening so far.’ I felt light-headed. A cloak of serenity seemed to comfort me like a parka against a gale. I wasn’t crying, nor was I enraged any more any more. I just couldn’t feel anything any more. I felt strangely numb. 
Fahim was fidgeting and biting his nails. He physically tried to make me stop and when that didn’t work, he fetched his mobile from underneath his pillow and punched a few buttons. It was coming up to three a.m. in the morning.
‘Uh… I know it’s very late but it’s an emergency… I need you to come here first thing in the morning tomorrow… Ranya wants to leave… Leave as in leave for good.’





Chapter 26


A part of me wanted to ask him how long he’d rely on his eldest sister to come from her house to sort out our personal issues in this house, on a daily basis. But I just couldn’t be bothered. I just wanted to get out of there. 
In the last month before I got married, Bhaiyya had a serious talk with me. He advised that, as a wife, I’d have to deal with certain issues that could usually arise between couples. That I’d need to be patient and mature enough to handle them with wisdom. ‘At times, you’ll have to simply bite your tongue. If it gets too bad, then go to your room, bury your head in your pillow, have a good cry and then go downstairs, smiling, as though nothing had happened. You’ve stayed here long enough to see how your Bibha handles everything just like that.’
Yes, Bhaiyya, I have seen how Bibha cries her eyes out, and your children cry in my arms when you shout and humiliate your wife — their mother. 
The latter bit was hard for me to digest but then Bhaiyya had balanced it out by saying, ‘But if they are being unjust to you repeatedly and your husband doesn’t defend you, then call me and we’ll intervene when necessary. Just because we’re getting you married off doesn’t mean we’re getting rid of you. If anyone messes with you then I will take you back, if that’s better.’
I believed I’d been patient enough, but it was time that Bhaiyya, too, as well as Rumaisa, took part to intervene this time. 
It was the longest night of my marriage so far. We lay parallel to one another, careful not to touch each other. My eyes were shut, my mind was awake, my heart was broken. 
I woke up just before Fajr to pray the night prayer. I begged Allah to give me peace. I yearned for it as though I had never before experienced what it was. I found Fahim sitting next to me in a foetal position once I finished praying. ‘You impress me in every way, Ranya,’ he said. ‘You are such a good Muslimah.’
Shut up!
I remained silent. He was tapping something on his mobile. I asked him what he was doing.
‘Just messaged my mate that I won’t be coming to work tomorrow — today, I mean.’ Fahim then looked at the window, at the chink on either side of the shrunken, beige curtain. 
My insides lurched. Every day, the rising sun seemed to be the reason behind my misery. While sunrise stretched its arms in the sky, my palms reached for my eyes to wipe the tears. My eyes were weary from the sleepless night and smarted due to the saline tears. 
I could hear faint murmurs from outside our room, which signalled that everyone had woken up and were getting on with their lives — unstressed lives — at home, at least. 
Fahim went downstairs and came back a bit later with a couple of buttered toasts and tea. I asked him if anyone saw him coming upstairs and he replied it didn’t matter even if anyone did. 
Just like how it didn’t matter when his mother and sisters humiliated you… 
I packed my suitcase while Fahim was downstairs. I remembered to put in something else so, as I opened it, he commented he had forgotten that I was leaving. I didn’t say anything and only turned around when I thought I heard him sniffing a couple of times. He looked the other way, and I was certain he was crying. I felt bad but I didn’t appreciate it. I didn’t want my husband to cry along with me. I wanted a husband who would protect me with all his might and chivalry.
The doorbell rang and Fahim got up to answer it but just before he left, he said, ‘By the way, I’ll tell Rumaisa that you’re finding it difficult to handle the cooking and cleaning in the house all by yourself. Is that okay?’
I shrugged. 
Rumaisa entered our room around quarter past nine. ‘Hello, Ranya. How’s it going?’ 
I felt it was a rhetorical question. I gave salaam and even though her jolly tone gave me a brief sense of relief, I knew she was just as stressed as I was. I filled her in with the events of the night before. Rumaisa listened to everything intently and only spoke when she was sure I had nothing else to say. 
‘Okay,’ she sighed, ‘I’ve heard a little bit about all this from my sisters, but I didn’t want to talk about it until you lot wanted me to intervene. But going back to the household chores and cooking, I will tell the girls that they need to make sure they do their bit. I can come on Tuesdays, too, as well as Fridays if the cooking is too much. As for Amma,’ here she sighed, ‘she and Abba went through a lot in the past ‘cos of Mustapha Bhai’s wife’s drama so naturally she’s a bit defensive around you.’
I mentioned how it was unfair and degrading how Fahim and I couldn’t go out and how Abba and her sisters insulted me with regards to my parents. ‘My parents haven’t contacted anyone in your family so why am I being harassed?’ I said.
‘Okay, we’ll try and see that you two can spend more time out. As for your parents, we did hear a lot of things about them, we didn’t even tell all of it to our parents—’
‘Who exactly told you about my parents? They aren’t in this country so how could you have possibly heard anything negative about them?’ Rumaisa gave me a vague answer and somewhat thwarted the topic all together.
I then told her about the stale and rotten wedding food they had served to my brother’s family and sister that time when they had come. I looked at her to see if her face gave away any sign that it was done deliberately. ‘I also noticed that you all didn’t eat it, so can you please tell me what was that all about? I felt so guilty and embarrassed when my Bhabi and sister told me about it.’
Rumaisa fixed her grey-blue scarf and sat up a bit. ‘Well, we didn’t know, did we? Why would we do such a thing? It was an honest mistake.’ 
Seeing me silent, she went off topic again. ‘My sisters worked really hard that night. They had work, the day after the wedding, but they stayed up until after Fajr prayer to clean up everything. I really rate them for doing so much for their brother, especially after they were downright refused an invite to your Mehndi party by your Bhabi. They were so hurt but they still put a smile on their faces — just for you two.’
So that’s the reason behind all of this?
Somehow my sisters-in-law now became the victims and I, the ensnarer. I reiterated the part about Bushra’s infamous comment to which Rumaisa said, ‘Yeah, I think you should verify this with your Bhabi, it does sound bizarre that she would say such a thing since you’re saying you didn’t share anything bad about us to them.’ She let out a long, loud sigh. ‘And I’d like to add before I leave, sabrun jameelun — patience is beautiful. If you are a bit more patient, then soon, you’ll be going out and about with Fahim, and all this will be behind you.’
Rumaisa left as she had some errands to run. Like a young child, Fahim hugged me as I, like a mother, decided not to leave or call my brother. 
Someone rapped on the door and my heart skipped a beat. He opened the door and I heard Sheila’s voice. 
‘What’s happened? Kitha or ono?’ 
Her voice sounded threatening. Fahim began to explain when she cut him off, questioning whether he and I were playing a guessing game here or not. She derided him as worthless and ungrateful. Fahim answered in a calm tone, though his face had taken a deathlike pallor. 
Sheila’s voice had reduced to a quaver now as she reminded Fahim about the heartache their parents had to endure due to Mustapha’s wife’s unscrupulous behaviour. 
‘You’re doing the same thing now, aren’t you? Was it your wife who gave birth to you that now you’ve started doing things according to her demands, while she just stays in her room the whole time?’
They were talking just out of our room, but Sheila wasn’t bothered that I heard everything. In fact, she probably wanted me to hear everything. Amma came at this point and tried to console her. 
Did Sheila’s husband allow his family members to abuse her and is that the reason why she feels hurt to see that her brother isn’t doing the same?
I peeped out after I sensed Sheila wasn’t outside our room any more. Fahim was about to come inside our room when Abba stopped him from down the stairs. He was ready to go out to the mosque. 
‘Mustapha was able to move out because the man had already stood upon his own two feet. If you feel you too need to move out, then do as you please. But have you got the means to support a wife outside of this house?’
Fahim looked down and I could feel the aftershock of his embarrassment. Abba’s diatribe continued for another minute and then, when he left, Fahim came into the room. He didn’t speak to me, and I didn’t want to exhume anything out of him. He too got ready to leave the house.
And just when he was at the door, he said, ‘Maybe you should apologise to Qismat and Marufa for hurting their feelings.’
I wanted to believe I misheard him. ‘Why should I apologise when they were the ones who misbehaved with me?’
‘You know how stubborn they are. Why don’t you become the better person by saying sorry to them? Mum will be happy, and so will they and you can also have some peace.’
‘Peace?’ I asked. ‘Me or you?’ 
Looking at the floor, Fahim shrugged and then left. 
I went back to the household chores and tried to analyse what Fahim really meant when he said he was going to resolve the problem. 





Chapter 27


Fahim became laconic over the next few days. He spent a lot of time out after work and my pride prevented me from telling him how much I missed him. I used this time to speak to my friend, Fowzia, about my problems. Usually, I used to speak to Bibha but while I was trying to verify Bushra’s inquiry, I thought it was better I didn’t speak to her at all. I called my friend around quarter to nine; my household chores were over and Fahim had already left the house in less than an hour after he had come back from work. 
Hearing Fowzia’s voice somewhat welled my eyes. She kept calling my name, but I just sniffed. She got the message without me saying anything. She consoled me, saying that everything was going to be fine. I told her what had been going on and finished off by saying, ‘Fahim hardly stays home.’
‘Do you tell him all the problems with your in-laws?’
‘Not all the time but I do tend to sulk most days,’ I said.
Fowzia advised that I didn’t tell Fahim any of the problem because, according to her mum, men couldn’t handle these things. Like a checklist, she added, ‘Don’t sulk when he’s around and put up an act in front of him that you’re happy. My brother’s really close to me, and he told me he used to stay out of the house just to avoid his wife’s broken record.’ 
Another old wives’ tale?
When people you trust and don’t trust tell you the same thing, a part of your brain rationalises the validity of the bullshit they say. So, the first thing I decided was to not moan to Fahim. I applied some make-up to my face, to cover my acne which had spread quite a bit from the time I had got married. I wanted to look happy for him whenever he came home. 
And finally, I logged onto my online university account to cancel one of the courses I was doing for that year. My priority was my marital life and therefore I’d have to stick to part-time studying only. 
Mission: I shall not let anything, or anyone ruin my marriage, period.

***

Over the next week, things already began to look a lot better, perhaps because I apologised, as requested by Fahim. I was trying to go downstairs but Mustapha’s son was being playful and refused to budge. He told me to somehow cross over him. I tried to persuade him again when Qismat, from behind me, chided him for being disrespectful to me. I was shocked that Qismat was suddenly defending me. A bit later, Mustapha’s son came into the kitchen and handed me a sharon fruit, saying Qismat wanted me to have the last one as I too, loved this fruit like she did. 
I was happy but the sadness that had piled up over the last few months was still too powerful for this little amount of antidote. I told Fahim about this and suggested we went out shopping. ‘I’d really like to buy something for each one of them, including Rumaisa, for sorting out our problems.’ 
Fahim looked pleased and said we’d have to find a way to request Abba to allow us to go out. I told him I had a tutorial coming up so we could kill two birds with one stone. He wanted to call Rumaisa for this trip, but I told him we still had some time until the tutorial.
Farzana and Marufa were communicating with me again but not in the conventional style — they slammed doors whenever I was around. I still had to babysit Farzana’s baby, and she was thankless and thoughtless of this favour. 
They didn’t have any other relatives coming to their house, but whenever any of their friends came, I was urged by Amma to go upstairs and change. Such an incident occurred when a mutual friend of Qismat and I came around to drop her wedding invitation card. 
Since I had broached the topic of not being able to go out and about, I mentioned to Rumaisa that I wanted to resume my Saturday Quran class. She managed to glean a conditional permission from Abba; so, every Saturday, I was allowed to go there, with Qismat. Until then, Qismat used to always sleep until midday.
It was on such a day that our mutual friend announced that her marriage had been fixed. She was glowing and blushing. ‘Ranya, you should come to visit me. Just ‘cos you’re married now it doesn’t mean we don’t exist any more.’
‘Ah, the lovebirds, what can I say?’ Qismat had said. I felt a pang of hypocrisy.
I wanted to go to the circle only because I wanted to meet up with Fahim after the class finished. But because Qismat would escort me there and back, I had to cancel meeting up with Fahim every Saturday. And then one day at dinner time, Qismat told everyone that she would be working on Saturday mornings from now on. Fahim and I at once looked at each other and exchanged a surreptitious smile. 
‘What are you two smiling about?’ Amma asked. She was looking at her plate and I had no clue as to when she noticed that imperceptible exchange. Fahim approached and quickly distracted Amma by complimenting the one curry she cooked. Then, while Amma shared the recipe with her daughters, Fahim plopped one of the best pieces of fish that his mum had saved for him, onto my plate. I looked at him and he winked. 
Amma looked at me a while later and said, ‘Did you notice how clean the house is today? My girls cleaned the house inside and out while you were out.’
I spring-clean the bloody house every Wednesday and Thursday and clean it daily anyway so just how much dirt could’ve possibly accumulated by Saturday?
I smiled at Amma and my sisters-in-law and felt grateful that no one had the ability to see what I imagined just then. I looked at my plate and appreciated Fahim’s kindness; I wished to dress up for him as I had seen Bibha do when Bhaiyya would come home from work. At the beginning, I was conscientious that I changed before he came but I didn’t care as much any more . So today when our friend came, I didn’t see the point of changing into anything glamorous, but Amma physically pushed me to my room to get changed. But when I came downstairs after just five minutes, the girls told me that she just left. It turned out that she had merely come to give the card and couldn’t wait as it was getting dark already. I went to the kitchen and just then, Fahim came back from work.
Amma turned towards me and said, ‘Oh, have you come now? You should’ve really hurried up, you know.’ Amma wiped the worktop with one hand and wiped her forehead with the other. ‘Your friend was left waiting for you. I don’t want people getting the idea that you don’t do any work in the house and just remain in your room the whole day.’ She giggled. I giggled too as I assaulted her in my mind.
Speaking was risky, therefore I had messaged Bibha about Bushra’s inquiry a few days ago. I found a message from Bibha, who asked me to call her whenever it was suitable. Fahim was in the room, and I told him I was going to talk to her. Soon enough, Bibha was the first one to talk about the issue of her sister-in-law. 
‘I went to their flat the other day to ask Bushra, face to face. This way I would be able to see whether her intentions were good or not, not that she is a bad person — she’s far from that, MashAllah. But, you know, if I told her beforehand, then she could’ve thought of something, and I didn’t want that.’
I felt Bibha was being honest and sincere. ‘So, what did she say?
‘She couldn’t even remember what she had said. When you have no evil intention, little do you remember each and every detail. She was almost teary eyed. Alhamdulillah, we’re very lucky to have such a good sister-in-law!’
I cringed as Bibha breathed out soundly to express her utter frustration. While she nagged about how low and uncultured my in-laws were, I remembered how naïve a person Bushra was, who often got thrashed by Bibha’s younger sisters. 
‘SubhanAllah, if we knew how uneducated your in-laws were then we would’ve never got you married there. We only looked into—’
‘Fahim is a gentleman. You couldn’t have found a better husband than him for me,’ I said. 
‘Oh… That’s good, then,’ Bibha said. I waited for a bit, thinking she’d say “MashAllah”, but she didn’t. Bibha carried on. ‘Anyway, my sister-in-law basically said that she had heard from me that you had sprained your wrist and wanted to know if you were okay now. And that’s the only reason why she had mentioned the word “now”. God, they’re such narrow-minded, illiterate people.’
I hung up after a bit and couldn’t wait to tell Fahim about this stupid misunderstanding. I messaged him and he was upstairs in our room straight away. I filled him in, and he was surprised at the news too. “Now” I couldn’t wait to have a meeting with all of them. Fahim came to hug me, but I pushed him away. He was shocked so I said, 
‘I apologised to Qismat and Marufa not because I was wrong but because you made me do it.’ Fahim looked down and then looked away from me. I couldn’t tell if he was apologetic or annoyed. 





Chapter 28


Fahim looked a lot more relaxed, and it wasn’t too hard for me to forget the miserable moments in my life. One day, after he was back from work, he told me how a friend of his had taken him that day for a full English breakfast. 
‘Oh, man! It was so good, the turkey rashers are my favourite.’ He smacked his lips as if he could still taste them.
‘What else does it come with?’ I asked. 
‘Eggs, bacon, sausages, toast, hash browns, rashers — the turkey rashers, chips and beans. And tea.’
I was applying some henna on my nails and didn’t feel like talking any more. I felt taken aback that he said this to me since he knew that I wouldn’t be able to eat out like that with him or on my own, with friends. I couldn’t help the tears. I felt imprisoned.
He was busy watching footie when suddenly he noticed. He turned the TV off and asked me if I needed any help with the henna. I wiped my eyes with my sleeves and shook my head. After watching me, he helped me wrap cling film on each finger and I allowed him because I was too tired, physically and emotionally.

***

The following morning was one of those mornings where Amma suddenly decided to spring clean. Like moving the washing machine, the fridge freezer, and the cupboards out of their place and cleaning the space underneath them. And we still had cooking to do. I sprained my wrist again and cursed myself for always forgetting to use both my hands when lifting the mammoth-sized cauldron. Amma also wanted to clean the top of the cupboard, the light bulb and the ceiling. She got a ladder from one of the neighbours and told me to stand up to do the cleaning. I told her I was acrophobic so upon my insistence, she got Sheila to do it. I had a feeling Sheila was taking some time off work but didn’t want anyone to know about it for whatever the reason. Sheila never gave me the cold shoulder. I felt she was a bit too mature for that.
It was almost eleven o’ clock when the front door opened. It was too early for Abba to come home so I was utterly surprised to see Fahim, who was normally at work at this time. He, in turn, was shocked to see Sheila at home. 
‘What are you doing here? Sheila asked. She was at the topmost rung and wasn’t half as scared as I was from merely watching her.
I looked at Fahim and, from my countenance, he could tell I too wanted to know why he was here. ‘Where’s your mobile?’ he asked me.
‘Upstairs,’ I said. I realised that he must’ve messaged me explaining his sudden arrival at this time. He kept looking at me with a hope that I understood what he meant but I was baffled and feared what Amma was going to make out of all this. 
Amma now asked Fahim what he was doing here so he said, ‘I left an important file behind so just came to pick it up. I’ll just go and get it now and be off.’
As he left, he looked at me again and communicated with his eyes that I should come upstairs. I told Sheila I was going to get my mobile from my room and, for once, Amma didn’t seem to have a problem with that. 
I opened the door and found Fahim waiting for me. He didn’t look like he was looking for any file. The room had a smoky, food smell and I didn’t particularly like it coming from my bedroom.
‘You should’ve had your mobile with you,’ he said. ‘I messaged you that I was getting you a full English breakfast from that place where I usually eat.’ 
There was food in two bags. I opened one of them slightly and winced as condensation dampened my fingers. 
I could tell Fahim expected me to be exhilarated and hug him until he almost fell backwards but I just said a polite “thank you”. Because I had wanted to go with him and eat at that place. Not have him get me takeaway to eat by myself within the clandestine walls of my bedroom. The experience was no less than being a fugitive.
Fahim grabbed a folder, and I asked if that was the one he was looking for. He replied it was a cover up for the quick lie he had to tell earlier. 
‘Is that how you lie to me every time you say you’ll sort things out?’ I asked. It was the wrong thing to say so I quickly asked, ‘How will I get rid of all this once I’m done?’ 
‘Stuff it under the bed for now and later chuck it in the bin when Amma’s praying or something.’
Amma was cleaning the balcony that was at the end of the living room. Marufa came home an hour after Fahim left and Sheila was in the kitchen washing a scarf of hers in the sink. She was back from the balcony and asked Sheila what she was doing. Amma looked flustered like she had done something terrible. I asked her what the matter was and so did her daughters, but she just shook her head saying she felt exhausted.
‘Amma, do you remember that talk we all went to last month? I loved this pink and gold pashmina scarf but didn’t want to buy it as it was too expensive. But then when we came home, Qismat got me it as a gift.’
‘Bhabi got me a scarf too, but I changed it to the one that doesn’t have golden beads all over it. Don’t like too much “bling-bling” to my scarves,’ Marufa said. I ignored her attitude.
‘That girl is silly but so sweet,’ Sheila said, looking at me from the sink, as she wrung her scarf.
Amma hugged and kissed me, and I felt like throwing up. Marufa complained that Qismat kept wearing her scarf now. She called it “rumal” again and I felt like screaming. 
Rumal is a handkerchief and orna is a headscarf, I ranted in my mind.
After the recent problems, I apologised, like Fahim had asked, by giving Rumaisa a navy salwar kameez, as that was her favourite colour, scarves for Sheila and Marufa, and a mocha and beige satchel, in swede, for Qismat. Farzana was still sulking, so I bought two tops from Mothercare like how I’d seen Bibha choosing for her baby. I intended to give her those at some point today when she’d come. 
A bit later, Sheila went out so Marufa, Amma, and I were the only ones in the house. I was cleaning the washing machine under Amma’s vigilant eyes when the doorbell rang. Marufa went to answer it and we could hear her talking to some lady who worked for Tower Hamlets council. Several minutes later, both she and the lady walked into the kitchen. The tall lady with an ID badge, informed us who she was and then asked Marufa if the older lady was her mum. She then asked her to explain to Amma what they had just discussed. Marufa translated that one of the neighbours had officially complained about Amma and her habit of throwing dirty water down whenever she cleaned the balcony and the corridor. 
Amma began to rant in her language and the lady tried hard not to grimace. Marufa muttered to Amma to not shout as it would make her look guilty.
‘Is it a boy of around sixteen who made this complaint? He lives downstairs from us, and his mum usually doesn’t get along with my mum and we could tell for some time that they’ve been wanting to do something like this,’ Marufa explained. 
I gathered that it was the same neighbour who had come to see me and was offended when Amma had referred to her, due to her poor choice of words, as “the neighbours beneath us”. 
‘That neighbour’s son said he was standing just under your balcony a while ago when your mum threw the bucket of dirty water out and it all fell on him.’
Amma whispered to Marufa that she had done that because usually no one was there at that time. I realised that to be the reason why she had looked anxious earlier.
‘Oh, yes, now I remember. I was with my mum when she was cleaning the balcony.’ It was a lie, but I didn’t interrupt. ‘It’s raining, as you can see, and I actually saw him jumping in a muddy puddle with his little brother.’
The lady looked at Marufa and nodded. ‘Okay, then, please just tell your mum that she should avoid throwing any water down in future as it could incur a fine if any more complaints are received.’
Marufa exhaled a breath of relief after she closed the door. Guile was indeed a forte that all my sisters-in-law possessed.
Sheila was back by lunchtime and Marufa filled her in with what the day had unfolded after she left. Sheila was shocked and patted Marufa on the back for being wily. Amma came in then and said that as she was dusting the rugs of the kitchen outside the parapet, the neighbour who had complained saw her and was whispering to someone else next to her whilst staring at her. Amma ranted in her dialect that she was agitated to her utmost when she saw that, so she stuck out her forefinger and middle finger and shouted out “fuckin’ hell”. 
We were all in Amma’s room and when they heard their mum say all that, both Sheila and Marufa jumped up from their sitting positions and hugged their mum, praising her for her bravery and “cool” attitude. 
I thought it was cool how they all supported each other. And I also felt the void of not having a mother like my sisters-in-law did.

***

Farzana came with her baby a few days later, after lunch, and said she was going to stay the night. She was watching some cookery programme, so I grabbed the opportunity to give her the clothes I had bought for her son. 
‘Farzana.’ No response. I called her another couple of times, and she still ignored me.
Earlier in the morning, Marufa did the same with me during breakfast, before she left for university. I gave her salam instead as she’d have to answer that. But when she ignored its reply too, I reminded her that it was obligatory to respond and no sooner had I said that than she lashed out, saying, ‘I did give my alekh. If you didn’t hear it then that’s not my problem.’
Amma told me to make khichuri for the baby and made me feed him, too, as Farzana left the house unannounced. As I fed her son, Amma ranted how irresponsible Farzana was. I couldn’t tell if Amma wanted me to agree with her or defend Farzana. I chose to remain silent throughout. Fahim came back from work and for some reason, Farzana was elated to see her brother. She went up to him and gave him a hug, just when I came out of the kitchen to greet him. Her sudden outburst of love for her brother, especially given the time and situation, looked rather perverted. 
I followed Fahim upstairs. A few days ago, he had asked me if I liked the breakfast he’d got me, and I bluntly said that it would’ve been better had we eaten at the café as the condensation had made everything soggy. I could tell he was hurt, just as I was, almost always, by his family. Unbeknown to us, these brash exchanges, like bricks, were piling up to build a great wall between the two of us.
As Fahim changed into his pyjamas, I said, ‘Your sisters are being so mean to me. I try my best not to talk about it but they’re really taking the piss.’ Hot tears flowed from my eyes. He hugged me but I pulled away to continue my rant. I told him how Farzana ignored me but omitted Marufa’s impudent attitude to save him an extra headache. He listened but didn’t say anything. The least I expected of him was to give Farzana a cold shoulder to imply his disapproval. But just as he was about to leave for the Maghrib salah, I heard him ask Farzana what her baby would like to eat. ‘Do you want me to get him crisps?’
‘Yeah. Quavers.’
I didn’t mind that he was looking out for his nephew. What boiled my brains was when he asked Farzana, ‘Is there anything you want?’ 
Farzana had been slouched in the armchair since she had come. She fiddled with her wispy hair as she decided what she wanted. ‘Yeah, can you get me a doner kebab?’
‘Yeah, sure. Anything else?’ 
I suddenly felt the urge to take my headscarf off. The whistle of my pressure cooker of a brain went off. I went to my room because I feared I’d create the scene that everyone was so hoping that I did. I paced about the room after I prayed the dusk prayer, which I merely offered like the pecking of a hen. I called Fahim a few minutes later but it kept going to voicemail. I breathed in and out and suddenly it felt like a task I was doing with conscious volition. I kept on ringing him until he picked up. 
‘Assalamu alaikum, what’s up?’ Fahim asked, in a cheery voice.
‘What’s up? Why don’t you tell me what’s up?’ I shouted as I spoke. ‘I had just told you how rude Farzana had been with me, and before leaving you were dying to find out what her royal highness needed?’ The least you could’ve done was to not talk to her as much so that she would realise that the way she’s behaving with me is not only childlike, but downright unacceptable. I just can’t believe the audacity you’ve shown.’ I pressed the red symbol button after the last word. I was crying out of anger and despair. 
Oh, Allah! Which immoral sin are you making me atone for?
The mosque was ten minutes away from the house, so I jumped when I saw Fahim open the door within the span of five minutes since I’d called him. I was sitting on the bed with my head buried in the pillow before Fahim walked in. I stood up and he yanked my arm to make me sit on the stool. He came right up to my face and the distance was no more than an inch between us, just like how Amma had done to me. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to?’ he hissed.
I hadn’t seen this coming. I became numb, just like when I used to get hit as a child. I used to become a cabbage — I could no longer talk, cry, or express any kind of emotion, for days. I stared at Fahim, in disbelief. 
Was this all part of a sick plan, where my buttons would be pushed to the extent that even my own husband would turn against me?
‘I think you better cancel the English reception for tomorrow.’ Then, after taking a painful gulp, I added, ‘Perhaps it’s best to arrange a divorce instead.’





Chapter 29


Fahim huffed and he puffed and then he puffed, and he huffed, but he could not get the brick wall down that was getting higher and higher between the two of us. When he saw me getting my bag ready for the second time, he tried to storm off to fetch Farzana. Tried — because when I stopped him with the intention of preventing a humiliating scenario like last time, he was convinced at once. He was comically a blown-up balloon that would go whizzing if he wasn’t tied up. 
When I got my cabin bag out again, he turned into a lover who wanted to woo his beloved back at any cost. I refused to go downstairs and Fahim gave the excuse to everyone that I had a headache. Fahim wanted to bring some food for me, but I refused that too. My next assignment was due for the following week, and I stayed up the whole night working on it. Fahim asked me now and then if I wanted tea and I politely said no. But after some time, he went downstairs and got me some food, and fed me though I kept refusing. I had to give in, eventually. For someone who had a voracious appetite, skipping dinner and staying up the whole night weakened my ability to uphold contempt.
I looked down as unheard tears streaked my face and dropped on the book I was reading. I could tell from the corner of my eyes that Fahim was fighting back tears. 
He had told me at the beginning of our marriage that seeing anyone he cared for crying, always melted his heart. I was relieved when he mentioned that because Bhaiyya’s monstrosity used to increase whenever Bibha cried. But it was uncomfortable to see him cry in this situation. Justness and gallantry were the traits I wanted in him but all I could see was that real-life princes were not quite what we had imagined when we read fairy tales. 

***

Fahim knelt down and put his hands together. ‘Please! Promise me that you won’t leave me. I can’t live without you. Please don’t do this to us.’
He convinced me to withdraw my decision again. My conscience questioned me as to whether I was using this “leaving him” drama merely as a threat. I knew I wasn’t but the fact that he’d managed to persuade me twice already, showed that he could get immune to this in the near future. 
Our appointment in the town centre was for twelve p.m. Fahim went to work and said he’d pick me up at quarter to twelve as the place wasn’t too far away. I did my regular household chores and, at one point, Farzana’s eighteen-month-old baby began to throw things about. I coaxed him not to do that as his mother was slouched in the armchair again, flicking channels. We were all in the living room and I was getting highly frustrated. In Bhaiyya’s house, Bibha didn’t allow me to ever be cross with their children, no matter what. Given the tense situation I was in at the moment, I could only imagine everyone blaming me for mistreating her baby if I tried to stop him.
‘Ouch!’ I screamed, as a pencil brushed onto my eyelid. Farzana briefly looked at me and then, with a contemptuous look in her arched eyes, she turned her focus back on the TV. ‘Farzana, your baby just whacked a pencil in my eye,’ I said, sternly.
‘C’mon, baba, come here,’ she said. I recalled how I had surmised Farzana to be the nicest one. And I wondered just how many more blunders I had made in my judgments. 
Fahim came home half an hour early. I wore my usual black burqa with a black batman cape and my walnut-coloured coat. I had to put on a triple layer of foundation as my face was the spottiest it had been so far. My skin still looked bumpy, but the redness was covered. My eyes were red, too, but the black kohl somehow reduced their redness and puffiness. I looked and felt ugly.
We had a bit over twenty minutes to kill so Fahim and I went to a nearby café to grab some coffee and cake. I wished I was able to put on a happy face, but I felt like the slice of cake on my plate — inviting but no one wanted it. We spoke occasionally, like two strangers. I couldn’t finish my cake. He didn’t question me, and I was glad he didn’t — I didn’t want to start crying. 
‘By the way, Rumaisa and everyone else have agreed to have a meeting today after the reception.’
I nodded and a sinking feeling engulfed me. I looked out of the window and thought about the irony of the day; we were two people getting our formal reception done when we both knew that the marriage may not work out. We walked back to the centre to find all the sisters there except for Sheila. 
‘Where is she when she should be around?’ Fahim muttered under his breath. 
Qismat told everyone that she had to fake a belly ache to make it here. I was surprised Farzana came after her insolent attitude earlier in the morning. Marufa ignored me and I guessed she only came to meet her sisters. Of course, Fahim believed that they were showing loyalty and love by attending the ceremony only for the sake of their brother.
Fahim called a seven-seater cab and we all went home after some pictures were taken. I looked miserable in each picture, just like on the day of my Islamic wedding. 
From the cab until when we arrived home, all the sisters were chatting to each other, including Fahim, who pretended not to realise that I was being blanked.
The children were all watching something on the TV, and I went upstairs to my room. Fahim was inside already and asked if his sisters could come in now. I was about to close the door while he was talking to me when I saw Farzana’s baby climbing halfway up the stairs, giggling at me. I wasn’t angry but neither was I in the mood to smile back and let him into my room. I closed the door to not encourage him. I turned around and said, ‘The sooner the better.’
Fahim was back about ten minutes later, with all his sisters following him closely, except for Sheila. I was expecting Amma to barge in at any minute, but she didn’t.
I was ready with the “verification” they had demanded. But was Fahim and his sisters ready with an apology?





Chapter 30


One of my wedding presents had been a silk bedding in a deep shade of purple. Amma had been adamant that it would not coordinate the colour theme of my room and, ever since then, the duvet set disappeared like my other wedding gifts. Amma had advised that I should choose colours in gold, beige, cream, or brown only. The time I bought Qismat’s satchel was also the time I had picked such a colour combination bedding. That was the bedding that adorned my bed now, with three of my sisters-in-law sitting on it. I had put a couple of Fahim’s jeans on the radiator, which I washed by hand, upon Amma’s order. 
‘Okay, Ranya, you might as well tell us what you have found out about that comment,’ Rumaisa was the first one to speak since we had all gathered in our room. I sat on the stool in front of the dressing table and Fahim stood opposite me, with his back against the wardrobe. 
I cleared my throat. ‘Farzana, what did you get for your English GCSEs and A Level?’ I said.  Four pairs of confused eyes were on me. 
‘What has that got to do with anything?’ Farzana said. Her eyebrows were in a frown. I sensed her discomfort, and this gave me all the courage I needed.
‘It will all make sense in a bit. Anyway, the point I’m trying to make here is, how good is your English? Because I have a feeling that either your English is quite poor or you are very, very petty-minded.’ Farzana looked at her sisters and before anyone could say anything to me, I said, sweetly, ‘Don’t look at your sisters. This is between you and me. You made an enormous accusation against me, my sister-in-law and her sister-in-law, and not a single one of you,’ my gaze momentarily paused on Fahim, who looked at me and withdrew his sight at once, ‘gave me the benefit of the doubt that perhaps there was some misunderstanding here. You all demanded that I “verified” the inquiry about “Is she okay now?” That “now” was something she said after she heard from my Bhabi that I had sprained my wrist.’ 
I leaned slightly forward and Farzana moved back. ‘You come here every single day so naturally she thought you would know if I had recovered or not. And this is how her infamous question came about.’
Everyone listened silently. Farzana looked around her but seemed to avoid looking at her sisters in case I chided her again. I was quite enjoying this moment. I didn’t feel guilty because I had prayed to Allah to give me the courage to defend myself from these oppressive people.
 ‘Okay… What about the carnation milk then?’ Farzana asked.
‘What about it?’ I said. I remembered how Amma kept asking me about it.
Farzana was standing now and seemed suddenly a bit encouraged, as though she knew she had something to make up for her former stupidity. ‘You said to me two weeks ago, “oh you can afford to have carnation milk but not me.” What did you mean by that? Are you complaining about how much my brother earns? Are you not getting fed here properly?’ She had her arms crossed.
‘Hold on, hold on. Now I get it! Oh my God!’ I put my hand on my head as I realised that this appeared as discombobulating as one of my recent algebraic questions but essentially the answer was in front of me the whole time. 
‘Really, Farzana, did you even sit for your English GCSE exam? I thought you completed your degree?’ When no one spoke, I looked at Fahim, but he held a neutral look on his face.
She was as red as her skirt. ‘Well, what did you mean by it?’
‘Farzana, you might want to take some notes now.’ I looked her dead in the eyes. ‘The word “afford” has two meanings, depending on context. And when I said, “afford” two weeks ago, I didn’t mean it as monetary value, but rather the second meaning, which is “not being able to bear”. I cannot bear to have carnation milk like you, since you’re a skeleton who won’t put on any weight, whereas I need to watch my calorie intake.’ 
Rumaisa commented that I wasn’t fat in the first place but we all ignored her. Marufa spoke up now as Farzana’s eyes had welled up. ‘Well, you lied that day about telling me that I should “enjoy my time in my father’s house”,’ Marufa said, who was the smartest in their group.
‘That has been dealt with already, why are you bringing it up again?’ I said. I had a feeling they just wanted to have an argument with me. 
‘The point is you lied!’ Marufa was standing now with her arms across her chest, as usual. In fact, all the three younger sisters always did that whenever they argued with me.
‘No, Marufa, I forgot and then remembered—’
‘You lied!’ she reiterated, this time pointing her forefinger at me. 
I looked at her and tried to assess what her real intention was. ‘Marufa, your dad gives you ten pounds every Saturday, doesn’t he? Because he thinks you don’t work like your other siblings?’ Marufa shifted her position here a bit, broke eye contact with me, and her shoulders drooped. ‘Does he not know that you go to work every Saturday?’ 
Silence.
‘This may be a good time for you to know, for good, that, I. Don’t. Lie, unlike some people who lie to their very own father, who trusts them.’ With my gaze, I held Marufa like a hostage. 
Everyone looked at me as if I was a terrorist and they, the poor victims. All I could think was—
Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn!




Chapter 31


I could feel the heat of the blood-flow in my cheeks. I never thought I’d be debating about such trivial issues with my mouthy sisters-in-law in front of my twenty-seven-year-old mute husband.
Just when I thought that the malarkey was over, Farzana came up with her final jibe. ‘But you’re always wanting what I have,’ she said, through suppressed sobs.
I was flabbergasted. I was petite but Farzana was puny. Once, as she was telling us how nice her in-laws were, she said that one of her in-laws had said, ‘According to my husband, brown girls are exotic.’ Farzana told her that she was almost black and to that she replied, ‘No you’re not. If you think you are dark, you should see the aborigines — they are the real black people.’ Farzana was full of pride as she said this, and I wondered how much more ignorance I’d have to see and hear from her.
If a person was ignorant enough to judge people by the colour of their skin, then that made them a racist. But if a person was ignorant of the fact that they do judge people by the colour of their skin, then that made them a Farzana. 
‘I’m sorry but what is it that you have that I would possibly want?’ I said. I tried to sound polite.
‘That time you saw those brown, leather gloves I had, you wanted to know exactly where I got them from. Then, that other time, we went to that shop together and I bought that floral dress for myself for fifty pounds… I could see that you kept saying how beautiful it was and then I felt I’d have to buy it for you too.’ Farzana looked like she really wanted to win this round. ‘And then that other time I wore this jade-coloured scarf, again, you kept saying how beautiful it was.’
‘Farzana, I never said what you had or bought was beautiful. I always said that it looked beautiful on you. There’s a difference. I couldn’t care less about those gloves. It was your brother who wanted to get the same ones for me. And as for the dress, you didn’t listen when I kept saying no. What did you want me to say? “Oh, Farzana, you look ugly no matter what you wear!” Not that you did, but I didn’t want the same dress because it wasn’t my type. But I appreciated the gesture, which I thought was genuine.’
Farzana wiped her eyes and face carefully so as not to smudge the tonne of make-up she had on.
‘Just because someone tells you that something you have is nice, doesn’t mean that they want it. Seriously, Farzana, I think you have some insecurity issues. The sooner you sort them out, the better.’ I wondered if my lack of tears made me look heartless. ‘You know, I used to like you the most. I felt you were very frank and easy to talk to,’ I said, ‘but I was wrong. Very wrong.’
After a few seconds, Farzana said, ‘Okay. I guess people make mistakes. And I made one too. I’m sorry for everything.’ Farzana broke into tears after this. My heart melted seeing her this vulnerable. I hugged her and told her kindly, this time, that it was okay.
‘Silent treatments don’t solve problems. Please just confront me next time if something doesn’t make sense to you.’ Farzana was older than me, but I doubted she’d have my level of understanding even ten years from now.
Fahim looked at Marufa, indicating she was forgetting something. But she just broke into an uncomfortable smile, saying, ‘What? Stop giving me that look.’
Then, without apologising, Marufa left with Farzana behind her. Fahim, who had witnessed his sister’s impudence both then and now, didn’t do anything about it. Rumaisa, who had been silent the entire time, spoke now. 
‘Well, I’m glad all this has been wrapped up. But just going back to your Mehndi party, Ranya, we were all very hurt by your Bhabi’s behaviour. It was totally unacceptable.’ 
I couldn’t be asked to argue any more. I had done enough for that day. I just let Rumaisa speak her heart out. But right at the end, she said something which caught me off guard. ‘By the way, it’s not that Marufa lies to Abba. She just doesn’t tell him that she works.’
‘Well, in that case, she’s deceiving Abba, and that’s the same, if not worse than lying,’ I said. That shut Rumaisa up for good.
She left and Fahim hugged me from behind. ‘Guess what Mustapha told me?’ he said like a school kid. ‘I was quite young when he got married. He told me that, although he loves Amma more than anything in this world, he also knows she can be evil at times. And that’s the reason why they had to move out.’ Seeing me quiet but interested, he carried on. He said that we should move out within the next month. He’d arrange for us to stay in that shed of his, which he has converted into a studio flat, while he’ll look for a suitable place for us.’
‘Was Mustapha the same age as you when he got married?’ I asked.
‘No!’ he laughed. ‘He was much younger than twenty-seven!’
Wow, he manned up early. 
I fixed the bed where they had all sat earlier. And also wondered what the people in the Bangladeshi/Sylheti community would say if we moved out that early into our marriage.
‘Is that what you want?’ I asked.
‘Well, if Mustapha is saying that, then I guess it has to be a sensible thing.’ 
I admired that Fahim valued his elder siblings’ opinions, but it seemed he didn’t know how to think by himself. I, on the other hand, was also thoughtless enough to say, ‘I think it’s still too early to move out. It’s hardly been three months into our marriage and people might say things, like “Fahim’s wife’s such a nasty woman — she separated mother and son, blah, blah, blah”.’
‘Yeah, people may say that,’ Fahim agreed.
‘Tell you what? Let’s give it a year from the day of our marriage. So, around next autumn, if things are still not improving, we’ll move out according to Mustapha’s plan.’
Fahim seemed to like this alternative. And I, too, didn’t feel guilty as I was giving my in-laws a fair chance. Only I made the mistake of not making Fahim promise this option.

***

I went downstairs and found Marufa cutting onions. This was pretty much the case all the time. I would always find my younger sisters-in-law working after a complaint was made. And within a few days, they would revert back to their inertia to take part in any household chores. As usual, I would receive a different strain of silent treatment now from the same people because I didn’t let them get away with their crap. Marufa was soon done and left the kitchen. Qismat seemed to be making tea. 
‘Hey, wassup?’ I asked her. She was awfully quiet. I came close to her and nudged her slightly and asked if everything was okay. 
‘No, everything is not all right,’ she said as she wiped her eyes.
I was concerned about her sudden distraught look. I cajoled her into telling me what was bothering her. ‘Has anything happened at work?’
‘No.’ A pause. ‘It’s you, actually.’
‘What?’ I was astonished. I couldn’t think what I had done recently to upset her again.
‘I have never ever seen Farzana crying like this. She wouldn’t repeat what you told her, and neither could she stop crying. Her husband came to take her and even he looked so sad to see her like this.’
‘And what about me, Qismat? Just because I’m not your blood sister, you didn’t even realise that what I went through was far worse than what she is going through now. She should’ve been wiser not to accuse me of so many lies.’
‘I don’t care,’ Qismat said. ‘Farzana is my sister, and I can’t bear to see my own sister cry like this.’ She tossed the spoon in the sink as she left. 
A sudden outburst of an argument made me jump and check where it was coming from. It was clearly Abba’s voice. But who was he shouting at? It was coming from the smallest room in the house.
After a while, I saw Rumaisa and Amma coming out from there. They looked mortified. I looked at Rumaisa and asked her what the matter was.
‘Abba lost the plot when he saw Farzana crying. She’s Abba and Amma’s favourite child and he demanded to know what made her cry,’ Rumaisa said with a sigh. She didn’t look as angry as Amma did.
For a while, Abba had been rather nice towards me. Since the fish cutting incident, there were several more occasions where I felt I saw a very caring side to him. Once, he wanted to know who had made the spiny gourd stir fry. I was scared as I didn’t know what to expect; he was the kind who would criticise you in front of everyone. When I said it was me, he said it was perfectly made except I had put a tad too much salt in it. 
Another time, Farzana’s baby was crying a lot after he had bumped into the door in Abba and Amma’s room. Amma tried to soothe him, but he got even more agitated. I came to see him as Farzana was at work, and the minute I carried him, he became quiet. At this, Abba said, ‘Children are like angels. They know who’s genuinely nice and who isn’t.’
And another time, as I was coming out of the kitchen, I overheard Abba telling Amma in the living room, ‘This time you’ve got a good daughter-in-law, don’t lose her.’
My reverie was interrupted as Rumaisa carried on, ‘Anyway, I said I told her off for being stupid and Abba has forbidden me from coming back to this house. So, this is the last time you all will be seeing me, I guess.’ 
‘I’m sorry.’ Somehow, I really felt like the villain now. But I wondered why Farzana had to dramatize this whole thing.
After Rumaisa left, I went to the kitchen and found Amma preparing lunch. I asked her what I should do.
‘I think you’ve done enough damage for one day. I saw my Laal cry and my Jaan being forbidden to enter this house again. All because of you.’ Amma began to cry.
Fahim was with me in the kitchen, and I felt embarrassed. Then Amma said something which I didn’t quite catch. She left the kitchen crying and I asked Fahim what she said. 
‘Amma felt sad because earlier today, when Farzana’s baby was climbing up the stairs, apparently you shut the door in his face.’
I wanted to justify myself but didn’t see the point any more. 
Apparently? And you didn’t think you needed to “verify” this apparent fact from me?





Chapter 32


Farzana didn’t come around for a good, few days. Qismat and Marufa spoke only when spoken to, and Rumaisa was still banned from entering the house. This left Sheila — the only sister-in-law who was on speaking terms with me. One day, as I cooked, Amma chided me that I still wasn’t speedy enough to cut onions or vegetables. She also said it was a bad omen that I was left-handed; to please her, I stupidly used my right hand to cut the tomatoes. That’s when I chopped a hunk of flesh off my left thumb. 
I’d always been queasy whenever I saw blood and this cut wasn’t shallow. The red hue flowed profusely, and a cold numbness began to spread from the throbbing pain around that digit. I looked at the kitchen mirror — a greyish face stared back. Deliriously, I told my mother-in-law that I was losing consciousness. She screamed. I was about to assure her that I wouldn’t die when I heard her say, 
‘Don’t faint. I won’t be able to carry you to your room. Ya Allah, how am I going to get the cooking done? Oh no, the carpet’s getting stained! Move your hand to the other side.’
I asked for some water and somehow managed to heave myself up and sit on a chair. I gathered at least twenty leaves of kitchen roll to wrap my thumb up but soon the blood surreptitiously blotted from the final layer of tissue. Amma cleaned the bloody stain from the carpet — all the while cursing.
‘I’m going upstairs to lie down a bit,’ I said. Amma didn’t reply back.
A couple of hours later, the doorbell rang. I couldn’t make out from the faint sounds who had come. Seconds later, there were three knocks on my door — Rumaisa popped her head through and asked if I was okay. As she bandaged my thumb, she shared an anecdote about an incident she once had with a tuna can.
‘Needed six stitches. My neighbour had to come in and help me wear my hijab.’ She was tying the two ends of the gauze when Fahim walked into our room. 
‘Oh,’ Rumaisa asked, ‘what are you doing here?’
‘What are you doing here? Thought you weren’t allowed to come here any more,’ Fahim said. I could tell he was so worried for me that he didn’t take care to add the usual icing to his words. Discomfort stung me more than the cut as Amma came in, just then. She kept asking Rumaisa what Fahim had just said. Her daughter pouted and pretended to complain that Fahim didn’t seem happy to see her back in the house. Amma declared that no one could ever stop Rumaisa from coming to her house. I wasn’t sure if she was joking but I was certain that Rumaisa’s remark could potentially become infectious over time. 
It was my turn to ask Fahim what he actually was doing here. He sat next to me, examining my hand. Both Amma and Rumaisa looked at me. 
‘Didn’t you tell Fahim you cut your hand?’ Rumaisa said. ‘I thought that’s why he came.’
‘I called the house phone ‘cos Ranya didn’t message or answer any of my calls today. That’s when Amma told me that you came to bandage her hand.’
‘The cut’s not that bad. She’ll be fine,’ Rumaisa said, brushing her hand in the air. Fahim asked if I or anyone else needed anything and after loitering a bit longer, he said he was going out but would be back soon. 
Rumaisa spoke without an indiscernible humph. ‘When I was at the A & E, I’d called Ahmed to pick up the kids from school. He didn’t even ask what I was doing there!’ She rolled her eyes and kissed her teeth. ‘Such a moron.’ 
I sympathised with Rumaisa and wondered if that was the reason why she was always eager to come here. Maybe the love her parents and siblings showered on her continued to occupy some of the gap her husband failed to fill in. Living beings craved love more than anything. Unlike hatred, any act of love worked as a healing agent. 
And who knew it better than me?
Fahim was hovering around me a bit more than usual that day. The pain from my thumb pulsated and also from the wrist of my other hand — it seemed to be susceptible to sprains every now and then. By the end of the day, I changed the dressing as it was all soiled and mucky with turmeric stains. I deliberately finished off the cooking, which had been pending since noon, in case Amma blamed me or sang and danced that Rumaisa saved the day. Abba was quiet the whole time and only after she left did he scream and shout. We could hear him when Fahim was taking the bloody gauze off my thumb. I yelped as he tried to gently take it off; the gauze was snagging on to my open wound, which had clotted. 
‘That is a nasty cut,’ Fahim said. My thumb had a concave look to it from the side where I chopped the flesh off. The pain vibrated throughout my hand, and I couldn’t bend it at all. A tear ran down my face. 
‘Can you get some paracetamol please?’ 
Little did he know that the cut wasn’t the only thing that caused me the pain.
	Fahim looked after me like a nurse. A professional one. After chatting for a bit, I slipped my hand inside his T-shirt, making swirly patterns in a descending line. He laughed softly and put his hand over mine. The third time round, I tried to jiggle my hand off and carry on, but the grip of his hand got firmer. ‘I really don’t want to make you do this,’ he said, and he put his T-shirt down.
I told him that I wasn’t ill-ill, but he just patted me, fixed the blanket, and turned to the other side. 

***

I didn’t know which one woke me up first. The bright passage light, which was never on at three a.m., or the loud conversation from downstairs. I was also surprised to see the door of our room ajar — Fahim was not in his place on the bed. I tiptoed out and found the bathroom to be empty.
I was itching all over to know what was happening downstairs but finding the one and only bathroom in a house shared by more than seven people, suppressed my curiosity like an antihistamine. I prayed that no one, especially Amma, saw me coming out of the bathroom. Often, nonchalantly, Amma asked me in the mornings if we did it every night. I reddened every time she asked me this. I either stayed quiet, pretended not to hear, or changed the subject — in vain. Eventually she revealed the reason. 
‘You have unmarried sisters-in-law around and sometimes your brother-in-law stays overnight next to your room… You don’t want everyone to hear you, do you?’
This was another humiliation I had received after the shawl incident. But then she brought up this issue three times and I couldn’t think why she said it because, firstly, we hardly did it and when we did do it (with any success), we were like performers in a silent film. The girls’ room was at the far end and there were two more rooms that separated Amma and Abba’s room from ours. If anything, only dogs could hear us as their hearing was more profound than ours.
Female dogs are bitches after all…
I knew this for certainty, but I didn’t have the face nor words to defend myself. Was my room bugged?
No one saw me as I came out of the bathroom. It took me less than five minutes to take a shower but fifteen minutes to wipe the whole bathroom — this included all the tiles that covered the bathroom walls. It was Amma’s unrelenting command; and I didn’t want to leave any evidence behind. 
I went down a couple of stairs to see what was happening. A couple of paramedics came out of the living room, carrying Abba in a stretcher. Rumaisa and her husband were here and so were Farzana and her husband. Mustapha Bhai and Fahim followed the stretcher out and the stress of the whole situation was probably why Fahim didn’t notice me. Farzana wailed while Rumaisa consoled her. The other sisters seemed a bit more poised. Amma walked up the stairs and stopped. She wasn’t crying. The expression on her face was indiscernible. 
‘What happened?’ I whispered.
‘Your Abba couldn’t breathe.’ I went back a few steps. Amma sat at the top stair and said, ‘The last time he had a stroke was when that witch separated us from our older son.’ She let out a long sigh. ‘Probably all the stress that has been happening between you and everyone else has caused him this.’
The force of guilt — stronger than gravity — pulled my face down.
‘At least your du’a is coming true.’
‘What prayer?’ I asked.
‘That your father-in-law dies soon,’ she said. 
I frowned. ‘Why would I pray for something like that?’ 
Amma sighed again. ‘That’s the only way you’ll ever get to go out with Fahim and have any fun. Everyone knows that I’m not the one who has the problem with you two going out.’
I didn’t want to hear any more, so I told her I was going back to my room.
My alarm went off only a few hours later. I didn’t know when Fahim left for work or if he even came back to sleep. I thought he would go in late or take the day off. Abba was brought back around eleven in the morning. Sheila, Qismat, and Marufa were all back earlier than usual that day. And when the right crowd gathered, Amma cried, ‘Who’ll handle my Farzana if your Abba dies? God knows who’s making a prayer against your father.’
I gave an unsure smile and asked everyone if they wanted tea and once done, I went to the kitchen to make it for whoever wanted it. Fahim came home just after lunch and looked concerned for his dad. He went to the girls’ room where all his sisters and Amma were talking in hushed tones — the door remained closed for some time. He didn’t tell me what they spoke about, and I didn’t inquire either. 
And why should you? They would only have good things to say about you, if they did speak about you at all, right? 
Every evening after dinner, I would find Qismat and Marufa laughing, joking, and being sarcastic to each other. They would do this in front of me, plainly ignoring me. If I spoke to them about anything, they answered without looking at me; they didn’t quite talk to me. Like when the TV is on, and people aren’t watching it, but the characters on the television are playing their designated roles anyway. I once asked Fahim and Rumaisa, individually, about this and they said that due to the series of problems that had taken place, I should give space to others to become friendly with me all over again. 
My sisters-in-law were like the end of the week — they’d all come like the weekend. It was mandatory on Sundays to thoroughly clean the windows but as I got ready to do that, Amma barged into our room and by now, it didn’t startle me any more. Both Fahim and I stared at Amma, who looked as excited as Farzana’s toddler son, who was playing with a musical toy. Looking at me, she said, ‘Your Abba has just left the house. Now is the perfect time for you two to go out for a bit. Quick! Hurry!’
This happened regularly, once or twice a week. At first, I felt she meant it, that she was going out of her way to find scope for Fahim and I to spend time together. But my loyal gut feeling warned that it was just a beautiful, translucent veil — the kinds my sisters-in-law wore all the time.
Every Saturday, Fahim and I met up after my Quran class. We would eat out and hang about Whitechapel Market for half an hour to forty-five minutes. We would then come home and eat lunch again to not stir up any suspicion that we had met up and eaten out. So, it wasn’t like I was deprived as much as before. By the third Sunday, when I refused to go out as Abba left for the mosque, Amma said, in front of Fahim and my sisters-in-law, ‘Well, now everyone knows that you had the chance to go out, but it was you who refused.’ 
Upon my sisters-in-laws’ persuasion, Fahim agreed, and we went out. Fahim was with me, but I wasn’t with him. He stopped me and asked to know what was on my mind. I checked the time. We had about forty minutes to kill before we had enough time to go home and pretend like we hadn’t been out; Abba wasn’t supposed to know, after all. 
‘I don’t know. It’s just…’ I thought here a bit. I imagined telling him, to his face, I feel your mother, the bitch, is trying to show all you dipshits, what an altruistic arsehole she’s being towards us. I also imagined how, upon hearing this, he would slap me straight across the face, just like those Indian TV serial actors, who did that to their wives in such incidents. So, to keep matters simple, I told him something else that had been on my mind for some time.
‘I’ve been having this dream, it keeps recurring. And sometimes I see the next parts to it, so I know it’s the same dream.’
‘Really?’ he asked, like a child. ‘Was I in it?’ He was anticipating me to say yes, and his face dropped when I said no. He prompted me to tell him what I had seen.
‘I keep seeing myself in a different country — an Arab country. I see my brother, his wife, their kids, and myself, too.’ I fiddled with the plaster on my thumb, which kept folding back at the top corner. The injury was taking over a month to heal. I smiled wistfully as I remembered how I made appointments at the doctors’ surgery, sometimes at the optician’s or at the dentist’s and then played coy that I’d need Fahim to come along — just so that I could get some “me and him” time together. 
Fahim nudged me to carry on. ‘I see myself smiling but the smile doesn’t seem to reach my eyes. Like, I’m sad about something, but I’m moving on.’
Fahim told me that perhaps I was just thinking about my childhood in Dubai and the dream of being in an Arab country was just reminiscent of it.
‘Hmm, maybe.’ 
‘Are you sure I was nowhere to be seen in these dreams?’ he asked again. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to distract me or not.
‘Well, I saw a donkey pulling a cart this time.’. Then, with a wink, I added, ‘Who knows? Maybe you were the donkey in disguise, like Bottom from A Midsummer Night’s Dream? And I was Queen Titania, who swooned over you.’ 
‘I was the donkey?’ Fahim didn’t look too enthused at the comparison.
‘Hey, I’m only kidding.’ We both laughed. As we headed towards home, I thought about the part I didn’t tell him; that I knew why he wasn’t in my recurring dream. But I wasn’t ready to admit — even to myself — about the premonition that a bereavement was lurking in the near future.





Chapter 33


I had eight fasts to make up for from the Ramadan I did in Bhaiyya’s place. When I used to fast in my pre-teen years, my mother, who was unmotherly, would suddenly get overwhelmed about what I should eat to break my fast. She wouldn’t let me work too much that day as it would weaken me. When those sudden bouts of affection rained, they moistened the parched soil that made me — it promised flowers, fruits, life. And, like life, it was real but transient. 
I abstained from food and water from dawn until dusk, every Monday and Thursday to spread out my fasting. I had to tell Amma about this when she told me to taste the salt in the curry. I wasn’t excused from the chores I normally had to do. But there was another reason altogether as to why I refused to check the salt in the curry.
A few days previously, Amma told me what to cook while she went out to buy some fruits and vegetables. When she came back, she told me to wash all the comestibles she bought. ‘Dry them too.’
She repeated these instructions, every weekday, like the five obligatory prayers. As I got back to stirring the curry, Amma came down, examined the grapes, and said, ‘I wonder if they’re sweet though, sometimes they can be like people — they only look good.’
‘They are. I had one when I washed them.’ 
Amma examined me and then snickered. I asked her what the matter was, but she didn’t say anything. She sat down before her sickle-shaped instrument and a bit later, asked me to taste the curry. 
‘I already checked — the salt’s right. But do you want to check—’
Amma stopped cutting the cabbage to laugh her heart out. Like a second episode, it was a laughter following the snicker before. I smiled nervously and asked what I had done that was so funny. In a way, I was glad I was able to make my stern mother-in-law laugh. 
‘As the Bou, you’re not allowed to eat anything new without permission! You should refuse out of shyness! But you tasted the grapes and the curry before I allowed you to.’ Amma was in stitches. 
This was a whole new level of deference that Amma was demanding. While I noted that, I realised that all the while she was mocking me, I simply joined her to laugh at myself. 
When Abba came back from the mosque, she shared this joke with him, in front of me, at lunch time. I knew I wasn’t going to hear the end of it so I prepared myself mentally to take the scathing words that would follow soon. 
‘She’s the main cook of this house. If anyone should taste the food first, it should be her,’ he said as he chomped noisily. I looked at Abba who was licking his fingers now. 
I looked at Amma and smiled my sweetest smile ever. The ongoing snicker was finally slapped off her face, which suddenly lost its colour. 
‘Oh, we shall soon run out of turmeric at this rate,’ Amma said as she scooped another spoonful of lentils onto her plate. 
Abba serenely told me to put less turmeric in as it wasn’t good for health. I nodded but when I went to the kitchen to put the dishes away, she mocked me about the amount of turmeric I put in. 
‘Maybe I can make you a nice face pack with turmeric instead.’ Amma looked at me, confused. ‘It’ll help you regain the colour in your face.’

***

There was only half an hour left for me to break my fast; I was looking forward to eating a plate full of hot rice and meat curry. But just as Marufa walked in from outside, Amma stopped her and put a few coppers in her hand saying, 
‘Your Bouma has been fasting the whole day. Go and get her a box of hot wings and chips. Hurry!’ 
Marufa looked cold and exhausted, but Amma wouldn’t even let her step inside the house. I came up to them, thanked Amma for her (fake) kindness and persuaded Marufa not to get it for me. 
‘I’m not a big fan of chicken and chips and after a whole day of an empty stomach, the last thing I need is greasy food,’ I said.
Amma pushed me inside and Marufa, outside, saying I was being shy, only. I stuck two fingers into my mouth to show Marufa just how much I loathed it, but I could tell from the look on her face that she felt I was being ungrateful to her mum.
I had a date and a glass of water and went upstairs to pray. No sooner had I finished than Amma came into my room, turned behind her to grab the box of chicken and chips, and the can of coke, from Marufa.
Fahim was lying on the bed and, as usual, impressed at Amma’s gesture. I felt like crying. I just wanted some home-cooked food — the hot and hearty meal I prepared every day. As I ate, Fahim gave me a mango bar packet, as dessert. I always had a “tangy” tooth and he always topped up the storeroom with all kinds of Bangladeshi tangy chutneys or bars of mango, as well as a stash of cheese and onion crisps. Little did he know that these snacks were often lifesavers for me. 
The following morning, as I was emptying out the bin in Amma’s room, I found her sitting on the bed, giving me her signature look of disapproval.
Here we go again…
I went up to her and asked if everything was okay.
‘You tell me.’
I tried to think what I may have done wrong this time. I was frustrated, trying to decipher the riddles she gave me to find my mistakes. 
‘You forgot to share… The chicken and chips, this time. You should’ve asked if anyone else wanted any.’
My mind came up with several points to defend myself, along with an illustration where I bashed her head with a mallet. But all I said was a meek, ‘I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.’





Chapter 34


Eid-ul-Adha was around the corner. Amma, Abba, Rumaisa, and Farzana discussed what and how much cooking would need to be done the day before the festival.
‘We’ll need to get those big pots from Mustapha’s shed for the cooking,’ Abba said as he sipped his tea from a saucer. 
‘I’ve already bought and cooked five kilos of minced meat for the samosa fillings,’ Rumaisa said. ‘Have you done the chicken fillings, Farzana?
‘Yeah. I bought about three kilos and made them all yesterday.’
Rumaisa was concerned that it wouldn’t be enough. ‘I’ll buy another two and make them. Amma, I’ll bring it over tomorrow after I make it and drop it off so all the girls can make them.’ 
It was just before midday and I was serving tea to everyone in the living room when Amma said, ‘We’ll have to make rice dumplings and other homemade sweet and savoury snacks. Bouma, you can do those.’
Mustapha Bhai popped around almost every other day. We never spoke to each other as it was not Islamic for me to do so. He came while everybody was in the living room save for me. He was all soaked in rain, as the weather had been bleak for the past whole week. Upon learning that Abba was going to cook the meat curry, he said he remembered an errand. Fahim told me often that Mustapha Bhai adored my cooking as it was similar to his wife’s. 
Sometimes, Abba liked to cook, and he would chat to me if Amma was not around. ‘Your Amma is only good at cleaning. She can barely cook. I used to always do the cooking before you came.’
‘Oh, I thought Rumaisa came and cooked here, before I came.’
‘She’s been coming for the past year, though I think she should spend more time in her own house.’
Along with Farzana.
‘Unfortunately, none of my daughters are homely and neither can they cook properly. All they have is anger… Like their mum.’ Abba looked over his shoulder as he said that. ‘Even your husband has no idea how to cook. He doesn’t even know how to make an omelette!’
I was astonished to hear Abba opening up to me like this. Every morning, Amma would chatter non-stop about anything and everything. I distinctly heard her stating that Abba disapproved of his sons doing any household chores. I once asked Fahim to hoover for me as my wrist was hurting from the third sprain I’d had so far. Amma warned me to not ever do that again as Abba would’ve actually killed me had he found that out. 
As Abba seemed to be in a good mood, I mustered the courage to ask. ‘Abba, is it okay for me to go out with him in general?’ I had to remind Abba that this “him”, whose name I wasn’t allowed to mention customarily, was his youngest son.
‘Go where?’ Abba asked.
‘Like if we have to go out for my tutorials or if we go shopping… Or eat out, just the two of us… Would you mind if we did that?’ The heater was on full blast, yet my hands and feet were cold like the lifeless fish in the sink.
Silence. 
‘Go wherever you want to go with him. Why should that be a problem?’ Abba was sitting on the chair, and I had his undivided attention, so I was certain he wasn’t distracted as he gave his opinion.
‘So… As Eid is around the corner, is it okay if the two of us go Eid shopping tomorrow?’ I was expecting anything now. From a simple yes to a ferocious roar. 
‘Yeah.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know why you two always ask me whenever you have to go out. And, even then, through Rumaisa and your mother-in-law.’
I clasped my hands to stop them from shaking.
I knew it! 
‘Abba… That day when he had asked you about us two going shopping to exchange those trousers his friend had given him, he said that you said it was fine. But then Amma and Rumaisa said that he never mentioned me going along with him.’
Abba was about to answer when Amma appeared from behind me, asking what we were talking about. Abba was facing the door while my back was towards it, so I wasn’t sure if Amma had heard me. 
‘Nothing important. We were just saying that the fish looks quite fresh today. Isn’t it?’ Abba said.
‘Yes.’ I looked at Abba and smiled as he left. Amma’s eyes somewhat shifted their shape into daggers. But I carried on smiling. ‘No amount of aromatic spices can mask the smell of rotten fish — the stink will come out eventually.’ I said to her.





Chapter 35


I had to think fast. I had to make sure that I didn’t screw up this golden opportunity. So, in the afternoon, when Abba and Amma were in their room, I confirmed with Abba again about Fahim and I going out for our Eid shopping the next day. I didn’t want any loopholes.
Amma jerked her head towards Abba, then at me and then back at Abba again.
‘Amma,’ I said, ‘Abba said that he has no problem whatsoever if I go out with him. You were worried all this time for nothing! And Rumaisa doesn’t have to take the trouble to seek permission for us any more!’
Amma just stared at me. I told Fahim about this revelation, but he was dubious. After the palaver last time, which was still healing as the wound on my thumb, I couldn’t blame him for verifying this information. 
By evening, when all my chores were complete and I was lying down in bed, Fahim came into the room with a wide grin. I was thinking about my next maths assignment but was happy to see the smile on Fahim’s face — something we both didn’t wear these days — like a favourite pair of jeans that didn’t fit any more. 
‘I’ve got exciting news for you.’ 
‘What?’ I guessed that he was going to simply reaffirm what I had told him.
‘It’s what you girls love.’ He looked at me smugly.
Superman? Or perhaps you can make a start by just being a man… Girls love bravery.
I shrugged.
‘Shopping!’ he said.
‘I was the one who got that sorted, mister!’ I kissed my teeth and rolled my eyes. 
‘I know, and good job you did that. I just had to make sure, you know…’ I hugged him. I remained in that moment of bliss for about four seconds, until he mentioned, ‘Marufa will be coming with us too.’
I moved away and looked at him, all puzzled. ‘Marufa?’
Fahim said that when he was “verifying” the news, Amma suggested we took Marufa along as she too needed to go shopping for Eid clothes. 
‘So, I said it was fine.’ Realising his blunder, a bit too late, Fahim said, ‘I’m sorry, maybe I should’ve asked you first.’
I cringed when he said that. I didn’t want to be how my brother’s wife was with me. ‘No, it’s fine. It’s just, there was something I needed to buy tomorrow and Marufa being with us might be a bit of a problem.’
‘What did you want to buy?’ Fahim listed Durex products. I smiled reluctantly. ‘A gift for me?’
‘Maybe.’ I winked at him. Fahim started to tickle me as I kept teasing him. I laughed out loud when suddenly I dreaded how Amma kept embarrassing me about the “noises”. ‘Stop it.’ Fahim wasn’t listening at all, so I had to do what I had to do — half-moon nail marks appeared on his arms. He knelt down and pleaded, with both hands pressed together. Catching my breath, I said, ‘A test kit.’
He stopped laughing, blinking, and maybe even breathing. And then jumped up and down. I had to calm him down and point out that I was simply late and that didn’t necessarily mean I was pregnant since it came out negative the last few months.
‘Yeah, but it’s still good news.’
‘A pre-good news, I suppose. You’ll need to distract Marufa at some point so I can pop into the chemist.’
We left the house around midday, and, for the first time, we were given no curfew. We went to Green Street and had to check out every single shop. With a straight face, Fahim gave commentaries to Marufa’s choices and, at the same time, fondled my derrière, but I couldn’t see the humour — not any more. 
‘Actually, I love all four of these… Fahim Bhai, can you pay for them?’
I felt guilty for thinking like this but knowing that all my unmarried sisters-in-law worked and Fahim earned less than a grand every month, I was unsure how it was expected of him to pay for their Eid clothes. 
Fahim was insistent that I bought a dress, too, but I’d been married for only four months and had five suits, still crisp and neatly packed in their transparent packages. I felt bad to buy another one just for the sake of it.
But now you have his spoilt little brat of a sister buying clothes at his expense. 
Perhaps this was one of the reasons why Bibha was, most of the time, cold towards me. But then again, Bhaiyya never bought Eid clothes for his family, let alone me.
As I pondered, it turned out that the suits all came up to almost five hundred pounds — it was beyond Fahim’s budget; she had to put them away. 
Long live the inflation!
We came home just in time for dinner. I cleaned the kitchen according to Amma’s checklist, even though half of me wanted to run to the loo. The other half subdued the urge and tried to buy time to harness me emotionally. 
Eventually, when I opened the bathroom door, I found Fahim standing right in front of me, raking his hair, revealing a receding hairline. I smiled. Fahim tried hard not to scream out of joy. 
‘Alhamdulillah,’ I said as he hugged me, ‘I’m not pregnant this time either.’ 
The grip of his embrace came loose. 
‘Next time.’ He smiled but his eyes didn’t. The news cut him but, just like a gash, his hopes were still fresh. As for mine, a hard scab had formed and shed, leaving behind an invisible scar of accepted truth.




Chapter 36


It was Sunday and time for entertainment — Amma drama. I was in the kitchen cutting onions, Marufa was hoovering the house, Qismat was still asleep, and Sheila was out. 
‘Marufa! Go wake up that lazy girl and tell her to hoover and then clean the bathrooms… And take over the onions once you’re back,’ Amma shouted, even though Marufa had turned off the hoover. Still in her extra small size pyjamas, Marufa looked confused since she was only doing her normal chores. Amma then called Fahim, who came into the kitchen from the living room. The selected onlookers witnessed Amma reiterating how we should utilise the glorious opportunity of going out while Abba was at the mosque.
Marufa rolled her eyes while a dishevelled Qismat entered the kitchen to have breakfast. Amma flicked her head with her knuckles and told her off for sleeping that late. 
‘Do you think Bouma is the servant of this house? Hurry up and clean the bathrooms. And you two — get ready and go.’
My legs were riveted to the floor. Anger dictated me to say no; common sense — yes. I took a good look at Amma. She looked utterly convincing, even to me, that her intention was as organic as breast milk — only the other way round — full of bullshit, no goodness. 
How I wished that everyone else, especially Fahim, saw just how timely these plots were enacted. I repeated that we didn’t have to do this, but I realised that my show wasn’t as interesting as Amma’s. 
‘Besides, I am busy now—’
‘Oh, just go. Don’t trust that old man. He doesn’t mean what he says,’ Amma said. I looked at Fahim. He believed every morsel of lie Amma just fed him. Again.
We went to the park this time, which was behind the moss-covered maisonette we stayed in. Fahim asked if I wanted to eat in a nearby café. I shook my head and sat on a bench, next to an overflowing bin, which I didn’t find disgusting. If I were an artist and was told to make a model of the current state of my mind, that would be it. 
‘You, okay?’ 
‘Hmm.’ 
Fuck no!
He sighed. ‘You just seem so quiet nowadays.’
When I was in year three, there was a boy in my class who never chatted or clowned about like the other children. But the teacher always told him off. ‘I’ve explained this so many times to you! Why don’t you get it?’ the teacher would say, exasperated. Maybe Fahim, too, had some form of a learning difficulty, and, like the teacher, it was I who didn’t recognise it.
‘Just worried because I’m not getting pregnant,’ I said as a quick response. 
I realised only then that this was beginning to worry me. Fahim put his arm around me and said it only gave us time to get to know each other better. 
‘Yep! I can really see how sophisticatedly we are managing to do that.’ 
Fahim responded by loosening the grasp of his arm around me. I wondered if the knot of our marital bond too, was loosening. Having a child could possibly be the plaster to heal and fasten us back together.
We strolled in the market and bought some deep fried, prawn flavoured white fish, shaped as jumbo prawns. I loved them as they weren’t actual prawns and gave some to Sheila who was back from the gym. Amma shrieked. 
‘Are you trying to kill my daughter?’ She snatched the container and ranted for half an hour even though both Fahim and Sheila laughed and explained what they were. I wondered if anything I did would ever be good enough before Amma’s eyes. 

***

There was only a week left until Eid. Every day after the dusk prayer, the girls sat around the table making samosas. Farzana made a hundred, Rumaisa another, while Sheila and Marufa made around two hundred and fifty between the two of them. Qismat, as usual, didn’t take part in these kinds of chores as she was the “fairest of all” and so had the right to be useless. 
‘I don’t know how to make samosas,’ I said.
‘That’s why you’ll be making the rice dumplings,’ Amma said. The prayer mat was still on the floor in front of the armchair, where she assumed her religious position.
Shite. She didn’t forget.
‘She won’t have the strength to do it,’ Abba said and inadvertently came to the rescue.
First, he put in a mixture of salt, rice flour, and ground rice, which were roasted in a pot for half an hour, before adding water to make the dough. Then it was kneaded (this was the part where I would’ve lacked the stamina), shaped into little dumplings and then, finally, steamed for a couple of hours. Abba showed me how to make the dumplings and I made a hundred of them. He had a go at Sheila for not making her batch properly who, to my shock, shouted back at Abba, 
‘If you ain’t happy with these then go get your mother from the grave to make them for you!’ She stormed off to her room and didn’t participate in any cooking after that. 
It was past two a.m. when I climbed into bed. Fahim was fast asleep. 
Because of Eid, the cleaning had to be done even more thoroughly than I had to do usually. By the end of the week, the cooking and cleaning had drained me so much that my feet had swollen up due to being on them for such long hours. My lower back hurt too. It didn’t matter that Fahim didn’t notice but I was in no shape to give an attitude, so when he asked, I told him to massage my back. Seeing my feet, he mentioned the foot spa he had once bought for his mum. ‘I’ll get it once Amma goes downstairs.’
I asked him why he didn’t just ask Amma for it. 
‘You know how Amma is with her OCD,’ he whispered.
Stealthily, Fahim got it and placed it under my feet as he resumed massaging my shoulders and back. 
Now it made sense why Amma made me cut her toenails, soak her feet in a bowl of soapy water, scrub them, and then massage oil on them, twice a month; I was her foot spa. 

***

Two days before Eid, as I cooked with Rumaisa, Qismat showed us a black and burgundy coloured saree she bought for Eid. Marufa ended up buying the blue and purple salwar kameez she liked that day with us. Qismat said that, as she was twenty-one, she would wear the saree and Marufa would have to wear salwar kameez as she was still nineteen. The two sisters started annoying each other, running around like wild buffaloes. I was only a year older than Qismat but, looking at them, I wondered when I had suddenly attained the right of passage to become someone who I didn’t recognise any more. I wistfully looked at the two sisters, who wore their outfits and took pictures in every single room. The mirror-shaped decorations in their clothes sparkled like their eyes. I complimented them but they were too engrossed in sharing juicy gossip about who they met on Green Street and Whitechapel market. 
In the evening, Amma called me to go to the living room. She always did her prayers sitting down in the armchair, though she stood up, even on the worktop, for hours to clean the window of the kitchen. 
‘Here’s your Eid gift.’ She proffered a plastic wallet that contained a black saree with golden embroidery. 
All my sisters-in-law, and Fahim, were in the room. They praised Amma’s generosity and reminded me how lucky I was. I too, surprisingly, felt happy towards Amma. I asked her when she had bought it but she just said that it was quite expensive so I should take good care of it.
Hugging their mum, the girls moaned again that their mum loved me more than them. Amma restated that, as I did all the household chores, I was her favourite. 
‘If only my mother-in-law was like this to me,’ Sheila said. I was in the middle of making kebabs so I left at once as I couldn’t bear to hear any more.
But Sheila followed me to the kitchen and said, ‘Make kebabs for Amma from time to time. She likes them. It’ll be nice if you look out for her too.’ 
The rest of the bulk cooking was prepared and done by Rumaisa, Amma, and myself. Rumaisa left around midnight, while I stayed up cleaning until three a.m., with a germophobic Amma expressing her wish for one of us to hoover as soon as we woke up. 
My body and soul screamed but I had a shower before I went to bed because I didn’t want to join the queue in the morning. Fahim was awake by five thirty and woke me up for the dawn prayer. I was livid. I had slept for barely two hours. I lost the plot.
‘I had to work my backside off cooking and cleaning while all of your sisters were snoring away.’
‘You think you’re working hard now? Wait until Ramadan comes next year, you’ll be working ten times harder than now for the entire month and Eid day too.’ 
I was taken aback. I was the dartboard and his words impaled me right in the bullseye. Like a zombie, I prayed. For the first time, I had no idea why I prayed. 
We all went to pray the Eid prayer except Sheila and Amma. Sheila woke up late and was the last to shower too. We bumped into the other friends in the mosque, as well as Bibha and my adorable niece and nephews. My sisters-in-law greeted Bibha briefly, then ignored her after that. I didn’t have to pretend too hard that everything was fine. We came home to find the house smelling of fried meat and chicken samosas.
Everything is fine. 
‘My Sheila was the only one who fried all these… She did the hoovering too, while you all were out,’ Amma gloated. 
Rumaisa brought in two massive pots of biryani and Farzana brought in two trays of roast chickens and grilled root vegetables. Amma hugged and kissed Farzana while her sisters were all awestruck for ten minutes straight that Farzana, who was two years older than me, had done so much. 
I wore a pink salwar kameez and luckily my acne didn’t mimic the shade. I wanted to wear some make-up, but I feared that Amma would get mad if I didn’t hurry downstairs. Sometimes there wasn’t anything to be done but she just wanted me to be there. 
The house was soon full. We all had lunch and afterwards I told Rumaisa that I’d have to rest for a bit. She allowed me but I couldn’t sleep. I was distraught. I took out my assignment and worked on it. Fahim was out with his friends and said that he would be back in time for us to go to my brother’s house. By five p.m., all the friends of my sisters-in-law had come. The house looked and sounded like a broken hornet’s nest. Amma tried to open my door. Finding it locked, she rapped on it until I opened it. 
‘What are you doing in your room on Eid day? Go and make tea for the guests,’ she said. She kept muttering her disbelief as she went downstairs. 
As I made tea, Rumaisa’s daughter came up to me and pulled at my dress. She looked like a living doll. I asked her if she wanted anything. She shook her head and asked me, again, ‘How come you are the only one working all the time?’ 
‘Bouma, tell me how to make tea, I’ll make it,’ Rumaisa’s son joined in.
It felt so nice that these innocent, angelic children acknowledged that which, ironically, the elders didn’t. 
‘When girls get married, this is how it is for them,’ I said.
Is it?
‘My mum and aunty Farzana don’t have to work like this,’ she said.
Aha! Because their in-laws aren’t typical Muslim British Bangladeshi mothereffers. 
I gave tea to everyone in the girls’ room and sat down for a bit. As no one particularly spoke to me, I left. No one noticed. I found the rest of the family, including Fahim, in the room next to ours, and seeing it ajar, I peeped in. 
‘Have you woken up then?’ Abba asked. I opened my mouth to tell the truth but shut it in case this was made into an excuse to stop my degree. I asked but Rumaisa said that everyone had tea already. I was turning to leave when, looking at me, Abba asked, 
‘Do you know what you are?’ I looked at Rumaisa and Fahim and they looked bemused too. I looked back at Abba and shrugged. So, he answered, ‘You’re the daughter of a Nasrani.’
I didn’t understand what he said so I asked him again, but they all just laughed. I felt like the new kid who gets bullied in a new school. I closed the door and ran to my room. Fahim followed me, sat down next to me, patted me, and gave me my own false hope that everything would be fine. I cried for an hour until I fell asleep.
And I dreamt my usual dream. Fahim woke me up around half seven and told me to get ready as we were going to be late for my brother’s invitation. 
‘I can’t open my eyes,’ I said. ‘They’re swollen.’ Fahim didn’t know what to do so I told him to get me a bag of frozen peas. Whenever Bhaiyya argued with Bibha, she cried, which made her eyes puffy. I learned from her that a bag of frozen peas got the swelling down.
I applied extra kohl in the rims of my eyes and smoked them out. Fahim was oddly quiet the whole time. 
‘Does it look like I’ve been crying?’ 
Fahim shook his head with a crestfallen face. I got up to open the wardrobe, where I had put the saree Amma gave me. The plastic packet made a crunching noise as I took the saree out. I opened the folds of the soft saree and took the blouse out when I noticed an extra stitching on one of the sleeves that was taken off the main hem. I checked the other sleeve and that too, had perforated holes all along the length. At once, I had a sense of déjà vu… 
When I was eleven, about a decade previously, my mum was getting ready for a wedding. After applying her flawless make-up, she wrapped herself in an elegant black and fuchsia saree, speckled around the edges in golden thread. I wore a hand-me-down dress of my sister’s and kept staring at the five other brand-new sarees that lay spread on her bed. Each was vibrant with colours I hadn’t yet known the names of.  My mum told me to help her get dressed by holding the folds of her saree from the bottom as she held them from the top. I asked how she was able to afford them, and she told me that Dad hadn’t given enough money to buy clothes for my sister and I, for Eid. She used the same explanation as she always did — she had bought them with her money. 
Now, as I looked at the saree my mother-in-law “gifted” me, I had a moment of epiphany. I had associated meanness with my mother only, when really, a lot of people were under that umbrella. The difference was that these characteristics were overt in my mother while they were covert in others. This eclipsed trait in Amma made my mother somewhat better than her. 





Chapter 37


I met Bibha’s friend at Bhaiyya’s place. Bibha hugged me and then whispered, ‘I see your chaperons didn’t tag along?’
I smiled. ‘No, they didn’t.’
Bibha’s friend saw me last at my wedding and wanted to know if I was “happily married”. She was the teacher of the Quran class we all attended. 
‘Alhamdulillah, my husband’s really sweet.’ That was true so far. 
‘It’s such a relief when husbands are not harsh, isn’t it?’ she said. 
‘Yes…’ Bibha sighed. 
Her friend laughed. ‘InshAllah, you will be rewarded for your patience.’ This gave her a chance to deliver a lecture on a prophetic saying about a woman being given paradise should she be tolerant of her husband. ‘This life is not important — it’s the hereafter we should only think about!’
Bibha nodded her head like a bobbing head car accessory. Her eyes glistened; her eyeliner was smoked out too.
‘But isn’t there a chapter in the Quran about a woman who disputed her husband?’ I asked.
‘That’s a different incident.’ The teacher carried on with her former lecture. 
When Bibha went out of the kitchen to speak to Bhaiyya about something, Bibha’s friend came close to me. Holding my hand, she looked into my eye, and said, ‘Your brother and especially your sister-in-law have done so much for you. I don’t know any woman who’d do that much for their husband’s sister! Make sure you are grateful to them and make lots of prayer for her.’ I remained silent, hoping she’d stop. ‘I remember your sister-in-law being so anxious when they were looking into this proposal. It was as though her own daughter was getting married. I—’
‘Would you like some roasted cashews?’ I asked. She refused and tried to finish her sentence, but I quickly rambled on about the health benefits of the nuts. When I was done, she picked up from where she was cut off, so I stood up. ‘Fibre! It’s rich in that too! Be right back!’ I didn’t know how much more crap I could take before I turned into a packet of nuts myself.
As Bibha and her friend spoke, and their children played, I felt that I was more miserable than Bibha was with Bhaiyya. 
Really? Or did Bibha use subterfuge to convince everyone that she too was happily married? Did Bibha’s confident friend, too, reflect Bibha’s masquerade? Was it the norm for all married women to put on a façade? Perhaps such dissimulations were the real thing while the inner turmoils we experienced, were illusionary…

***

Our mutual friend’s henna party was taking place on a Sunday evening. Fahim and I had met up the way we usually did every Saturday after my Quran class. He asked me what I intended to wear for the party, and I told him that I’d choose something from my collection.
‘No, I’m going to buy you a new saree. Come.’ 
He took me to one of the shops in Whitechapel and pointed at a mustard coloured one that had subtle, golden sequins on it. I gave in after bartering for twenty minutes, realising the shopkeeper had no intention to lower the price. 
Maybe I too, shouldn’t lower my standards?
Time was ticking away too as we always came home by one thirty p.m. We went home separately, as usual, to avoid suspicion. Fahim came in five minutes after me. He hid the costume inside his trench coat and discreetly gave me a thumbs up sign. 
We ate out every Saturday but to avoid penalisation, we ate lunch again with the family. I didn’t let anyone see me crying that day after Abba had name-called me, but I remembered what he had said and intended to find out at some point. 
Daughter of a Nasrani. 
Everyone was home today except for Mustapha Bhai. I took some of the old curry onto my plate, as Amma had instructed, when Abba hollered, ‘Oi, Noakhali!’
Fahim was about to put a morsel of food into his mouth but stopped midway when Abba shouted. The entire room looked like a bunch of mannequins, all frozen in time. 
Did he find out that we ate out?
And then Abba said, ‘Take this fried fish first, you low-caste! Is this what your parents taught you? To eat old food all the time?’ 
Everyone laughed out of sheer relief. Abba placed two generous pieces of fried fish pieces onto my plate while Amma watched it from the corner of her eye. Rumaisa asked how the fish was and I told her it was delicious. 
‘The secret to the perfect fried fish is lemon juice and olive oil,’ she said, proudly. 
Did Rumaisa spend most of her time here, pretending she too, had the perfect marriage? 
Abba told me, as he chewed, that Mustapha Bhai’s wife used to always take the best pieces for herself. I looked at Mushtapha Bhai’s twelve-year-old daughter and could tell that she didn’t like the flavour of this news.
In the afternoon, I went up to all my sisters-in-law and asked if they wanted tea. I made sure I did that every day, ritualistically, so that Amma didn’t find any reason to berate me. Marufa was lying on her bed with her niece; they were giggling about something. Then Marufa said what her niece just told her. ‘Amma, guess what? Your granddaughter’s saying that, traditionally, Bhabi should offer us our breakfast, in bed, every day. She’s a step ahead of you, even.’
More laughter. 
The room started to convulse with the cacophony. A surge of electric current pulsated in my veins and my inner voice exploded.
Cunts! 
‘Did you say something?’ Marufa asked. 
‘Aunts!’ I said. ‘Must be really nice to have aunts… Who are young enough to be sisters, right?’ 
Silence. 
Marufa and her niece looked at each other and shrugged. ‘I’ll go make tea now,’ I said. 
I came, I saw, I cooked.
My sisters-in-law had reverted back to their lazy selves of not pitching in with the household chores and I was now fed up of complaining or expecting any change. The only thing that gave me hope was that, in less than a year, Fahim and I had the option to move out, if things didn’t improve. 

***

Our friend’s henna party venue was within walking distance. I was thrilled because it would give me a break from my chores. The hall was bursting with laughter and merriment. From time to time, my eyes searched for Bibha and my niece. She was unusually late by almost two hours. And once she came, she seemed to deliberately avoid my sisters-in-law and I. I wasn’t surprised. She must’ve felt like an asylum seeker, at the rate I had to interrogate her about her sister-in-law’s controversial comment, two months ago.
Qismat approached and spoke to Bibha in a bubbly way, but she replied like a half-frozen cheesecake. Bibha spoke to me only when I spoke to her and neither she nor I broached the topic. I got the vibes that something was not right — like those “spot the difference” kind of pictures. But I brushed the thought away when we all danced and sang our hearts out, congratulating our friend on her life’s new beginning. 
Deep down, I reserved a part for condolences too. 





Chapter 38


Our friend’s wedding took place the following weekend in the Islamic Centre where Fahim worked. Bibha didn’t contact me that week and I felt it wiser to give her that space. 
But my gut feelings prevailed. It was a hot day with no chance of rain. Qismat and I popped into the ladies’ room to fix our make-up and all black hijab and burqa. Twenty minutes later, we saw three familiar figures as we walked towards the women’s side of the hall. Farzana and Amma were next to each other, facing Bibha. We couldn’t hear them, but the atmosphere was overcast. As we approached them, we heard what they argued about, and I wished Bibha had at least notified me about it.
It wasn’t raining. It was pouring. 
‘We have been given good manners by our parents,’ Farzana said. Her eyes were watery, and I could tell that it was the rage that was making her cry.
‘I am not questioning your parents. I was waiting for today so I could speak to you, in front of your mum.’ Bibha smoothed her jet-black, batman cape around her black burqa. ‘What you did must never ever be repeated again, whether with us or anyone else because it is not nice and not acceptable,’ Bibha finished. 
She took her time to be a fully set cheesecake.
Farzana wiped her eyes and nose. Amma kept asking her, through her face-veil, what Bibha said. 
I cringed even though Bibha, Farzana, and Amma hugged and laughed at the end. I knew Bibha had the right to speak her mind, but she didn’t realise what this would cost me later.
I was on tenterhooks the whole time at the wedding. I tried to be of any service to my mother-in-law and sisters-in-law. They made me believe that I was momentarily invisible. I sat down and looked at the bride. She was sitting pretty in her red, bridal dress. 
She looked happy. 
Qismat commented that a white dress would’ve been better. She was desperately looking to get married and the only thing she talked about these days was something to do with weddings.
She looked exuberant. 
Sheila too, was looking into a second marriage. Although the way she kept talking about her ex — the goodness of his character — indicated that she hadn’t quite moved on.
She looked nostalgic. 
What if I had said no to Fahim, for marriage?
I looked like I made a mistake.
Even in the afternoon, the air was breathing flames, and it made Amma’s aura even more inflammable. On the way back, I didn’t dare speak to her about anything. Fahim asked me if I knew something, but I didn’t have the guts to talk about it. By evening, some business-type reality gameshow was on, which no one was interested in. Instead, a meeting took place in the spare room, with all my sisters-in-law, Abba and Amma. I was in my room and asked Fahim to check what was happening. The air was humid with tension. A while later, Fahim came out to inform me that I would be seen now. 
‘What did you tell your sister-in-law?’ Sir Abba chilli-flakes questioned.
I said I didn’t know anything. I wasn’t denigrated any further. Abba just bellowed for the rest of the evening about why Farzana cried before she left. 
I was relieved that I didn’t get fired.

***

The following morning, I woke up earlier than usual to get a head start on my chores. Like a dog, I felt the need to appease them — my masters. As I always hoovered the girls’ room first, my room always ended up being the last one to be cleaned. When I opened the door, I found Amma, rummaging through my drawers.
‘What are you looking for?’
‘Where are you hiding them?’ Amma shouted. I asked her what she meant.
She explained, in her mediocre dialect about “some round things women take to avoid getting pregnant”.
I was relieved that it had nothing to do with Bibha’s incident. But then it hit me.
‘It’s been six months and you’re still not pregnant. I got my son married to a young girl so that she could mother his children as soon as possible.’ She then asked me directly if I was on any medication. I said I wasn’t, but she didn’t look convinced. She slammed my door on her way out.

***

That night, Fahim found me crying again. I expressed my concern to him; he was silent. I didn’t expect him to say or do anything. I didn’t know if all girls who got married got mistreated the way I felt because I was being abused, but it was getting unbearable. 
‘We need to move out to Mustapha Bhai’s shed by the winter holidays,’ I said. Fahim didn’t say anything to that either. 

***

Things seemed to follow rapidly after six months into my marriage. One day, Amma told me to tidy up the clothes on the radiator. As I was folding up a pair of black trousers, I had a sudden urge to close the door in my room and tried them on. They fit me perfectly. I took it off and checked the label. It was from Next and a size six. The lowest I had ever been was a size ten.
Was weight the only thing I was losing? 
More good news awaited me at the end of that day. My assignment result came — I scored over 90%. If there was a pet in the house, I would’ve shared the news with it too. Sheila, who was reading a book with her glasses on, took them off and studied me for a bit.
‘How on earth did you manage that with so much going on in your life?’ There was admiration in her eyes and tone. ‘Well done! Go tell Amma about it.’ 
Amma was in the bathroom washing the hoover pipe. She was quiet and didn’t look at me, even when I nudged her. 
Shite! Did I do something? Did I not do something? 
I ran a quick recap — nothing was the matter between us that day. I asked Amma if everything was okay, to which she said, ‘You did something today which you shouldn’t have done.’ A pause. ‘Think about it.’ I must’ve looked confused because she added, ‘You’re not dumb! How else did you manage to get such good marks?’
So, she did pay attention…
With a swift turn of her wrist, she turned the tap off. It squeaked. ‘When I told you today to go out for some fresh air in the market, you didn’t quite just get the fresh air, did you?’
And then I remembered…
Once a week, Amma now allowed me to go to Whitechapel market for a quick stroll, on the weekdays. For a while, Amma had been moaning to me that everyone in the house ordered what they would like to eat but no one ever gave money to buy the ingredients, let alone wonder how Amma managed to buy it in the first place. I said this to Fahim and since then we would put a tenner, every week, in her money pot on the kitchen counter. 
At first, Amma was amused but then pressed to know who was putting it there. When it was discovered to be my initiative, they all seemed impressed with me. And I got a prize, too — Amma rewarded me a twenty-minute walk in the local market, once a week.
Today, when I was walking through, I decided to do something on pure impulse. I decided to walk all the way to the Islamic Centre. Fahim was taken aback by a complete surprise when he saw me. He told his assistant manager to take over while the two of us went out for coffee. We ordered milkshakes instead. Mine was mango and his was banana. He let me have his one too.
‘Things are beginning to look good, you know, Alhamdulillah,’ I said.
Fahim’s eyebrows were still furrowed. ‘Does Amma know you’re here?’
‘No. Anyway, I was thinking—’
‘Don’t tell Mum.’ His eyes scanned the room for the waiter. 
We walked back to his workplace but what had slipped our minds was the time — it was half past three. The private, single-sex school, where Rumaisa’s son went, was located in the same building where Fahim worked and his elder sister was waiting, along with other mothers, to pick her son up.
‘Oh.’ Her gaze shifted from me to Fahim and then back to me again. ‘What are you two doing here?’ she asked. She was more shocked than Fahim was to see me. Fahim looked like he wanted to run.
He stammered, so I answered, ‘Amma usually lets me take a walk at this time so I thought I’d surprise someone today.’ I laughed and nudged Fahim with my shoulder. Neither my husband nor Rumaisa found it funny.

Amma shook her head and tutted which had the effect of a remote control that abruptly paused the visual recap of the unfortunate event I grasped only now. ‘Here I thought I was doing some good and you end up taking the mickey.’ She rinsed the white towels for the third time before placing them again in bleach and detergent water. 
‘Do you have any idea what your Abba will say if he finds out?’ 
‘Who told you about this?’ I asked. She broke eye contact. She never answered.
Snitch alert…

***

The next day was THE day. All my visceral feelings, like the myriad ingredients and tastes of South Asian pickles, were going to be bottled up to the brim.
It started off as usual, which I performed mechanically, like a well-oiled car. I hated cleaning the mirrors because they accentuated my spots. By noon, Amma called me, and I almost tripped on my way up. She had been cleaning the hoover pipe since morning; the bathtub was grimy and grey with detritus.
‘Look in there,’ she said, pointing her chin towards the inside of the tub. I grimaced. I reckoned that she would now tell me to clean it up. But what she said was far dirtier. 
‘If your father ever comes, this is what we’ll serve him for dinner.’ She giggled with her palm on her mouth.
I looked at her and recalled what she had said to me earlier in the morning. As I was cleaning the detergent compartment, we heard a couple of women bickering outside, in the corridor. Amma disapproved of them, saying that they were probably related to my mother, as rumour had it that she was an argumentative person. I replied that instead of reaching out that far, it would’ve been more plausible to say that they were related to Abba, as he barked just as much. Amma didn’t say anything, and I could tell that I threw her off guard. It made perfect sense as to why she now said this about my father. I looked at Amma, but she didn’t look at me. ‘That’s a very nasty thing to say. You, as a mother-in-law, should not be talking like this.’ 
‘Oh my God! I was just joking!’ Amma said and then tried to hug me, but I moved back. I went to my room and remained there — to think. 
What gave them the audacity to talk like this about my parents? 
No one knew anything else other than the facts that my father was a surgeon and my mother, a singer, especially since they lived back home. 
Someone added more details, but who?
There was a knock on the door. It was too polite to be Amma and too early to be anyone else. I opened it and saw Fahim bobbing his face from either side of a bouquet containing off-white petals with blood orange stains, blooming from the centre. ‘You, okay? Thought I’d get these… You looked a bit down the other day.’
Because you were being an arsehole.
I wanted to at least pretend to be grateful, but these sporadic moments of flowers, chocolates, and gifts seemed like precarious pins that were holding the fabric of our marriage. It also meant that I’d have to go downstairs and fetch a vase and, on the way, bump into Amma. 
He asked how my day was, so I told him, to which he said nothing. He went downstairs and got a vase with water and put the flowers in there. But, as he placed them in, he suddenly knocked a full-blown lily on the carpet. I shrieked. I went downstairs to get some solvent and a cloth to wipe the pollen off the cream-coloured carpet, but it just smudged more. I tried some bleach. My mind was too foggy to tell if it was working. I only worried what Amma would say if she saw the stain. 
I was in the kitchen, replacing the bleach and cloth, when Fahim came behind me. He cupped my shoulders and lightly kissed me, saying he was sorry for the trouble. And the lid of the jar of pickles popped open — I lashed out the stuffed contents at him, which my third sister-in-law, a.k.a. the common housefly, witnessed. 
‘Why did you even get me the flowers? It won’t solve any of my problems, will it?’ I said. From the corner of my eye, I could see a petrified Farzana, glaring at me. I went up to my room and regretted this immediately. I was lying on my left side, on the bed, when I felt a body next to me. 
‘I’m sorry, I—’
I couldn’t finish my sentence as his mouth was on mine. I never did drugs, but I supposed that I wouldn’t have been completely wrong if I compared the feel of him to that of smoking pot; I felt high. So high that I didn’t notice the presence of a third person in my bedroom…
‘What are you still doing here, you hetir goror heti?’
This was by far the most impudent deed she had committed. Fahim, who still had his trousers on, sprang up to put his T-shirt on. I covered myself with the blanket up to my neck; it felt like an atonement. Amma seemed oblivious of the whole situation. She ranted that I had not done any work the whole day as I had remained in my room since midday. Fahim looked down in shame. I was too shocked to express any emotion. I felt numb all over. I realised that never before had I experienced such a veritable amount of humiliation. And anger.
My husband just bowed his head before his formidable mother. The whole time.
‘And you!’ She stared at me with her beady eyes. ‘You have the nerve to shout at my son?’ Her hands were on her hips as if trying to contain her rage lest she use them instead. 
Amma was upstairs when I complained about the flowers. 
‘My Farzana couldn’t take it any more—she left the house!’ Amma said. 
Bitch alert!
I recalled how, at the beginning of our marriage, Farzana had objected to Fahim’s decision regarding some loan he wanted to take; she called him frivolous. Her tone was patronising but neither Fahim nor I said anything. At the time, I didn’t know what Fahim’s reason was, but I was quiet as I was still a new bride.
Hot tears ran down my flushed cheeks. Amma showed no sign of leaving my room. I groped for my clothes which were inside the blanket and managed to put them on while she complained about me. When I was done, I went out of the room and made “the call”. 
I dialled their landline number. Bibha answered. I asked her to give it to Bhaiyya who had just come home from work. Bhaiyya passed on the message that he’d call me after he ate, but I pleaded with her to give it to him. 
‘Remember that time you said if anything went seriously wrong in my marriage then I should call you?’
‘Uh… Yeah?’ Bhaiyya said. 
‘That time has come.’
I went back to my room and told them what I had just done. ‘They’re coming over.’ 
Fahim stared at me in disbelief while his mother shook his arm, like a carton of juice, to translate.




Chapter 39


It was the first time that I had told my brother and sister-in-law, officially, about my marital issues. They came in around seven o’ clock. Fahim and I sat in the living room as far as possible from each other. The skin around my eyes felt sore. I glanced at Fahim. His face was florid with embarrassment. Involving my side of the family shook his honour yet he was unmoved every time his family humiliated me.
Fahim opened the door to Bhaiyya and Bibha. They sat next to each other, on the sofa, and, after twenty minutes, Amma came. She sat in her armchair, without answering their salutation. Like a fireplace, she breathed the heat of her rage.
Bhaiyya and Bibha looked at each other and then me. Bibha was the first one to talk. 
‘So… What’s the matter… Ranya?’ She spoke in a low, cowered voice. It was nothing like the persona she displayed when she had defended her family. 
I was not her family. 
I wanted to list the issues I had been encountering but it didn’t turn out as eloquent as I wished it to be. In the heat of the moment, I didn’t realise how I was going to tell them what had just happened. I’d also have to recap a lot of things that had led to this crescendo of ordeal, which now seemed like a jumbled-up sequence of the alphabet. But there was no turning back now. 
Time was ticking away. 
Four pairs of eyes were on me. 
Waiting… 
‘Fahim… Why don’t you tell us what happened?’ Bhaiyya asked as I was still mute.
‘To be honest,’ he said, sighing, ‘I don’t know where to start. All I can say is… I’m extremely embarrassed that your sister called you two here without asking me.’ 
“Your sister”? Do you ever ask me before you call your sister to intervene?
I looked at Fahim. But instead of indignation, a shroud of guilt covered me. I should’ve at least warned him. But he would’ve just called Rumaisa, as always. Fahim looked down and my heart melted away. I felt sinful for harassing him like this. 
Did he feel even half this bad whenever my honour was ravaged? Did men have a covert way of showing their emotions? Was I being obtuse in justifying his hamartia?
	
It was time for the dusk prayer, so Bibha followed me to my room to pray. I prayed next to her and finished just after her. She double-looked towards my dressing table, at a book on pregnancy.
‘Are you…?’ Bibha didn’t have to verbalise the rest.
I looked down and shook my head. ‘It’s Farzana’s.’
‘I know you’d never call us unless something terrible happened.’ Bibha placed her hand on my shoulder to embolden me; my throat hurt from suppressing the emotions.
‘I’ve never seen him like this before. And of all the people… It was me.’
‘I’m sure you had a good reason for taking this step.’
My thoughts and feelings were all mashed up. Fahim’s forlorn face kept fogging my vision and intellect. We went downstairs and resumed our seats. Bhaiyya asked Bibha if I had said anything to her; she shook her head. She mumbled something along the lines that Amma made me do most of the household chores.
‘Amma says to me that I have to do it since this is an Asian family whereas her daughters don’t need to work too much as they are married to non-Asian men.’ I winced. 
This was not why you called them!
With a truculent attitude of that of a tennis player, Amma whacked the words, ‘I’ll get all of my five daughters married to non-Asian men if I want to. Who are you to say anything? Some people just want to take charge of everything!’
I looked at Bibha who looked down. 
‘Rumaisa and Farzana come round almost every day, whenever they want! And I’m not even allowed to go out with him! Not even by myself.’ I couldn’t believe I was talking like this. I always detested my parents for their arguments and now, here I was.
‘Maybe Ranya should also be allowed to visit her family… Us… Once a week. This way it’ll only be fair,’ Bibha almost whispered, which weakened my side with each frequency she dropped.
‘Yeah, I feel that’s a good idea. Fahim, would you be okay with that?’ Bhaiyya and I looked at a shrugging Fahim, who nodded with a tight smile. For the first time, his blithe persona had taken a back step. 
Was it because, for the first time, he got a flavour of what you tasted every day?
It was approved and arranged that every Wednesday, I would go to Bhaiyya’s place and come back at five p.m., sharp. Bhaiyya and Bibha got up to leave. Amma asked them to eat, and I prayed that they refused, no matter how convincing she sounded. 
‘Tomorrow’s Wednesday, so we’ll see Ranya anyway.’ Bibha hugged me and whispered that I should leave straight after breakfast. I nodded but feared what would be told to Abba, who was in the small room next to ours the whole time. But throughout dinner, no one mentioned a thing that had occurred that day. When Abba asked who had come earlier, he was told it was no one important.
I went to my room, expecting Fahim to either leave the house or watch the TV for as long as he wanted. But he followed me shortly after. I immediately apologised. 
‘No, I’m sorry,’ he said quietly. I flinched and clenched my fists until my nails dug into my palm. ‘If I remembered to lock the door, Amma wouldn’t have come in and all this wouldn’t have happened.’ Fahim hugged me. 
My sorrows were replaced with solace, just how cheap air fresheners did a bad job of masking bad odours, momentarily. But I didn’t want to rationalise anything any more. I tried to be happy that the pins were turning to stitches to sew the fabric of our relationship.
But stitches dissolve to leave scars behind…
As we lay next to each other, Fahim asked me in a sombre voice, ‘Can I ask you something?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Will you promise never to leave me?’
He had asked me this several times before, usually after a debacle like this. I had always answered that nothing would make me leave him, but this time, I hesitated. Seeing me quiet, Fahim reassured me, like he had in the past six months, that as long as I was with him, he was capable of doing anything. 
But what have you been doing? 
I didn’t feel that spark any more when he spoke like this to me. ‘I think… The sooner we move out, the better,’ I said, sighing. ‘At least we won’t have others causing any problems between us.’
‘There’s no guarantee that things will be smooth once we move out. Once it’s just the two of us, we might have problems between ourselves.’
‘We already do. I mean, of course! Couples have arguments, even without in-laws, but we generally don’t get on each other’s nerves,’ I said. 
‘Because of “in-laws”, we’re not arguing. Without “in-laws” we would have the time to find faults in each other,’ Fahim rationalised. 
Was he trying to imply the problem of us not being able to conceive? Did he, too, believe that I may be infertile? Was he using that to cover up for his “issue”?




Chapter 40


Clouds in charcoal grey were sketched in the canvas of the morning sky with a promise of no sunshine. In the kitchen, Sheila was making tea for herself. Before leaving for work, Fahim suggested that it would be polite of me to apologise to Sheila for the scene I created the day before. My inner voice shrieked but by now, I had found a way to quieten it. I simply ignored it. 
I tried to express my apology by offering to make her breakfast. Sheila shook her head. I began to make it anyway because I really wanted to prove that I was worth being a sister-in-law and a daughter-in-law; that I meant what I said. Within five minutes, I handed her a plate of hot buttered toast and fluffy, yellow scrambled eggs. I knew how she liked her tea — without sugar but with only one teaspoon of cold milk.
‘You’re a good girl, Ranya, but you’re too immature,’ she said. It seemed she spent a lot of time deciding these inferences about my character. I explained to her what made me call my brother, but her countenance was just as decisive. Then, taking the plate upstairs, she turned round and said, ‘I understand your problem, but I can’t accept your action.’ Her white maxi dress with yellow and blue polka dots somewhat made her look like Smurfette. 

***

I looked forward to every Wednesday. I was dead worried about what Abba would say to this new routine but whenever I returned from Bhaiyya’s apartment, it was the old man of the house who let me in, with a toothless smile. This day, I asked him what the nice smell was that came from the kitchen. He said he was cooking a slimy type of spinach. He shared his secret recipe and winked, saying that he usually didn’t do that. I felt happy that he wasn’t mad at me, but it also made me wonder why Abba had such polarised personalities at times. 
Daughter of a Nasrani.
Wednesdays were also the days Bibha took her children to a pottery class. I joined them too. I couldn’t meet up with my college friends because they were either studying or working full-time — doing the typical things twenty-two-year-olds did. But Bhaiyya and Bibha said that it was more important to be an Islamically dutiful wife. This would guarantee women paradise, after all.
Wake up! 
I found pottery therapeutic. I made little urns and vases, baked them, and then painted them. I engraved Fahim’s name on one and gave it to him. Then, one day, while cleaning our room, I put in a pile of things that I wanted to throw away. Fahim jumped up from the bed and snatched the cobalt blue and silver urn from the pile.
‘Why are you throwing it away?’
‘It’s a stupid thing I made. It’s wonky,’ I laughed.
‘Don’t matter. You made it and that’s what makes it priceless,’ he said. His eyes had a glimmer in them as he looked at me. 
When he said things like this, he reminded me of a bond — a platonic bond.
I had to make up for my pending chores on Thursdays. Sheila didn’t go to work on Wednesdays. I was surprised that Amma didn’t make her do some of the spring cleaning on that day, instead of waiting for me to do it all on the following day. But I didn’t want to bring out another issue, so I discovered an alternative option. 
Bibha was cleaning her cupboards, on one of the Wednesdays, with a particular solvent. I figured that using that product would reduce my cleaning by half the time. I purchased it on the way back to my in-laws’ home and couldn’t wait to use it the next day. 
According to Amma, there were three steps involved in cleaning the kitchen cupboards, worktop, and all the doors of the house. First, I had to clean the surface with a towel which was soaked in detergent water. Second, rinse it all off with another towel that was soaked in clean water (the latter also needed to be replaced from time to time as it would get soapy). And finally, I had to wipe all the surfaces with an antibacterial solution. But this new cleaning product was a three-in-one. And, as it wasn’t soapy, I didn’t have to worry about rinsing it off. I was pleasantly surprised when the job that took me over two hours, was completed in just a shade over an hour. Amma came downstairs to check how I was getting along when she found me putting all the scourers and towels away. She wanted to know why I was doing that, so I told her about my brilliant discovery.
Amma laughed, paused, then laughed a little louder, paused again, and then laughed again, so hard that she had to brace herself on the black, marble-effect kitchen counter. 
‘This kind of cleaning cannot be completed in an hour! It’s a two-hour job! Actually, what you can do is use that after cleaning everything the way I showed you,’ Amma said. She got all the stuff ready for me to redo the whole process. ‘Here, sit down first. I made you some tea, take a break before you start,’ Amma said. ‘But don’t tell anyone that I made tea for you.’ I was too exhausted to show any resentment. As I sipped the tea, Amma asked me, ‘How many months has it been since you got married?’
‘About seven.’ I felt a lump in my throat. I cringed that she might talk about pregnancies or something along that line.
‘Haven’t your parents tried to contact you at all?’ she asked. 
Say yes.
‘No.’ 
‘Not even once, through your brother, maybe?’
I shook and lowered my head. Only a few shiny beads were visible in one of the wedding kameezes I wore. I traced the sunset coloured, floral patterns in the blue dress. Momentarily, I forgot myself and pulled out the remaining beads. I was back in the moment when Amma hugged me and said, ‘We are your family, so just do as I say. You don’t have anyone else who cares! Your brother will never take you back. Once brothers get married, they become their wives’ slaves… And, trust me, your brother’s wife is not as innocent as she looks. She always wanted to get rid of you.’
‘What do you mean? Did she say that?’
‘No one needs to say that. That’s how brothers’ wives are. Don’t you see how Mustapha is?’ 
An interesting ingredient was added to my jar of pickles… 
‘Your Abba was so humiliated that Mustapha wanted to divorce her, but I begged him not to.’ Amma pulled out the sickle-shaped instrument to cut onions. Her tousled grey hair somewhat made her look like the wispy layers of the onion. Both shared another feature too — bringing tears to my eyes.





Chapter 41


The sun shined bright the following Wednesday and the solar energy powered me with ideas. First, I told Fahim about my plan, who didn’t look as excited as he used to. 
‘We have to make sure that no one knows about it,’ Fahim warned. I assured him that there was no way of his family finding out. 
Next, I asked Bibha that she didn’t tell any of my in-laws about my tête-à-tête with Fahim. I called her up a few days before I came to their place. Bibha sounded ecstatic and said she was thinking of suggesting the same.
‘It’s very kind of you to think of us,’ I said.
Your Bhabi isn’t as good as she seems. She always wanted to get rid of you.
I went to Bhaiyya’s place without having breakfast. Fahim said he would take me to Regent’s Park, and we’d have a full English breakfast around there somewhere. Usually, Fahim would go to work while I went to my brother’s house. As this was a clandestine “date”, we went in our separate ways until we were sure that no one had seen us. 
We met up at Stepney Green station and tubed it all the way to the park. Fahim nudged me every now and then, checking if I was okay. I gave him a smod — half a smile and half a nod. 
Twenty minutes later, we arrived at a café that didn’t serve halal food. I went for a tuna and sweetcorn baguette. Fahim ordered a salmon and cream cheese sandwich for himself, some onion rings, hash browns, and two cups of tea. Fahim broke the silence when he asked me again if I was okay. 
‘You seem very quiet and distant whenever we’re out,’ he said. I assured him that I was fine but then he laughed and said, ‘Then how come you didn’t offer me any of your baguette?’
I looked at my plate and realised that I had almost finished eating it. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.’ It was true that I was preoccupied but I didn’t want to tell him again about my recurring dream. Fahim was never in that dream, and I had no idea why I kept seeing myself in an Arab country with my brother’s family, yet again. 
And why did I look forlorn? It seemed obvious that this was me — post-marriage, but without my husband. A ringing laughter transported me back from my not so pleasant reverie to a not so pleasant reality.
‘Amma was right,’ he chuckled, ‘sometimes you don’t realise you should offer your food to others.’
Perhaps you too should offer yourself to me, at least sometimes?
I was taken aback. He was talking out of context but if I disagreed then he would only be more convinced of Amma’s contaminated words. I told him what Amma had said about Bibha. 
‘The day after your brother and sister-in-law came, he called me to see how I was doing,’ Fahim said as he raked his long, slender fingers through his thinning, gelled hair. 
‘He was asking if you were being a good wife to me, like, “does she make you breakfast, or make packed lunch for you?”’
I asked him what he had replied. 
‘I said you did, though you don’t.’ He winked.
‘There are a lot of things you don’t do for me either,’ I said as I stirred sugar into my tea. He was quiet so I looked at him. He was looking past me. I turned around, fearing the worst.
Did one of my sisters-in-law follow us?
I followed his gaze and looked behind. The people sitting there were British Bangladeshi Muslims but not dressed in black, batman capes and burqas like me. They were flamboyant young women, dressed in normal clothes. I got a whiff of zesty oranges and romantic gardenias coming from their direction. 
I didn’t know them. But I knew Fahim… Now.
One of the women kept berating the waitress for putting ham in her omelette. And when the waitress left, she called her something I couldn’t unhear but could now understand.
‘What a Nasrani!’ 
Daughter of a Nasrani.
Daughter of a Christian.
Daughter of a disbeliever.
Fahim’s mobile rang just then but he ignored it. Then my mobile vibrated. I took it out and almost dropped my phone as I saw Qismat’s name on the screen. We both looked at each other, horrified. I asked him if there was a chance that Qismat saw us, but he said it wouldn’t make sense unless she followed us. My mobile kept vibrating so I picked it up.
‘Hello.’ I tried to sound calm.
‘Bhabi, are you at your brother’s?’ 
‘Why? Did you want something?’ I didn’t want to lie and there was no way that I’d tell her the truth. 
‘Erm, I’m considering this proposal from a revert brother who lives in Bath. I just wanted to ask if you could tell Fahim Bhai to speak to Amma and everyone else to arrange a day for the brother to come around?’
I realised that I was holding my breath this whole time. Therefore, on a whim, I agreed that I’d convince Fahim. I told Fahim about it. ‘But I’m surprised that Qismat is willing to go that far—’ I stopped speaking when I noticed from the corner of my eye that Fahim was pulling one of his fists towards himself in elation.
‘Oh, sorry, were you saying something?’ he said with a wink and a surreptitious smile.
I laughed at the prank but then wondered if that was how my brother and his wife felt for real, once my marriage was fixed.
We had a late lunch at a Turkish restaurant and later did some shopping. I picked up some vitamins for Amma and a slate-coloured cotton shawl for her. Fahim wanted to pay but I insisted that he didn’t. I didn’t want him to know that I had bought another Clearblue test kit. 
I hid it quickly in my bag after paying for it and decided to test later. Then, I had an idea. ‘Why don’t we stay over at some hotel tonight? You said we won’t get to have a honeymoon so we might as well just for one night.’
‘You crazy? What will we tell everyone at home?’ Fahim said as he walked me to my brother’s house. 
‘Why are you always so scared?’ I really wanted to know.
He said it wasn’t fear but out of respect that he obeyed his parents. ‘It’s a major sin to be disobedient to your parents,’ he added.
And so, parents can do whatever they want to do? They can abuse you, denigrate you, oppress you? 
I didn’t know the religion that well so I couldn’t say anything else. But one thing I was sure of was that Fahim was changing.
The plan was to have dinner at my brother’s house and then he’d drop us off home. As Fahim and I climbed the grimy stairs in the maisonette, he laughed, relating what my brother had told him when the two of them ate dinner. ‘He goes to me, “if Ranya does anything you aren’t pleased with then let me know”.’
I laughed at how our culture moulded the thinking and expectations of our men more than religion.
Everyone at home had just finished eating. I didn’t want to waste time getting changed so I started to clean the kitchen straight away. Sheila was never in the kitchen after dinner but today she was. The two of us began to talk and I mentioned to her about Qismat’s proposal. It turned out that this marriage proposal had been going on for some time. 
‘I’m surprised Qismat is considering him,’ Sheila said as she washed her plate. He only became Muslim a couple of months ago. I used to think she was very religious, but it seems she’s only after his high-flying job, flashy car, and house.’ The conversation soon took a turn at Sheila’s ex-husband, like it usually did with such topics. ‘My best friend arranged for a meet up with her brother’s friend who is a successful businessman but, God! He’s ugly. I don’t usually say that about people but I’m sorry, I can’t consider a bald guy who’s half blind. I mean, my ex was only a couple of inches taller than me and wore glasses, too, but he wasn’t butt-ugly.’
‘You’ve got to move on though,’ I said. I wondered when she would realise, she was very much like Qismat. 
‘Well, my divorce isn’t exactly official.’ Sheila was drying the plates now. ‘The imam in the local mosque said he didn’t give free divorces. So technically, we’re still married.’
I was puzzled. ‘Then why are you looking into other people for marriage?’
‘I don’t know. It’s not as black and white as you and I think.’ Sheila said this and left the kitchen without any further explanation.

The following morning, I wore a turquoise salwar kameez which I’d bought while I purchased Amma’s shawl. I had to try it on to convince Bibha, the day before, that it would fit me.
‘But it’s an XS size,’ Bibha had said in disbelief. ‘You’ve lost a lot of weight.’ Bibha looked concerned. 
I felt like peeing, so I quickly took the kit out of my bag. ‘Wish me luck,’ I had said.
I was back ten minutes later. Bibha looked excited. I whispered, ‘negative.’ My voice was broken along with my heart. 
‘Abrupt weight loss causes irregular periods and that might be the reason why you’re not getting pregnant. Stress is also another factor.’
So is abstinence.
I showed Amma the shawl I got her. She was cutting fish and glimpsed at it. She thanked me and then asked when I had bought the salwar kameez I wore.
I told her and she smirked.
‘What’s the matter?’
She sighed heavily. ‘I’m just thinking how my son’s money is getting spent here and there every now and then.’
I wanted to remind her that Fahim had spent £70 on top of the £50 JJB Sports voucher that we were given for our wedding, on Marufa’s trainers. But she hadn’t expressed any regret about that. But this would only make her say that I was jealous of the love between a brother and his sister, so I remained quiet.
‘Here.’ Amma handed me a hefty meat cleaver. ‘Chop these chicken pieces.’ My sprained wrist had a lingering ache still, but I took it anyway. ‘Use your right hand,’ she said
I reminded Amma that left-handed people find it difficult to use their right hand, but she said I needed to practice. 
‘I can try to wear my headscarf from the right side, but I need to use my left hand for things like this.’
‘You need to use more force when you chop.’ 
I tried a few more times but I couldn’t cleave the hard chicken piece into two. Frustrated, Amma took hold of the cleaver from me and demonstrated how it should be done. 
‘Didn’t your brother’s wife teach you anything? We got someone like you, so you’d be useful for basic things like this. And I’ve shown you so many times, where is your mind these days? You can’t keep going out and about all the time, do you understand?’
I was livid. I had to speak up. ‘Farzana is older than me and married but she can’t even cook an edible curry yet. Didn’t you teach her anything before she got married?’
‘You don’t need to worry about her because she’s married to a non-Asian man. You are married into an Asian family, so you have to learn these things.’ Amma got up to wash her hands. ‘And don’t compare yourself to Farzana or any of my daughters.’
Amma started to rant that I was a jealous person who wished bad for her daughters. Abba came in just then and demanded to know what was happening. Amma told him and he replied, ‘None of your daughters know how to cook properly, and none of them ever helped you out in the kitchen.’
Amma was silent but she was fuming and ranting, all the same. ‘Huh. I hate these kinds of girls who try to entrap the men with their cunning. Well, I know how to sort tricks like these.’ She went to clean the bathroom to let off steam.
In the afternoon, I went to Amma and asked if she wanted me to massage her legs for her. Earlier into the marriage, Amma had once slipped in the bathroom. She got a bruise in her lower back and none of her daughters seemed to massage her properly. When I massaged her, she’d told me that I was very good at it. I told her that I used to do that for my mother. But now I realised that she just didn’t want to burden her daughters. Ammas’s silence was a sign that she wanted a massage.
I knew who was using me, but I was in a Gordian knot. I had to appease my mother-in-law or else my sisters-in-law would get provoked. And this would, in turn, ruin my relationship with Fahim. 
I tried some jokes with her to make her laugh. ‘I almost flame-grilled myself today when I cooked, the tassel of my headscarf caught fire.’ 
‘I don’t care if you burn to death. You’re not my daughter. If you die, I can easily replace you,’ she scoffed.
I went downstairs and brought her a cup of tea. I then hugged and kissed her. ‘I’m sorry, Amma.’
Amma smiled and hugged me back. She told me she’d love me if I did exactly what she told me to do and didn’t talk back. Like a little girl, I agreed. The little bit of self-respect I had took its last breath.





Chapter 42


I made up my mind that the only way to keep everyone happy was to simply apologise, whether I was wrong or not. Most of the time, I didn’t mean it as I knew I hadn’t erred but that was why it was easy for me to utter the lifeless words — I’m sorry.
I ensured that I was at everyone’s aid. Even if I had stayed up the whole night studying, I got up before eight a.m. and got on with my chores. I rewired myself to believe I simply needed to tailor all my duties around my in-laws. My life was secondary; my ambitions and desires would have to take a back seat — even aborted, like an accidental pregnancy. And it worked like a charm. My sisters-in-law were all happy with me, no one blanked me, and Amma was extremely pleased with me.
Farzana came as usual and informed us one day that she had a Moroccan Mehndi party to attend. 
‘Ranya, why don’t you come as well? Qismat and Marufa are coming too. It’s for girls only,’ Farzana said, as she reapplied her blusher and lipstick. I was about to comment how beautiful and ethnic her purse looked but then avoided it, fearing any misconception it might lead to, again. 
‘My mother-in-law sent this purse in the post for my birthday. It’s pretty, isn’t it?’ 
I nodded. I hoped that this movement of my head didn’t wrongly imply envy or greed.
I took out three of the salwar kameez suits that Di had got made for me. The vibrancy and floral patterns resembled Di’s personality. I looked at my mobile, which was on the bed, and thought of calling her. I called Fahim instead, who was downstairs. I asked him to help me choose. He didn’t choose any — just said it was I who made any attire gorgeous. I rebuffed him and wore an orange saree with lime green motifs. He lay in bed, and, from the mirror, I could see a view I wished to see most nights. I told him it wasn’t the right time, realising he was serious. 
‘I wanted to but it’s you who said no,’ he said as he zipped himself up. He reminded me of his mum as he shook his head. I justified it wasn’t the right time, but he left.
Bibha often reminded me of the hadith that women have to be sexually available for their husbands — even when riding on the humps of a camel.
Whenever? And only when it suits the husband? 
I chose to wear a cobalt suit with silver paisley designs instead. Farzana, Qismat, Marufa, and I set off just before four p.m. but it wasn’t until after six p.m. that we got there. I didn’t stress that we took the wrong bus and got delayed because I wasn’t with Fahim or by myself.
Everything was fine. We danced, ate, talked, laughed, and danced more. Farzana was busy on the phone as the rest of us chatted. 
‘Called up hubby, he’s getting his mate to pick us up in half an hour,’ Farzana said when we sat down at our table again.
I didn’t want to leave. I heard music after a very long time. But we had to wear our burqas and hijabs like crazy when they arrived. The four of us were cramped back and Marufa commented that it was a good job I was a size six now or else we couldn’t have all sat at the back. I forced myself to believe it was not an insult. I had to ensure everything remained fine.
For the first time, I didn’t feel anxious as to what temperaments awaited me. Everyone was simply normal when we got back. Amma was cutting some fruits in the kitchen and asked me how the party was. I told her we had lots of fun. Amma looked pleased that we did. 
Why doesn’t she feel just as pleased when Fahim and I go out?
At dinner time, I didn’t feel scared to eat as Amma didn’t cast her supercilious gaze at me. The girls called me to their room after I cleared up the kitchen. 
‘Do you still have that Bollywood film?’ Sheila asked. ‘Abba and Amma are in their room… We can watch it now.’
I was feeling a bit tired, and I was missing Fahim too. I was sure he’d stop me from watching the DVD with them. But when I told him I was going to watch it with them, he happily agreed. 
The following few days, they wanted to watch more Bollywood films with me, and I told Fahim the same thing as the first day. And each night, he had no qualms whatsoever. When I’d return after one a.m., I’d find him asleep. If I woke him up, he’d simply cuddle me and go back to sleep. I’d wear sexy lingerie and stroke him, but he wouldn’t respond. I wanted to ask him if he didn’t find me attractive any more but I realised that I didn’t really want to know. 
How can a young, healthy man not sexually react to a beautiful, young woman?

***

One evening, in the girls’ room, Fahim announced that a few friends of his were planning to go camping. He wore a black polo neck jumper, black jeans and a black Hugo Boss jacket. He smelt awesome. His sisters got excited about the news and wanted to know when he would go. He said the date wasn’t fixed yet. 
‘I’m thinking of getting Mum and all us sisters — that includes you too, Ranya, over at mine, next weekend.’ Rumaisa ruffled my hair. ‘Why don’t you plan it for then?’ Rumaisa looked at her brother. Fahim nodded, got his mobile out, and typed the suggestion Rumaisa just made, to his friends. 
Sheila and I were standing by the banister and Fahim took off as his friends arrived. I suddenly gasped and then reddened. Sheila laughed, saying out loud that often Fahim would shake their ankles through the banister too when he’d go past the stairs. The sisters all laughed. I laughed too. I was relieved they didn’t realise that it was my backside that he groped. 
I knew things like this were “cute”, but I no longer found it cute any more, because it was a movie I knew I would only get to see the trailer of — not the whole film.
It was past three a.m. when he got back. I was tired, angry, and sleepless. Stealthily, he crept next to me. I started to turn around, but he patted me to go back to sleep. 
‘Why were you so late?’ I asked. 
‘Sorry.’ He didn’t seem like he wanted to elaborate.
‘Wouldn’t it be better if they all went to Rumaisa’s place and the two of us could just be here?’ You could go camping the following weekend?’
‘Nah, you lot enjoy and I too, can chill out. Why waste such good times?’
I didn’t bother explaining to him since, if he couldn’t see my point, then there was no point pointing it out.
At Rumaisa’s, the teeny boppers seemed to ignore me again. This wasn’t exactly a cold shoulder. It was the kind where you just don’t find anything important or interesting in a person to have a conversation about. Amma seemed to be the only person who spoke to me. 
They chit-chatted as they filled the triangular pastries with a spicy filling of minced meat, potato cubes, and peas. I joined in too, in silence. Farzana shared the recent gossip about advising some white guy, who had become Muslim, to marry a Sylheti instead of a non-Sylheti girl. 
‘I mean, look at us. We do so much for our husbands. And we are far prettier, too,’ she gloated. Her sisters all agreed. I shook my head imperceptibly. 
The day before we left, Amma suggested to Qismat that she and Marufa should visit their older Bhabi.
‘We don’t want to see that troublemaker.’ 
Amma sighed and Qismat chided Amma for being too understanding with Mustapha’s wife and that was why she caused so much trouble. It pricked my skin all over. She spoke with an air of a mature, married woman. 
As we jumped off the bus and scurried towards home, a neighbour called out to Sheila, and the teenyboppers. We all stopped for her. Her scarf had become tousled, and she ran towards us, lifting her burqa.
‘Is Qismat getting married to that white guy who became Muslim? ‘Cos I’ve got a very good proposal. This guy’s got a good job, he’s tall and fair, and—’
‘It’s okay. We’re looking into this one, so we’ll let you know if we want to see the one you’ve got. Take care,’ Sheila said. The rest of them laughed at Qismat, who was fuming.
‘No way am I going to look into an Asian proposal. Ugh, I can’t stand the double standards they all have,’ Qismat said.
‘I know. I wish I married a white guy instead,’ Sheila said.
Marufa said that not all families were like that, and they were a quintessential example of “the just and generous in-laws”. ‘Isn’t it, Bhabi?’
‘Do you want some gum?’ Marufa asked if I offered her mints because her breath stank. I just smiled.
The words you said did.

***

Fahim came home just a few minutes before us, holding a card. 
‘Is there a wedding of someone we know?’ Qismat asked.
‘It’s a friend’s, friend’s, wedding. You don’t know them… No point you guys coming along. 
I went upstairs without talking to Fahim. He followed me shortly after and asked me how my weekend was.
‘Good,’ I said. Fahim talked about his camping trip and how wonderful it was. I didn’t say anything.
He grabbed me to cuddle and kiss. I found it annoying. He let go and said he wanted just the two of us to go to the wedding. I told him it was fun to go with a few people to a wedding as I didn’t want to sit and talk to myself.
‘I have other plans,’ he said. I raised an eyebrow and he confided that he didn’t want anyone to come along as he had pre-booked a Turkish restaurant for the following evening, just for the two of us. ‘Make sure you don’t tell anyone that we’re not going to this wedding,’ Fahim warned. ‘I’d rather spend a few hours with you than sit in a wedding for that long without you.’





Chapter 43


I finished all my chores for the day and got ready. I dressed in all black as usual and wore merely the diamond ring he had got me. I rimmed my eyes in black kohl and coloured my lips in nude. There was a knock on the door as I applied a concealer on my spots. 
‘Come in.’ I thought it was Fahim, but it was Qismat who came to ask if she could borrow my brown scarf. I opened my side of the wardrobe and handed the scarf to her. She tried it on and said it wasn’t the right shade, but it would do.
Then observing my choice of jewellery, she said, ‘Oh, c’mon Bhabi. You can’t just wear one ring. You’re going to a wedding. You need to jazz up a bit more than that.’
I told her I preferred it like this, but she insisted I wore something more ostentatious. ‘So many girls wanted to marry Fahim Bhai. They’ll probably be there; you need to make an impression.’
I should’ve just rolled my eyes and ignored her, but I ended up making an irreversible mistake. ‘He wants to take me to some other place. But please don’t tell anyone. Amma and Abba won’t like things like this.’
Oh, Qismat mouthed. She seemed a bit lost in some thought.
She left and, after some time, Rumaisa came in. We spoke and she too pointed out that I should wear some more jewellery. At length, I had to tell her about our clandestine date. 
Our date was in a private cubicle. I hugged Fahim after he gave the order to the waiter. 
I’ll tell him later. He won’t mind.
His mobile rang a couple of times while we ate. It was close to four p.m. when he said day weddings usually ended around that time. ‘We should make a move.’
I felt slightly vexed at this but then appreciated that at least we managed to go out, out of our own free will. ‘One day, we’re going to laugh at how we used to stealthily meet up.’ I said this almost every time we went out. Fahim smiled. 
He rented a car for the week and today he’d have to return it after he dropped me off. I suggested we strolled about the market when his mobile rang. He gave one-word answers, and I couldn’t make out who was on the other line. He then changed his mind and said we should go home as he didn’t want to pay extra for the car. 
We were stuck in colossal traffic and his mobile wouldn’t stop ringing. I glimpsed and saw that once it was from home and then it was Rumaisa. He avoided picking it up. The look on his face was strained. I asked him a few times if he was okay, and he lied, saying that he was. ‘Did you tell any of them about us not going to the wedding?’ Fahim asked.
Uh oh.
I told him what led me to tell Qismat and Rumaisa. ‘I told them not to tell Abba and Amma.’
Fahim was quiet. I got a chill down my spine but then shook my head. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. I didn’t answer him.
Why couldn’t I just have a normal, simple marital life?
‘Don’t know if there’s any hope to this pathetic life,’ I said.
‘You mean the pathetic man you’re living with?’ Fahim said.
I looked out of the window. Angry tears began to fill the corners of my eyes. This was what always happened. Fahim never got angry with me, indicating he was a fallible man. I wanted him to shed that piteous skin he was in and gear himself up in gallantry. 
Even though I was angry, I was dead scared as to what atmosphere we’d face at home. Would Amma rebuke me straightaway? Would there be a meeting with everyone? Would I be openly scolded and insulted? But none of that happened. No one talked about it. Everything was fine. 
Too fine.
I approached Fahim and said that perhaps we just got frightened over nothing at all. He didn’t say anything. I asked him if anyone told him anything, but he just shrugged. I hated it when he did that.





Chapter 44


I woke up on time and completed my usual drill — sorted out everyone’s bins and brushed the whole house before breakfast. I was actually feeling happy that we didn’t get into any trouble. I went into the kitchen and, within seconds, sensed Amma’s aloofness. I asked if she wanted tea and she replied that she had two cups already. 
Silence.
‘How was the wedding food?’ Amma asked. Hesitantly, I gave a generalised answer that it was the same as usual. I prayed she didn’t ask anything else.
‘Where was the wedding again?’ she asked. 
I took a deep breath. ‘We didn’t go to the wedding.’ I told her everything since I had a gut feeling she knew already. Once Qismat knew what our plan was, Rumaisa kept asking me about the wedding until I had to tell her the truth. And now Amma asked me in the same fashion. 
‘So here I allow you two to go to a wedding, and you two end up going somewhere else?’
I asked her why that was a problem. She said it wasn’t, but I could foresee repercussions. And there were, a couple of weeks later, when Fahim received another wedding invitation from another friend. The wedding was on a Saturday, so he hired a car on Friday. Over dinner, Qismat exclaimed that she knew the groom’s sister and before Fahim could say anything, she and Marufa decided what they’d wear to the wedding.
‘It’s a day wedding so the purple scarf won’t be a good choice,’ Marufa advised Qismat. The sisters usually criticised Rumaisa and Qismat’s taste in fashion. 
Fahim and I exchanged a look. Amma asked me blatantly what that look meant. I told her it was nothing. Since that day, Qismat and Marufa chaperoned us wherever we went, and I wasn’t allowed to go out on my own any more. It wasn’t openly declared. I just began to notice that I was imprisoned. I felt under surveillance the whole time. It seemed like a carefully schemed plan like immigration rules from the Home Office. No one wanted Fahim and I to be together. 
Why did they get us married then?
I had my tutorial the following day. I avoided these but these very tutorials gave me the chance to go somewhere with Fahim without anyone else. 
I told Abba about my tutorial the day before and he said it was fine. But as I was getting ready on the day, Fahim came into the room with a serious look on his face. He told me that Abba wanted to see me in the living room and that I should take the tutorial letter along with me. 
Abba sat on the chair with his arms crossed. Amma was on the single sofa, while the three teenyboppers were sitting on the broken three-seater sofa. No one said anything so I asked what the matter was. Abba asked me where the tutorial letter was. I raised my right hand, which held the letter. Amma called out for Sheila who came in from the kitchen. She then told her to read the letter. 
‘Why does she need to read the letter?’ They didn’t say anything. Sheila tried to take the letter off me, but I reiterated my question.
‘Who has tutorials on weekends?’ Qismat asked her sisters. I looked at Fahim. He was looking down. 
‘Distance learners do… But who has work on weekends, Qismat?’ I said. I was ignored.
‘Give the letter to Sheila,’ Abba ordered. 
Sheila first read it aloud and then translated that I did have a tutorial in a couple of hours.
I felt violated. But I was too scared to ask any questions since Abba didn’t look in a good mood. I went to the kitchen and when I saw Amma entering, I asked her why my letter had to be read out by Sheila. 
She sighed. ‘Who knows? You two might have planned something else in the name of your tutorial. I don’t know who to trust any more.’

***

I was quiet throughout the commute to Camden. Fahim asked me a couple of times if I was all right and I nodded, unmindfully. He told me he’d meet me at the lounge in an hour when my tutorial finished. 
I was in a classroom amongst a sundry of students. From time to time, I looked at certain people and imagined them to have no problems in their lives at all. I knew that the notion of the grass being greener on the other side was untrue, but I found respite in the thought. 
Fahim stood up when he saw me emerging behind other people. He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. He asked me where I wanted to eat. I said we could grab sandwiches and eat in a park. I just wanted to spend some time with him in utter silence. 
‘I have a better idea.’ Fahim grabbed my hand and we jumped onto the next train to somewhere he refused to tell. He just winked and said it was going to be a wonderful surprise. 
I don’t like surprises any more.
I was getting frustrated, and it boiled to fury once I realised where he had brought me. ‘What sort of a joke is this?’ We were standing in a queue for a hot dog vendor.
‘You loved the hotdog last time when we were here, so I thought—’
‘We’ve been given a strict curfew and you wasted nearly two hours to come to the other side of London, to get me a hotdog which was also available in Camden? Couldn’t you have at least told me, so I could’ve talked you out of this stupid idea?’
I didn’t care that a couple of people turned around to look at us. Fahim paid and thanked the man who served us. He proffered a hotdog to me but just like Farzana and Marufa, I flared my nostrils and looked away. 
He coaxed me to eat it, but I shouted that I didn’t want it. He turned around, threw the hotdogs in a bin, and then walked away.
‘Fahim!’ It felt as though I swore at him. He ignored me and kept walking swiftly. I walked towards the bin and took out the hotdogs that were still wrapped up in paper. I was mortified at my attitude towards my husband. What was happening to me? Why was I being so horrible? 
I managed to stop him and after a brief, tacit apology, we made our way home. He was quiet the whole time. I felt like the sausage stuck in the slit of the hotdog. We reached the cell of a home a bit earlier than our curfew. I closed my eyes and ears to block out the invidious scenery and sound. But the lingering smell, which was a fusion of antibacterial solvents and curry, was stubbornly reminiscent of my imprisonment. 
After changing his clothes, Fahim sat in front of the telly. The girls were all in their room, discussing Qismat’s marriage. This was a cliquey topic. Amma had told me that she wanted her to marry a white, Muslim revert as she wasn’t very hands on with household work. 
I changed my clothes, too, before going to the kitchen and putting the hotdogs on a plate. I took it to Fahim, who still had a long face. I knew I was right to be upset. But the problem was, I was venting it at the wrong person. Fahim was a decent guy. He never expressed any contempt with his countenance or words. That’s what always made me give in. 
He took the plate from me quietly. 
‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I waited to see if he said anything. He didn’t. ‘I shouldn’t have—’
‘It’s okay. I should’ve told you what my plans were.’ He smiled. 
It was funny how we hardly ever argued and even when we did, it was never too hard to make up. Yet this relationship was only days away from a change of status.





Chapter 45


For the past week or so, arrangements for the people to see Qismat were being discussed and it was merely three days before the designated day that I was informed. I had to be informed as I had to help Rumaisa prepare the food for that day. The house was being spring cleaned by everyone else, except for Qismat, who was busy manicuring and doing facials. 
Often Amma and Rumaisa would start bickering about what should be cooked for that day. Eventually the menu was set but on the particular day of the invitation, Rumaisa brought in a dish she cooked at her home. She warned me to not tell Amma as she had told her not to make anything else since ten dishes were already more than enough. 
Everyone was home. The house was decorated in mirth and joy. Marufa polished the doors once again and Amma nudged me to watch and learn how Marufa cleaned things to perfection. Farzana came in an hour before the guests arrived. Amma told her off for bringing the buggy inside the house and went into the kitchen to mop the corridor again and to clean the wheels of the buggy. 
‘I bought some gifts for all the guests and stayed up half the night wrapping them up.’ She spread out all the six gifts which were elegantly wrapped in cellophane and tied with purple ribbons that twirled at the bottom. ‘It’ll make a good impression, you know.’ 
“A good impression” was the key to everything for the past two months. Sheila entirely stripped down and renovated the girls’ room. Farzana, too, had hand-painted four canvas art works as decoration for their room. They usually used the cheapest tissue rolls in the bathrooms but today, Amma replaced the kitchen rolls and toilet paper with the best brand available. The sisters were all busy fixing Qismat’s make-up and attire. 
The guests arrived just after one p.m. The groom was a friend of the two brothers, who had influenced him to become a Muslim. The decently dressed wives of the two brothers were ushered into Amma’s room. Rumaisa asked the older wife where her son was. She said she didn’t want to bring him along, so he was being looked after by her sister. Shortly after, Rumaisa’s husband announced from downstairs that the brother was ready to speak to Qismat. Everyone smiled and looked hopeful for the marriage. 
I gave samosas to the wives and stood in a corner and wondered if anyone would even notice if I just walked away since no one asked me to sit. The older wife asked Amma about me, who, in turn, introduced me as the wife of her youngest son. Then she grabbed my hand and made me sit on her lap. I showed reluctance but Amma emphasised to the wives that I was her best “daughter” now since I cared for her the most. I was half-way up when I felt a sharp pinch to my hamstring — the way my own mother used to pinch when I did something against her wishes, in front of people. But I was a child then. Off guard, I turned around and that’s when Amma swiftly put me down on her lap. She clasped the fingers of both her hands around me so that I couldn’t move. Everyone cooed. I screamed in silence. 
Before they left, the wives and brothers kept complimenting Rumaisa on her wonderful cooking. She enjoyed every single second of it, while Farzana and Marufa said that that was how they were always with guests. 
‘This was nothing. We usually do more,’ Rumaisa added. 

***

The following morning, I found Qismat in the kitchen. Her eyes were red and puffy. 
‘Abba said no to the marriage,’ she said, sniffing. ‘He has a convertible, a massive, four-bedroom house — no in-laws! And he’s not even that bad-looking. He’s white, for God’s sake. Kids could’ve been good-looking.’ 
I wasn’t sure if Qismat was talking to me or to herself. 
The following week, it was arranged that the brothers, their wives, and the groom were coming again. This time, too, we cooked a whopping thirteen dishes. Abba wasn’t happy with the invitation, but it took place anyway. Qismat wore a saree this time. She looked pretty and desperate, too. Marufa was busy sorting out a gargantuan bouquet of toiletries. I asked her who it was for. 
‘For the guy of course. Not everyone knows that it’s a kind gesture to shower the groom-to-be with gifts.’ The teenyboppers all giggled while I walked away to help out in the kitchen.
This invitation was a success since they all managed to convince Abba to agree to the marriage. Dates for the upcoming Mehndi party and the wedding were being scheduled while Qismat got anxious about the wedding rings and the cards. 
‘It has to be simple yet elegant. Black and white. I don’t want it to be tacky,’ she said over the phone to someone. 
Within a couple of weeks, the cards were printed and delivered. The girls often came home late every day as they kept looking for the perfect outfit in all the Indian shops in Whitechapel, Green Street, and Bethnal Green. 
It was now a rule that at least one dish should be cooked to Qismat’s liking until she got married off. Each day, when Qismat would come home from work, Marufa tried a different hairdo on her while Abba and Amma asked her what she preferred to eat for the day. Once she gave her order, I had to either make it or help in the preparation of making it. 
Qismat’s friends, as many as ten at a time, would visit her every other day, congratulating her for her dream wedding. With a peck on my cheek, she’d tell me on the day to make tea and snacks for them while she chatted with them. 
‘You’re their Bhabi. You’re like a mother to them since their older sister-in-law didn’t care for them. The fact that my daughter has asked you for this shows just how much she respects you,’ Amma said to me.

***

Two separate cards were made: one for the Mehndi, and one for the wedding. Qismat was insistent that I asked Bibha to lend her collection of Arabic wedding nasheeds for her henna party. Bibha gave me the cassette when I saw her for my usual Wednesday visit and the minute I handed it over, the teenyboppers resumed their post of ignoring me for the next few days. 
One day, I had a bath and had just come out of the bathroom when they called me to go in their room. The Mehndi card was red and mustard coloured, shaped like two, henna-decorated palms cupped in prayer. As for the wedding card, everything about it looked “English” except for Qismat’s name. Qismat was talking to her sisters about wearing a white dress for her wedding. Marufa teased her sister for being white on the inside.
‘I’m married to a white guy but at least I’m always myself — brown,’ Rumaisa said. ‘You and Farzana try a bit too hard to be white! Why can’t you two just accept yourselves for who you are?’
The sisters started bickering in a friendly way when Sheila told me that I was free to take a few Mehndi cards for my friends. Thanking her, I took the plunge and asked if I could take a Mehndi card for Bibha. I expected her to say “of course”. Instead, all the sisters who were amidst a word-war, stopped and stared at me. 
‘Maybe you should ask Qismat as it’s her Mehndi party,’ Sheila said. 
I looked at Qismat who said that the place where her party was being held could only accommodate one hundred and fifty people and she had already written the names down for the people who she was sending the cards to. ‘Besides, it’s only for close friends and family so I really can’t fit in your sister-in-law.’ They resumed talking about Qismat’s Mehndi clothes and gold jewellery. I was about to leave when Qismat stopped me. ‘Please say thanks to your sister-in-law for the cassettes.’
I went to my room and rang Bibha. After a while, Bibha wanted to know what I was going to wear for the party. I told her, all the while trying to broach the news I had just heard.
‘I’m thinking of wearing the turquoise saree I wore to my cousin’s Mehndi party last year,’ Bibha said. ‘Hey, can I borrow your turquoise earrings?’
‘Bibha, I need to tell you something.’ I could’ve cooked up ten curries and more if I was given the choice.
‘What?’ Bibha spat. ‘Oh, I see what’s happening, they’re taking revenge ‘cos I didn’t invite them to your Mehndi party.’
Bibha ranted for some time that they were from a lower caste and had a poor upbringing until I had to stop her by making the excuse to go downstairs. 
I worked mechanically throughout the whole day. I felt sorry for Bibha. Rumaisa was her best friend and she betrayed her. A tear ran down my cheek. But no one noticed my crestfallen face. 
Or maybe this was what they had been waiting for the whole time — tit for tat. 
Fahim came home and asked me what the matter was. I told him that I’d tell him upstairs. I had left my mobile in my room and, seeing a blinking light on it, I slid it to find three missed calls from Bibha. The message was from her too, which said that since she wasn’t invited, she wanted her cassettes back. I told Fahim that I was simply missing him while I pondered about the pathetic attitudes of all my sisters-in-law.





Chapter 46


The Mehndi party didn’t have one hundred and fifty people. It had at least three hundred people; one could hardly move. For every three guests that exited, another five or six entered. Even when it was nearing the end, guests kept popping by, like rabbits from a magician’s top hat. I was one of the people serving the guests when I was told that there was no more food available. At least fifty guests had nothing to eat. Though undeclared, it was understandable that everyone was invited to ensure Bibha didn’t come. 
A lot of Rumaisa and Bibha’s mutual friends asked me, discreetly, why Bibha didn’t come. I told them deadpan that she wasn’t invited — in front of Rumaisa and her sisters. As a result, Fahim and Rumaisa questioned me that night after the Mehndi. 
‘I can’t lie… Or is that what you wanted me to do?’
Fahim and Rumaisa looked at each other. ‘I don’t want to be a part of this,’ Rumaisa said as she left.
‘You shouldn’t have insulted my eldest sister in front of her friends,’ Fahim said. I saw a different facet to his face.
‘How do you think my sister-in-law felt that her best friend didn’t invite her?’ 
‘Not even a fraction as bad as all my sisters did when she didn’t invite them to yours,’ said Fahim, smirking. He was absolutely calm and determined that his side of the family wasn’t wrong at all. ‘At least, your brother’s family are being invited to the wedding.’
‘So, this is what it has always been about?’ I said. ‘Each time they insulted me in front of you, you stayed quiet but now that I said—’
‘They didn’t insult you in front of other people.’ Fahim’s voice was still serene. He made his point very clear. I looked at him as he lazily tossed his socks off. I was looking at someone else other than Fahim. It was probably the real Fahim. 





Chapter 47


A tornado was engulfing me at a tremendous speed, sucking the very life out of me. The doorbell rang every now and then these days. Either the person Qismat was getting married to was sending her gifts or flowers, or her friends were coming over to congratulate her. I was in the kitchen cooking when Qismat called me. Amma told me to go and see what she wanted. Like a maid, I washed my hands and went upstairs to her room. 
Qismat was holding a bouquet while her friend seemed like she was reciting a sermon to her as a tribute. Upon closer look, I recognised her friend to be Azufa — a girl I had mistakenly befriended in college. I was glad she didn’t even notice me. But what infuriated me was when Qismat said, ‘Bhabi, make tea for us and put these lovely flowers in a vase for me, will you.’ 
‘Shall I put them in my room?’ I joked, but she was engaged in her account of her future husband’s lavish house and income. 
I left the mugs of tea and biscuits on top of the chest of drawers, with no acknowledgement, and went to my room. I was utterly dismayed. 
Why couldn’t Bhaiyya get me married into a more decent family, who would’ve treated me with a bit more respect?
Amma came into my room demanding to know what I was doing there at this time of the day. ‘Who’s going to finish off the work in the kitchen? Your so-called mum? Or dad?’
‘Please don’t talk to me like this,’ I said through tears.
‘Listen to me carefully.’ Amma came closer as she spoke. ‘Outside this house, you are my son’s wife. But inside, you are nothing but a servant.’
A BrideMaid.
‘Daughters don’t do housework. That’s the job for daughters-in-law. Now hurry,’ she bellowed.
This was the last straw. I was crying very hard now. My mobile rang just then, displaying Bhaiyya’s name. I picked it up and tried to sound normal. 
‘Ranya, how could you do this?’ Bhaiyya hollered. He blamed me for allowing such an insult to take place with his wife for not being invited. A part of me felt that his wife deserved it but then my heart just exploded. 
Bhaiyya demanded to know what was happening at my in-laws. I couldn’t keep it in any longer. So, I told him this time. Everything. 





Chapter 48


‘Why didn’t you tell all this that time when you called us over?’ Bhaiyya said after listening to everything.
‘I was hoping things would get better.’ I blew my nose, ignoring that this was one of Bhaiyya’s many pet peeves. ‘I didn’t want to embarrass Fahim,’ I said.
Bhaiyya said a few harsh words against Fahim before saying he’d have a word with him. But it didn’t make me feel happy. I just feared that my marital issues would be irreversibly rampant. 
This phone call with Bhaiyya produced the effect of a falling row of dominoes. I was on tenterhooks after that conversation. Several friends of Qismat had come round again and she asked me to make snacks for them, as usual. I made noodles and served it with drinks. Unexpectedly, Qismat hugged me in the kitchen, thanking me for doing this. I was taken aback. I didn’t know if I was making a huge blunder or not. I didn’t want to hug her back as I felt treacherous. I wiped the worktop in a state of ennui and tension when Farzana walked in the kitchen. Being even shorter than me, she was unable to get down the tea and sugar jars from the cupboard. Usually, she’d ask me to get it down for her if no one else was around. But today, she called out her younger sisters who were upstairs. Marufa came and got them down for her. I got a sinking feeling that something was up. 
I went to the living room and collected all the dirty cups and saucers when Farzana came right up to me. ‘You don’t need to wash these cups!’ she yelled.
‘Farzana!’ Qismat shrieked. ‘Why are you talking like that?’
‘You have no idea about this two-faced thing here.’ Farzana said things that I wasn’t quite aware of yet. ‘She has been complaining about her “miserable life” here behind our backs to her brother and sister-in-law. That we are giving her a very hard time!’ Farzana was seething. Amma came in then and told them all to go to their rooms and to leave me alone. She hugged me all of a sudden as though she was protecting me from them.
‘You don’t deserve such a good mother-in-law,’ Farzana shouted as she went upstairs.
Amma didn’t ask me anything about the situation. She told me to cut the spinach while she sorted the meat out. I was in a stupor. 
The front door opened just then, and Sheila walked in. Sheila was the most placid of all the sisters, but she looked rather flushed today. It was a hot day, but I knew that the reason behind her look wasn’t merely the weather. She asked Amma if she could come upstairs as she needed to talk to her about something. Half an hour later, Amma was back with an expressionless face. 
Fahim usually worked half-days on Fridays, but he was an hour late today. And then, from the window, I saw him walking swiftly. He opened the front door with more force than usual. He came into the kitchen straightaway and helped himself to a glass of water. He didn’t look at Amma or me. Amma tried to speak to him, but he ignored her. 
‘Upstairs, we need to talk,’ he commanded me. I followed him like a lamb. 
I found him waiting by the door. He closed it and then, yanking my arm, he sat me down on the stool. With his face only inches away from me, he questioned, ‘Do you want a divorce?’ It was a tone I never heard before from him. 
‘W-what are you talking about?’ 
‘That’s the ultimatum your brother just gave me today.’ Fahim moved back. ‘So, you didn’t ask for a divorce?’
‘No!’ I exclaimed. ‘What exactly did he say?’ I was fuming since Bhaiyya hadn’t mentioned this to me.
‘He said I should either stand up to my family or move out. And if I don’t do either, then we should get a divorce. He said it was his decision — the divorce bit.’
‘I’ll call him now.’ I was well upset. Who was he to decide that we should get a divorce? But just before pressing the call button, I paused. ‘So, is that the reason why Farzana, Sheila, and Marufa were all pissed at me?’ 
‘Possibly.’ 
‘But how did they get to know about what my brother said to you?’ I asked. Fahim avoided eye contact. He hesitated before he spoke again, 
‘I bumped into Sheila after your brother spoke to me and seeing me all tense, she asked what happened, so I told her.’ He added that Sheila may have called Farzana and told her about it. I had to sit down as I discovered a vital clue in the labyrinth that I’d been running around in all this time.
‘You said all this to your sister who passed the gossip to Farzana?’ Fahim looked down. ‘So that’s how they’ve been knowing everything that goes on between you and me. You guys have been in cahoots the whole time.’ 
‘Stop making it look like I’m the only one who talks to my siblings about our problems. You’ve been talking to your Bhabi and brother too,’ Fahim said, defending himself.
‘I spoke to my elder brother only after all this had happened. You’ve been talking to them this whole time, even to your younger sisters.’ I clenched my fists. Fahim left the room.
Bibha picked up the phone and said that they were both enraged at Fahim’s audacity. ‘You need to speak to him and ask him what his intentions are. No husband should treat their wife like this. He is responsible for you.’
Bibha carried on talking but my mind was elsewhere. I had no idea where my life was heading. Bhaiyya came out of the bathroom and Bibha handed the phone to him. 
‘I didn’t want to tell you this before because I felt he needed a wake-up call. Some man he calls himself!’ Bhaiyya carried on. ‘If he refuses to move out then we personally feel you shouldn’t stay in this marriage any more. But if you think you can handle it then you can choose to stay with him in that house and deal with all that injustice.’
I wasn’t sure what the definition of injustice was any more. When my in-laws mistreated me, Bhaiyya saw it with perfect vision. But when his wife did it, he was blind to it. Everyone seemed to have a sieve through which they filtered out the people they cared about despite their mistakes.
I was hanging onto the last vestiges of my marriage now. 





Chapter 49


I had a throbbing headache. The maximum amount of sleep I got for the past week was twenty minutes at a stretch. There was no paracetamol in the house, and neither was Fahim. I messaged him to ask if he could get me some. The ache was hammering my head now. After dinner, I told Rumaisa that I was going to lie down. Amma was around but she didn’t say anything. As I approached Qismat’s room, she slammed the door. I turned around and saw Farzana standing next to the door of Marufa and Sheila’s room. I physically shook as she slammed the door too. 
I went into the room and didn’t bother turning the light on. I turned the fan on and laid down. I must’ve dozed off for I couldn’t tell that Fahim was right next to me, gently waking me up. ‘Here, have the painkillers,’ he said. ‘I got you some juice too.’ 
Fahim’s polarised personality was beginning to confuse me. A lot. I took a deep breath before I spoke. 
‘I need to talk to you.’ 
Fahim persuaded me that I shouldn’t talk now. ‘Let the painkiller kick in and later we’ll talk.’
‘I’m fine. I can talk.’ I held his hand in mine, looked into his eyes, and said just like Bibha had told me to, 
‘I really can’t do this any more.’ Concisely, I stated that, since he wasn’t defending me, we’d have to move out.
‘Are you out of your mind?’ Fahim sat up. ‘How will I afford the rent?’
I reminded him about Mustapha Bhai’s offer to move into his “shed-house”. ‘We had planned to move out a year later if things didn’t improve.’
Fahim sighed and then narrated anecdotes about how his parents had struggled to build this home and provide for them all. 
‘My dad always wanted us to eat well.’ He wiped his beard. ‘He’d sometimes negotiate with the seller, wait in the fish bazaar for hours, in the hope that someone would buy the other half of the fish.’
‘What’s your point?’ I was lost. 
‘The point I’m trying to make is that I can’t abandon my parents because of you. I still can’t forget how much my dad cried after Mustapha Bhai moved out because of his wife.’
I sat up this time. ‘Wasn’t it you who told me that your brother said we should move out?’ The light from the chink in the curtains shone onto his face; Fahim looked uncomfortable.
‘I was just hoping you’d adjust, somehow, over the months.’
‘So, you had no intention of moving out?’ Fahim was silent so I repeated the question. On the third time, he pronounced an impatient no. 
I wanted time to freeze. But then I had to say what I had to say. ‘I think we should separate. I’ll stay for a week until Qismat’s wedding is over and then I’ll go.’
‘You won’t do anything like that. We’ll resolve it like we usually do. I’ll call Rumaisa—’
‘No,’ I stated.
‘Why go after a week then? Leave now!’ Fahim shouted. I drew his attention to the time — that it was past midnight. He left the room and I wondered if he knew just how serious I was this time.





Chapter 50


Fahim slept on the carpet with a pillow that night. Rumaisa came every day to cook. Since that day, the teenyboppers and Sheila, too, slammed doors whenever they saw me in the vicinity. 
Fahim was in the living room watching television. I asked him if he wanted tea, and surprisingly, he said yes. I was about to leave when Farzana, ignoring my existence, asked Fahim who had moved one of the wedding platters from the dining table. 
‘I don’t know.’ Then, looking at me, Fahim said, ‘She probably moved it when she was cleaning the table.’
‘Tell her to put it back where it was,’ Farzana told him as she stormed off.
I looked at Fahim and said, ‘She? Is that the new way to refer to me now?’ Fahim said sorry but this word meant nothing to me. 
Over the next few days, Fahim began to behave awkwardly. Whenever his sisters were around, he acted aloof, like I was someone who wasn’t married to him. Once, at lunch time, I set the table for everyone but didn’t eat. I went to the kitchen to cut meat chops. Fahim came into the kitchen to ask why I didn’t eat. I told him I wasn’t hungry. 
‘Is this the same woman who used to love eating?’ Fahim asked.
‘Is this the same man who said he’d always be there for me?’ I said. He was quiet.
Fahim went out but returned within twenty minutes. I was still in the kitchen when he came inside to put a few things away. Amma was upstairs and the sisters were in the living room, watching a film. Fahim peeked out of the kitchen a couple of times, ensuring no one saw him. Then he opened the lid of a milkshake bottle and fed me.
‘What are you doing?’ I asked. 
‘You’ve hardly eaten these past few days. Just have this. I bought you a sandwich too. Shall I make you tea?’
I looked at Fahim. His face was filled with worry.
Or was it masked?
I didn’t know what to make out of this bizarre attitude. During the night, he’d refrain from touching me. He even migrated on the floor with his pillow and quilt. 
That night, I slept next to him on the carpet too and the minute I hugged him, he jerked and went onto the bed. I followed him and went onto the bed too. I deliberately hugged him again. This time he sat up and moved my hand off him. I asked him why he was behaving so strangely. He said he just didn’t like me touching him and having said that, he went back onto the carpet. 
Did someone do black magic to separate him from me?
I was drained from a lack of sleep and food. Often, I felt dizzy. My mind just wouldn’t shut down. Mustapha hardly came around these days, which was rather strange. I saw him though, one day, and he asked me how I was doing. I somewhat became teary but said that everything was fine. 
For the first time, I was underweight. Dark circles formed under my eyes while my eyelids were red and puffy from crying every night. Marufa didn’t talk to me, but she didn’t refuse to answer me when I spoke to her. I asked her what they were wearing as bridesmaids. She said beige and gold burqas. I asked if I should wear similar colours to which she shrugged. I remembered buying a beige abaya with Fahim and decided to wear it. I called Bibha and asked her if they were coming to the wedding. 
‘We didn’t get the invitation card but even if we did, we wouldn’t want to come to these uncivilised people’s wedding,’ Bibha said. I listened to her rant a bit more and then hung up, making the excuse that I needed to go downstairs. Rumaisa had come and was busy talking to Amma about Qismat’s in-laws. They weren’t exactly her in-laws. They were the Bangladeshi/Sylhety family who had befriended him and influenced him to become a Muslim. Rumaisa filled me in that they were all going to come round tomorrow, including the groom’s (white) parents, to see the wedding stuff that have been bought. While Rumaisa listed the menu of food that would be cooked, I imagined how I was being eaten away — emotionally, psychologically, physically. 
Just two days before Qismat’s in-laws were to come around (for the third time), the teenyboppers came home in the afternoon, all exhausted from wedding clothes and gold jewellery shopping. And since that day, Qismat kept spraying Febreze on her ivory-coloured wedding lehenga. It was a mermaid style dress that had a trail, with a beautiful, sequined wedding shawl, for the head. She complained that her ivory shoes were too plain, but Farzana and Marufa rolled their eyes, saying that the shoes had to be plain as the attire was dazzling. Qismat wanted a white rose bouquet, but her sisters suggested red, for contrast. 
I came into the room to hoover, unnoticed. Qismat tried on all her wedding clothes while Farzana wrote down curry recipes for her, in a moleskin notebook. 
‘You’ll need this as you know nothing when it comes to cooking,’ Farzana said. 
A while back, as I was cooking, some English neighbour came round, inquiring about the food he kept smelling. He came with his wife, requesting the recipe. I was about to tell them when Farzana ushered them to the living room and told me to make tea for them. From time to time, she asked me some of the ingredient names and the method; the couple suggested I told them instead, but Farzana said, ‘She learned cooking from us so really the recipes are ours to give out.’





Chapter 51


Cooking and cleaning were the only two things that mattered. White people were going to be coming, after all. They weren’t your typical South Asian, brown people. They were “middle class” because their skin colour prevailed overall. The cleaning was done according to what befitted the “white people’s” standard. The china that was never taken out of the display case were proffered today. Amma didn’t spare a single nook or cranny, so after the duvet sets were washed and dried, she turned them inside out, and hoovered the fluff that was collected around the inside edges. 
Qismat gave her order of five suitcases that she’d need for putting all her clothes, makeup, and accessories. Amma had taken me to Whitechapel market and told me to barter on her behalf. We, along with Rumaisa and Marufa, carried the suitcases from the market, up the stairs, and into the house. Amma wiped them thoroughly the first day and from then on, she dusted them, despite covering them with old bed sheets since the first wipe. 
Farzana bought and wrapped up presents for Qismat’s in-laws. Upon inquiry, it turned out that Qismat’s husband-to-be had a younger sister who was married and had a child too. She bought expensive presents for them, though they couldn’t come. Farzana’s husband roasted chickens, carrots, parsnips, and swedes for the occasion, while Rumaisa and I made biryani and eight other curries. All my sisters-in-law, except Qismat, chatted with the white guests. They didn’t introduce me, and neither was I allowed to enter the living room where they were all seated. I was sent to fetch Qismat, whom I found to be applying a zillionth layer of extremely white foundation. She looked like a china doll. 
‘Don’t you think it’s more than enough?’ I couldn’t help asking. She ignored me. I told her to go downstairs, and she looked like she wasn’t bothered since it was I who delivered the message. 
I went to the kitchen and Qismat followed shortly after. She appeared all blushed and flushed. Rumaisa, Mustapha, Fahim, and I got busy serving the food on the quaint, china tableware. The last thing to do was to fill up the tumblers with water. Rumaisa first asked them if they wanted cold or room temperature water.
Qismat’s mother-in-law said she was a very simple person. ‘I live on sandwiches,’ she admitted.
‘Oh, that’s good because I don’t know how to cook,’ Qismat said it as though it was some sort of a skill.
‘Luckily, in-laws like ours don’t stay in the same house so we don’t have to cook all the time anyway.’ Farzana laughed at her own joke. She wasn’t usually this much of an airhead, but I reckoned that the pressure to impress was draining every ounce of whatever little common sense she had.
‘It’s okay, I know how to cook,’ Qismat’s husband-to-be said. Everyone looked happy. It was a perfect match. 
It was only Fahim and I in the kitchen. I filled the tumblers but then Fahim kissed his teeth. I looked at him. He emptied the tumblers that I had filled, dried them with a few leaves of the expensive kitchen roll, and then refilled them with water. I asked him what went wrong when I’d filled them up. ‘The tumblers were wet on the outside. What will they think?’
‘How should I know? Your in-laws were given old, rotten, leftover wedding food. And these “white” people are yet to be in-laws.’
Either Fahim ignored me, or he was too preoccupied with impressing his sister’s white in-laws. The whole family ate in the dining room while I was made to eat in the kitchen. I was too numb to feel bad. A part of me wanted to witness and remember the bigotry of these people; that way I wouldn’t feel bad when I’d leave Fahim — one of the creators of the apartheid in this house.
It was dessert time. I heard Rumaisa asking with extreme benevolence whether they preferred tea or coffee. Whether they would like these beverages in mugs or cups and saucers? I recalled how, after my brother and his family and my sister had left, Qismat had ridiculed Bibha, 
‘Oh my God! She actually took the tray of the sweet vermicelli, before we even asked her to do so. Maybe she thought she wouldn’t get to eat any.’ 
Laughter, times by five sisters-in-law.
It reverberated to every ounce in my body. They didn’t even feel awkward to mention this in front of me. I had stayed silent for it was only the third day of my marriage. 
As tea and coffee were sipped, from mugs or cups with saucers, Rumaisa and Amma brought down the wedding clothes and gold jewellery. They were petrified to see the gaudy ornaments which a conscientious Fahim displayed like a South Asian shop retailer for sarees and jewellery. 
At this moment, the doorbell rang. It was a distant cousin brother of Amma’s. He seemed decent and refused to sit for too long. He apologised for coming unannounced for he had only come to give the invitation card for his son’s wedding. Amma and Rumaisa took him aside later on and asked him if he had any extra wedding cards.
‘Qismat’s in-laws are here and they’re white people… It’ll make an impression if you give them an invitation card too.’ I was in the kitchen where they discussed this. A part of me was guffawing to witness this. He agreed and asked the in-laws “to-be” to come to his son’s wedding while no one felt obliged to give a card to my side of the family who were, officially, the in-laws.
It was getting late now so the superior guests started to make a move. They said something which was inaudible from the kitchen, but I could hear all the girls yelping in excitement. I went close to the door of the living room, of course I was invisible, and that’s when Farzana looked at me and declared that Qismat’s parents-in-law had just gifted Qismat and her husband-to-be two tickets for Dubai for their honeymoon. Whenever guests were around, Amma and my sisters-in-law transformed from Dr Jekyll to Mr Hyde. So now, despite the civil war, they spoke to me, for the guests’ sake. 
‘And what a coincidence, it’s going to be around the same time when we go for our summer holiday, right, Ilyas?’ Farzana looked at her husband. 
Amma never objected to Farzana or Rumaisa mentioning their husbands’ names. Farzana now spoke highly of her parents-in-law, their high societal and professional ranks, and the grandfather clock that she’d be inheriting as an heirloom. Amma struggled to understand this, so Rumaisa explained to her in a hushed tone. 
I felt sick. Fahim followed me to our room. I sat on the bed with my face buried in my palms. I wailed like a child. Fahim sat next to me, patted my head and shoulders and offered the following advice. ‘You can’t have everything that others have. You need to be content and patient.’





Chapter 52


In the whirlpool of the recent events, I began to blur the disparity between right and wrong. Tears flowed from my eyes non-stop, and it did now as normally as I breathed. 
Fahim avoided me in every possible way whenever any of his sisters were around. Loyalty prevailed over justice. In four days’, time, I was to leave this place. I was somewhat happy to realise this. I wanted to recognise and appreciate again, what it felt like to be free. 
As I cleaned the table, I heard Abba asking Sheila where she went to every evening.
‘To the mosque, of course,’ she retorted, ‘to invite people to Islam.’
She had a gym bag around her shoulder and sported a pair of borrowed trainers from Marufa. The ADIDAS stripes on her tracksuit bottoms were visible from under her burqa. 
Gym was the new Mosque.
Amma came in just then, shouting at Abba, ‘You leave my girls alone. Some people are probably doing black magic to create problems between my daughters and their dad.’
I didn’t bother waking up on time the last few days of my stay here. But, surprisingly, Amma didn’t scold me. In fact, she was being extra nice to me. In the kitchen, she was eating some bread with cheese and offered to feed me some. I refused. 
‘Eating from my hand will increase love in your heart.’ 
‘That won’t be necessary any more.’
Amma sobbed and wanted to know why I was doing this to her family, to her son. ‘Don’t ruin my son’s life. He has done so much for you.’ 
Someone knocked on the door and Sheila opened it. Rumaisa came into the kitchen. ‘Guess what?’ she exclaimed. ‘Dawud’s been selected for the Islamic grammar school.’
‘I thought he didn’t get through,’ I said. Rumaisa explained that they rechecked and so fixed the error. She went upstairs to share the news to the teenyboppers. I was glad that no one noticed Ammas’s fake tears.
Sheila snickered more than once, and I couldn’t help but ask her why.
‘Ah, white privilege.’ Looking at my confused face, she elaborated. ‘That’s how a white revert man, who’s part of the institution, gets their son in.’ 
She dusted the worktop with flour as she rolled out the puff pastry. I helped her make the fillings. I couldn’t care less about what she said. I was relieved, though, that she and Rumaisa were still civil towards me. 
An hour later, the two batches of pasties were ready. I took the empty plates to the sink, which the teenyboppers left on the dining table. Inaudibly, Rumaisa announced that they should’ve at least taken their plates to the sink. 
Sheila put the rest of the pasties in the oven when Amma came in and enquired how the pasties were made. Sheila said it wasn’t too hard.
‘Do you think you can make these for the next day of Qismat’s wedding, as the traditional breakfast?’
‘No. I’m busy.’ She rolled her eyes. Amma asked me if I watched how Sheila made them, for I’d have to make them. 
‘My family didn’t teach me these things, so no, I won’t be able to do it,’ I said. 





Chapter 53


Amma sat on the chair in the kitchen while I cleaned the window at her earnest request. She complained that her palpitation was disturbing her breathing. 
Maybe you’ll die.
‘No, Amma, you have no palpitation issues. They checked many times and said that nothing’s wrong. If anything, then it’s ‘cos of the blouse you wear,’ Sheila pointed out. ‘It’s too tight.’
Amma looked at me fondly and said it was because of me that she put on weight. ‘My Bisi does all the household work so I can relax.’ Sheila rolled her eyes and left.
‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Soon you’ll be reunited with your chores.’ Amma looked scared.

***

The wedding took place in the same place where Fahim’s and mine did. Fahim was working day and night, every day, like how everyone kept the fan on due to the heatwave. I prevented myself from feeling sorry for him. 
No one collaborated with me about anything, on the morning of the wedding. I could’ve left in the morning, unannounced, but I didn’t want to ruin Qismat’s wedding. Not for Qismat, but because I couldn’t go against my word. I promised and reminded Fahim that I would leave three days after his sister’s wedding. He looked agitated like his younger sisters, and sceptical, too. After all, I never left the last two times I had packed my bag. 
It was a day wedding, and the day was scorching; it burned my exterior, but a peculiar coolness shielded my interior, my soul. I wore the scarf Farzana gave me the first time I had visited her and paired it with a beige coloured burqa. I tried to make an effort to look nice but the dark circles under my eyes cried out for some concealer. Everyone had left for the hall. Fahim came back and it was a tacit acknowledgement that he came to take me there. He asked briefly if I was okay, and I nodded as that was a polite thing to do with a stranger. I packed my digital camera in my bag and followed him downstairs. Halfway through, we found Farzana and Marufa, all dolled up, coming back to the house. Both Fahim and I stopped.
‘The camera’s not working for some reason… Dunno what’s wrong with it. And of all the days!’ Farzana ranted.
Fahim suggested they replace the batteries or check if the SD card was full or not. Marufa kissed her teeth. ‘Why else do you think we’re back here?’
Fahim looked apologetic and I felt like kicking him. A few times, a while back, Farzana and Marufa began to complain to Amma about the sewing machine not working properly every time I used it. I could tell the third time that Farzana was biting her tongue to not lash out at me. I didn’t know what would go wrong. The thread kept getting cut or tangled and the next thing I knew, it would get all jammed. I heard Farzana saying to Amma to tell me to stop using their sewing machine. Amma came and told me in front of everyone that she’d buy me a new one as I kept mishandling her girls’ one. I never used it again. And she never bought me a new one.
‘Erm, if anyone has a camera then we can use the new batteries and the SD card we already have.’ Farzana’s tone was still sharp, and she didn’t look at me though all four of us knew what she meant. 
Fahim looked at me. I didn’t look back. I looked at the sisters instead. They looked elsewhere as though praying I agreed and didn’t sound like a painful corn on toes like them. I wished Fahim hadn’t seen me put my camera inside my bag. I gave it to Fahim who passed it to his sisters. They left without thanking me. 
I looked at Fahim and said, ‘You’re welcome.’ He ignored me and walked away.

***

The wedding hall consisted of the girls from the mosque and my sisters-in-laws’ numerous friends. Fahim’s family didn’t have many relatives in London. They were mostly back home, in the village where they came from. Qismat sat in the very same chaise longue where I had sat eight months ago. She looked elegant and I was surprised that she allowed Marufa to apply the right shade and amount of foundation. She got up every half an hour to go to the loo. During the past week, Farzana and Marufa chaperoned her the whole time. They checked her makeup and attire every five minutes as opposed to Bibha and Di, who had powdered their noses every five minutes, on my wedding day. I admired their loyalty despite the hostile look they shot me every now and then. 
I went over to the chocolate fountain, which Qismat had demanded instead of a traditional cake. She wanted to be “different” and didn’t want her white in-laws to think she was a typical East-Londoner. Several girls encircled me as I helped myself to some marshmallows on a skewer. One of them offered me juice while another asked if I wanted something to eat. I was taken by surprise and got suspicious. I hadn’t been used to nice behaviour for some time. They said they were so happy for me that Fahim chose me to be his life partner. I smiled at them and pretended to agree. I left as soon as I could.
I walked briskly but halted midway when I heard the following conversation between a few elderly women. 
‘I give freedom to both of my daughters-in-law. They can do whatever they like. I treat them no different from my own daughters.’ 
The chocolate fountain was nothing compared to the honeyed voice I would never mistake for anyone else’s. The day before the wedding, Amma had told me that whenever people asked her about Mustapha Bhai’s wife, she blatantly told them that she was an insolent woman. ‘I don’t shy away from saying that she has no manners.’
I retraced my steps until I faced her. I looked directly into her eyes and Amma pretended as though I wasn’t there. The elderly ladies wanted to know who I was. Amma introduced me as her youngest daughter-in-law.
‘And where’s your older son’s wife?’ they asked.
‘She’s got the flu so she couldn’t come,’ Amma said.





Chapter 54


Qismat hugged her dad and sobbed that she wanted Marufa to come along with her to her husband’s house. ‘I’ve never stayed away from you, Abba… Please!’ 
The Abba who barked all the time was howling like a lost puppy now. Witnessing this conventional, untainted love between a father and a daughter, welled my eyes up. Impulsively, I walked home as I could tell I was invisible. Nobody asked me where I was when they returned.
Later, Amma called me to sort out the wedding food, which I did robotically. Preparations for the wedding morning breakfast, commenced straight after dinner. I was getting delirious due to lack of sleep, but I didn’t care as I knew that I was going to be released very soon. Around midnight, Rumaisa suggested I went to sleep. For the first time, I didn’t want to hear that because I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I longed to sleep but I just couldn’t. 
I went upstairs and sat on the bed. I couldn’t be bothered to change into my pyjamas. Fahim was lying on his side, and I could tell that he, too, was sleepless. He turned his back to me once I laid down. It cut me but I didn’t cry. 
Fahim hired a seven-seater for the next day. Sheila and Amma didn’t go to Bath, Qismat’s new abode, but Amma asked me to go as it would look bad if both the daughters-in-law didn’t turn up. I was to leave in less than twenty-four hours.
It took almost three hours to reach the place. Rumaisa, her husband, and children made their way in their own car while Fahim, Farzana and her family, and I followed behind. Farzana instructed her husband to sit next to Fahim, while she sat right behind them with her baby. Fahim meekly helped me to sit right at the back. 
As I stared blankly at the scenery passing by, I tried to rejoice that I’d be leaving the next day. I caught Fahim’s eyes locking with mine from the interior mirror. Intermittently, he did that throughout the whole journey. Tears filled my eyes; nostalgia and guilt filled his. 
Qismat’s in-laws, her husband’s friends and their wives came out to greet. An elderly lady appeared to be sitting alone, smiling at me, so I went towards her. She happened to be the mother of the friends and the mother-in-law of the friends’ wives. I was pleasantly surprised to hear her speak fluently in proper Bengali. From the way she spoke, it appeared she was not illiterate and well mannered. I got along with her quite well and I realised I hadn’t spoken to anyone about anything lately other than my marital issues. The change of topic was cathartic. Farzana and her husband discussed the possibility of visiting them and staying sometimes so that their child could play in the garden. Rumaisa placed a box on the Italian dining table. 
‘Farzana, put these mugs in the cupboard so us five sisters can have tea in the late nights that we’ll be spending here.’ She winked. 
I missed Di and wondered if we exemplified how siblings fell apart when the parents kept fighting. 
Sometimes a divorce is the best solution.

***

The house was a massive, four-bedroom house with two large reception rooms. I excused myself to go to the bathroom. I saw Qismat in her new bedroom, wearing a beautiful turquoise saree. Marufa was doing the finishing touches to her hair while Rumaisa mentioned how lucky Qismat was to achieve all this by simply marrying the guy. Qismat moaned that the heavy gold necklace was itching her neck, but Farzana scolded her that, for aesthetic purposes, she’d have to tolerate this. 
I found the bathroom and right next to it was a study room with the door ajar. From the corner of my eye, I saw a box that looked very similar to the box I had once opened to get the rice cooker out. Upon seeing nobody, I entered the room, and, to my awe, I discovered most of the gifts that I had been given at my wedding, including the purple silk bedding, in that little room. 
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Marufa and Mustapha Bhai’s children returned with us on the way back. No one spoke to me. Sheila and Amma set the table, but I excused myself, saying that the restaurant food that was served at Qismat’s place had given me an upset tummy. Fahim followed me shortly and asked me what I was doing.
‘Just packing my toothbrush and towel.’ 
‘You’re going nowhere tomorrow. I’ve told Rumaisa and we’ll sort everything out after tomorrow.
‘I told you last week that I was going to leave tomorrow.’
Fahim came up to me and looked into my eyes. ‘Don’t you dare leave the house or you’ll never be coming back.’
‘Trust me, I don’t want to.’
He paced the room saying that tomorrow morning, Qismat and her husband were coming to stay for a couple of days so I shouldn’t leave just like that. 
‘I’ve been considerate enough,’ I said to which Fahim scoffed. The night was spent again as two strangers — I slept on the carpet, and he slept on the bed. 
I got up for the dawn prayer casually since I didn’t even sleep. Fahim got up too and I worried what his intention was. 
I didn’t have any breakfast. I got ready by quarter to nine and went downstairs. Fahim followed me and overtook me to open the door. ‘Get out of this house. Now,’ he hollered. ‘You’ve been a disobedient wife, remember that.’ Marufa glared at me as she hugged a crying Amma. 
‘I hope you get a real disobedient wife in future because only then will you know the difference.’
I walked out and heard the door slam louder than any of his sisters had ever done so during my stay there. 





Chapter 56


Rumaisa arrived in an hour, after Fahim urged her to come. She found everyone pacing about in the living room. 
‘What’s happening?’
‘Ranya just left. Her brother messaged me saying there’ll be a meeting next week at the mosque with him, Ranya, the imam, Mustapha, your husband, and me.’ Fahim looked sick. ‘She ain’t kidding this time! What am I going to do? I thought you said she’ll come back to her senses once she sees a stern side of me.’
‘Calm down.’ Rumaisa licked her lips. ‘Go out for a bit. I called Mustapha… He should be here soon.’
Fahim took her advice and as soon as he left, Rumaisa confessed that they were all in a dangerous situation. Sheila joined in and was the calmest of all.
‘What will become of us now?’ Amma cried. Marufa patted her and told her to rest for a while, but Rumaisa knew that there was nothing to hide any more. 
‘How bad is it?’ Sheila asked.
‘She could get the house. I should’ve never told her it was under Fahim’s name.’
‘Ranya’s brother is close to your husband, isn’t it? He helped him so much,’ Marufa started.
‘What’s your point?’ Rumaisa snapped. She was never this nervous but given the current situation, she was petrified. The doorbell rang before Marufa could explain her point. It was Farzana with her baby. 
‘Ugh. Your friend lied! Kolsum said she was from back home and look at the sticky situation we’re all in now.’ Farzana took her scarf off. ‘You knew from your friend all about her family.’
Rumaisa sighed and then reminded Marufa that she was in the middle of explaining something. Although Marufa was the youngest, she was the shrewdest of all. 
‘Maybe you can ask your husband to try and convince Ranya’s brother to make Ranya sign the divorce papers without contesting it.’
‘What if they have already planned this whole thing?’ Sheila asked. 
Amma came downstairs and shouted, ‘I’m not letting that bitch take over my house! I know people who can ruin her, too.’
‘Quiet, Amma,’ Farzana warned. Then, looking at the others, she asked if Fahim was home or not. She was relieved to know he had left for the mosque.
‘Amma, you’re not still in touch with those dodgy mullas, are you? It’s haram.’ Rumaisa sat down with her hand on her head.
‘I am not letting another woman take my other son away from me too,’ Amma sobbed.
‘I think Fahim’s back,’ Marufa said to everyone quietly. 
Fahim looked exhausted. ‘I asked Mustapha about the meeting—’
‘No. Make sure Mustapha doesn’t come. He’s been completely brainwashed by his wife, and he’ll definitely take Ranya’s side,’ Rumaisa said.
‘We don’t want Ranya to do the same thing to you,’ Farzana said. ‘Can’t you see? It’s been all planned. She’s been after this house from day one.’ 
‘What am I going to do?’ Fahim’s deep-set eyes looked more sunken. ‘I never saw this coming.’
‘If it wasn’t for us women, nothing could’ve been done in this house,’ Sheila scoffed. ‘Some “men” prefer wearing bangles.’
Fahim looked away and the others chided Sheila for saying that. 
‘We need to buy time so we can come up with something.’ Rumaisa filled Fahim in on the suggestion Marufa made. ‘It’s worth a try,’ Rumaisa said. ‘Ahmed supported Ranya’s brother in so many ways, even when he was looking to get married.’
‘He practically worships Rumaisa’s husband!’ Sheila said. 
After Fahim left the room, Marufa asked if there was a possibility that Ranya may have guessed Fahim’s secret since Sheila had mentioned the bangles phrase once in front of her too. But this discussion was quickly closed with everyone agreeing that Ranya was far too stupid to figure this out. 

***

The bus was packed. Ranya had to hold tight to the pole; she feared she’d lose consciousness. She had hardly eaten in the past week. The size six trousers she wore under her burqa felt loose. She couldn’t remember the date she had her last period, but she knew she was nearly a month late. 
She dragged herself up the stairs to her brother’s flat. Bibha opened the door and hugged her. ‘Oh my God, Ranya, you’re so thin.’ Bibha sniffed. ‘Let me get you something to eat.’
‘No, Bibha,’ Ranya whispered, ‘I just want to go to sleep, I just want to sleep.’
Kolsum wasn’t sure if Ranya had fainted or fallen asleep. For the first time, she felt guilty. 

***

The next day, Ranya waited at the nurse’s cubicle for exactly ten minutes. The lady looked around twenty-eight. She sat next to her and looked into her eyes. ‘Ranya, what’s your expectation of the result?’
Ranya reminisced about how she had always wanted to see double lines. But this time, she wanted it to be negative. And she was happy to hear the good news.

***

It was lunchtime and Kolsum informed Ranya that her brother, Yasin, was on the phone to Rumaisa’s husband. Kolsum pressed her ear onto the closed door from the outside of her bedroom, as they spoke. She moved away quickly when Yasin opened the door.
‘I’m just going out to meet Ahmed.’ He got his red rain jacket out. ‘He wants to talk about some things that can’t be done over the phone.’
‘Is it worth it?’ Kolsum said. ‘I mean, he’s from their side so—’
‘No way. Ahmed is not like that. I’ve known him since I was a kid. We made a pact that we wouldn’t let all this change our friendship.’ He grabbed his car keys and left.

***

What took normally ten minutes, took a whopping forty due to the rain and traffic. They met in the mosque, the very place where the meeting would take place the next day. Yasin and Ahmed briefly exchanged salutations and expressed their shock at the whole situation. 
‘We don’t want this marriage to dissolve, which I’m sure you don’t want either,’ Ahmed said.
‘I personally don’t think Fahim is man enough to handle a wife,’ Yasin said, straight to the point. Ahmed tried to regain his self-composure. 
‘So, if divorce is what your sister wants then I suppose we can’t do anything about it. We’ll have to sort out the paperwork for a legal divorce.’ Ahmed winced inwardly as he recalled Rumiasa’s warning…
Convince Yasin anyhow that Fahim has to be the petitioner and Ranya the respondent. Lie to him that, if she’s the petitioner, then Yasin will have to pay the lawyer to run the case and all the court procedures. We CANNOT allow her to be the petitioner. We’ll lose our house otherwise! He will believe it only if he hears it from you. It’s okay to lie for a greater good.
Yasin listened, like how he had when Ahmed had first introduced the religion —patriarchy, to him.
‘Trust me, I know how the court works. I, too, went through a divorce, remember?’ Yasin nodded and Ahmed added, ‘As a petitioner, you lose out financially and it will tarry the procedure. If I were you, and I say this as a brother to another brother, I’d tell Ranya to just bite her tongue, and sign it. This way the divorce won’t be delayed and both of them can move on, as in get married again. It’s worse for a woman if she’s a divorcee and the paperwork becomes a big mess, if you contest it.’
‘Yes, you’re right.’ Yasin looked relieved. ‘Thank you so much, bro. I’ll be honest, I’m really grateful to you for your sincere advice.’




Chapter 57


I thought of random things that had no link whatsoever. Like how Di used to come over for a few weeks, bringing all sorts of gifts for us. From frying pans to perfumes. Di and I’d talk the whole night, up until the dawn prayer. She’d share the problems she’d encountered with her in-laws. It was an inevitable issue. I wondered if her situation, on the other side of the world, was just as bad as mine. 
Di always had the answers to all my questions. Once, a pink balloon I was holding onto, got blown away. I cried a lot and asked Di, why my balloon had to go away. And she had said, ‘It didn’t go away… It was removed from you because you deserve better.’
I recalled the few times I’d dared Fahim to carry me upstairs or the times I had unabashedly lip-locked with him on the escalator, in an underground station in the heart of East London. 
Unrequited love, once again. 
The vibration of my mobile transported me back to reality. It was the mutual friend, who had got married.
‘I just saw your text.’ She sounded breathless. I had sent her a message last night about ending my marriage. ‘I’m so sorry, Ranya.’
I sighed. ‘So, what’s happening with you?’
‘I’m all right but guess what your sisters-in-law are crowing about?’
I didn’t want to know. I clenched my fists and felt my nails digging into my palms. 
‘Qismat was telling me that you took all the gold the day you left the house. So, I said it didn’t matter since it was yours to keep anyway. But then she started to say that you even took all the clothes, including the hangers.’ She snorted here. ‘So, I’m like, duh! “If it’s hers then what’s the problem?” But she wasn’t getting it.’ 
I thanked her for sticking up for me. She hung up abruptly as she was in the middle of cooking and feared that her mother-in-law wouldn’t approve of her talking on the phone at this time. 
Another BrideMaid?
I got a missed call straight after I hung up. Since I left my in-laws’ place, I’d been getting missed calls from a private number. I was still fifteen minutes away from my brother’s flat when my mobile rang again. It was the same person, I presumed. Every time I answered it, the person would hang up. But it wasn’t like that this time. It was a woman’s voice. I got curious and spoke in the Sylheti dialect to encourage the woman on the other end to speak up. She responded straight away. She was reluctant to tell me who she was as she reasoned I wouldn’t recognise her anyway. 
‘So why have you called me?’
A pause. 
‘I’m Mustapha’s wife.’
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I didn’t know what to make of what Mustapha’s wife told me. It didn’t cheer me up nor did it infuriate me. I was too dead to respond to any emotion. She narrated the time she dwelled at that house. 
‘Every day was a day from hell,’ she said. ‘I had to cut garlic all the time and store them in massive jars. Then she’d make me wash the towels with bleach. I got psoriasis for life washing things in those toxic chemicals.’
From time to time, she called my name to see if I was on the line or not. I’d prompt her to carry on, so she’d continue. She spoke for almost an hour. I sat on a bench outside in the park next to my brother’s flat. 
‘Well, I suppose you’re better off now that you’re away from all that,’ I said.
‘Yes, thank God. But I was thinking, why don’t you and Fahim, stay at ours until something more permanent can be sorted out?’
‘It’s too late for that now.’ She reminded me that I hadn’t had my divorce yet so there was still time.
‘I never wanted a divorce. But Fahim just can’t deal with anything by himself.’
‘I don’t understand.’
I sighed. ‘Your husband’s a man. Mine is still a child. 

***

It was hot and humid. Bibha looked very nervous. She was getting uptight at not finding the coffee jar in her immaculate cabinet. She missed her morning coffee as a result and only when Bhaiyya and I were to set off did she realise that she had put it in the fridge.
 ‘This divorce has really messed up my head.’ She wiped the jar before putting it back where it belonged. 
I sat next to Bhaiyya in his car and as I pulled the seatbelt across myself, he said, ‘You’re very fortunate that your sister-in-law cares for you just like a mother does.’
Just how much did both of you care when you arranged this marriage?
‘Did you hear what I just said?’
‘Yes,’ I said.
‘So don’t you have the manners to say thank you?’ Bhaiyya looked at me this time.
‘Thank you.’ 
He revved the car, but I could still hear him kissing his teeth.

***

My request for a divorce was to take place at the mosque, adjacent to the wedding foyer, where I got married eight months ago. The imam who performed our Islamic marriage, was hovering around by the elevator. Bhaiyya apologised for the delay after briefly greeting him with utmost deference, like a shapeshifter.
The space resembled a boardroom. A perforated, wooden screen was placed at the end to make me sit behind the barrier, from the men, within the room. I glanced very quickly and found Ahmed and Fahim seated next to each other along the length of the table. My brother inquired where Mustapha was. Like a “wife”, Fahim whispered something to Ahmed who, in turn, said he’d be late. 
The imam sat at the power position and Bhaiyya sat opposite of Fahim and Ahmed. I hoped that Mustapha came soon. The imam recited a short prayer and announced that he would like to hear my side of the story first. 
I gave my salutation and heard everyone’s response except Fahim’s. This was followed by an awkward pause, and I got tongue-tied. Someone coughed while someone else harrumphed. 
‘I’m really embarrassed to be here today,’ I began. ‘There have been issues with this marriage since day one.’ 
‘Can you elaborate on these issues that you mention, sister?’ The imam encouraged me to speak as I stopped once again. 
‘They don’t seem… Civilised. Their manners are not quite what I expected. My mother-in-law and father-in-law always call me names. Fahim used to laugh along with the rest of the family when they did that. I first thought they called each other names as well, but I never heard any other derogatory terms used for any other members of that house. 
The imam asked me to specify exactly what I was called. ‘I was called the daughter of a Christian. Fahim’s youngest sister, who is younger than me, too, once insulted me with regards to my father in front of Fahim, his mother and other sisters. Because he always stayed quiet, I feel they got a leeway to insult me constantly.’
The imam asked Fahim if he had anything to say about this complaint.
‘I always dealt with it. Maybe she didn’t like the way I did it, but I tried my best to sort it out.’ 
‘You sorted it out by getting your sister, Rumaisa, to sort out everything.’ I quipped.
The imam intervened here. ‘As a husband, it is your duty to deal with your marital issues. Why did you keep getting your sister to deal with it?’ 
Fahim was silent and looked down. The imam asked me about my daily household chores, so I poured out, ‘I had to do most of the cleaning and cooking. The cooking and cleaning often led me to injure my hands. My mother-in-law forbade me from using the washing machine, so I had to wash most of the clothes by hand, even Fahim’s jeans. But what really got me was when my mother-in-law told me to wash Marufa’s jeans, too, and clean the entire bathroom after any of my younger sisters-in-law had a bath. They are only a year or two younger than me, but she’d persuade me that, as their older sister-in-law, I was like a mother figure to them so I should happily do it.’
‘I have no clue about what she’s saying,’ Fahim said. ‘She’s usually nice but then she has these moments when she snaps at me.’
‘You got fed up with me complaining. Remember that time you requested me to never be upset with any of your family members but to take it out on you instead, behind closed doors? You even told me to punch you!’ 
‘What?’ Bhaiyya snapped. The imam asked me how much cooking I had to do.
‘I had to cook enough for twelve to fifteen people almost every day, on top of spring cleaning the entire five-bedroom house.’
‘My eldest sister always came round to help with the cooking,’ Fahim retorted. The imam pointed out that she shouldn’t be coming since she had her own house to take care of.
‘Well… She always wanted to go out. And my mum always tried to find ways to make us go out so my dad wouldn’t get angry and still she complains.’
‘Why would your father have any issue about where you two went?’ the imam queried.
I smirked. ‘We weren’t allowed to go anywhere unless an approval was sought from his dad through his sister, Rumaisa. But eventually I figured out that it wasn’t my father-in-law but rather my mother-in-law who didn’t want us to go out like normal people did. I wasn’t ever allowed to go out by myself. I was literally house-arrested. Fahim kept assuring me that this period would soon come to an end but then I realised that he didn’t mean it at all. He only gave me false hopes.’
A long pause.
‘Brother Fahim.’ The imam tried to choose the right words. ‘In Islam, your wife is not obliged to be a servant to your family members.’ 
‘I think she was given enough freedom. I don’t feel my family has been unjust in any way. My sisters always chipped in every day after they came back from work to help out with the cooking as well as the cleaning.’ Fahim paused a bit before carrying on. ‘Every Saturday, she wanted to go to the circle and my parents allowed that. Who did the cooking and cleaning then? My sisters and mum did it!’
‘How do you know that your sisters always helped out after they came back from work?’ the imam pointed out. ‘Did you see it for yourself, or you were told about this by your family?’
Fahim stammered, ‘I-I was told… But I did see them sometimes helping out in the kitchen after work.’
‘But you doubt your wife worked the whole day despite her being in the house most of the time?’
‘My mum helped her out too. My mum had it much worse than her when she got married—’
‘You can’t compare your wife to your mother, Brother Fahim.’ With his calm tone, the imam kept firing his blunt points, which were still not sharp enough to stab some sense into Fahim. 
I prayed that the imam got all the happiness in this world and the hereafter for seeing and clarifying that which Fahim couldn’t fathom at all. The imam prompted me to say more.
‘I spring-cleaned the house every Wednesday, hoovered the house twice and cleaned the bathrooms every single day so how much dirt would accumulate by Saturday?’ I said. ‘I cooked in industrial pots every other day so only an optional dish had to be prepared for Saturday.’
Fahim snapped back and I almost laughed out loud at its irrelevance. ‘Well, we paid for half the wedding food and her family gave nothing as dowry! And my parents were fine with it.’ 
‘Islamically, the husband should pay for all the wedding food,’ the imam replied. 
A tangible silence engulfed the room. Fahim was cornered. I felt happy that, for the first time he experienced, even if it were a fraction, what I had to endure every day for eight months. 
‘Is there anything else you want to say?’ the imam asked Fahim.
‘Yes, I do, as a matter of fact. A great matter was kept hidden from me which should’ve been informed legally.’
Bhaiyya and the others asked him what it was. Fahim took his time while my heart sank.
Surely, he wouldn’t stoop this low, would he?
‘It’s of a very sensitive nature.’ Fahim was talking in riddles and Bhaiyya jumped to conclusions due to frustration.
‘We shouldn’t be talking about our spouse’s pasts. It’s not—’
‘It’s nothing near what you’re thinking.’
‘What is it then?’ the imam asked. 
I couldn’t believe my ears. Fahim was hesitating to spill it for he knew he was breaking a promise. Didn’t he fear that I might spill his? Or did he feel that, as a woman, I’d be too shy to disclose his?
‘Someone did something to her when she was a child and if you knew who it was and what they did then you would kill them.’
There was a long, confused silence before Ahmed spoke for the first time. ‘Are you talking about… Molestation?’ 
‘Yes.’ A pause. ‘As her guardian, did you not feel it was necessary to inform me about this before fixing our marriage?’ Fahim questioned my brother.
‘I swear by Allah that I have no idea about this. My sister didn’t tell me anything and had she told my wife then she would’ve told me. But from the way you’re speaking, it seems like it was a secret she had entrusted you with.’
No one said anything for a while.
‘I was molested as a child, but the impact wasn’t debilitating. The only reason I’d told him this was because a very embarrassing secret of Fahim’s had been exposed to me, which he and his family, if they knew of, should’ve told us about. In order to make him feel better, I had confided in him about my tragic past, but little did I know that, as a last resort, he’d sell me, his wife, to regain whatever manhood he has left.’
‘Huh, I can see that it’s all planned,’ Fahim scoffed.
‘What has been planned?’ Bhaiyya asked.
‘You all planned this to create this scene.’ 
‘We created this scene to get my sister in this situation. It’s more difficult for a divorced woman to get married than it is for a divorced man.’
I cringed as Bhaiyya said that.
‘You’re too much of a coward to even admit that you were too cowardly to deal with your unjust family members.’ Bhaiyya was fuming. 
‘Huh, says the man who is unjust to his own wife.’
‘What? What did you say?’ There was an awkward silence.
‘Your wife is only staying with you for the sake of the children. You and your family have mistreated your wife a lot,’ Fahim spat. Bhaiyya demanded to know what evidence he had to make such a claim. ‘Your wife said it all to my sister, Rumaisa, way before I married your sister.’ Fahim scoffed again. ‘And you think you’re the perfect husband, eh?’
‘My wife would never say such things. Don’t you dare slander my wife.’ 
Fahim scoffed again and challenged Bhaiyya to verify it, but he said he wouldn’t question his wife’s honesty. I bit my tongue the whole time. 
It was Bibha, after all, who had been the insider…
Bibha had besmirched Bhaiyya and his family, yet she was immune. I had been loyal to Fahim and his family, yet I was dehumanised. 
Ahmed intervened again. ‘I think we should take a break as things are getting heated up and going off-topic.’
As everyone left the room, Bhaiyya came to see me and the first thing he said was, ‘Why didn’t you tell me this, Ranya?’
I was quiet. 
‘And why are you sounding like you’re angry? Keep your voice down and only speak when you’re asked to say something. You’re a woman, don’t forget that!’
I was still seated where I was and about five minutes later, all the others returned to their seats. 
‘So, sister,’ the imam proceeded, ‘how would you like to resolve this?’ 
‘I don’t think we should be together any more.’ I impaled myself with those words. 
‘Are you sure, sister?’
Prior to coming here, Bhaiyya and Bibha had suggested that there was no longer any point to this marriage. ‘Besides,’ Bhaiyya had said, ‘no husband would take a wife back after she has brought him to this stage involving family members and the imam.’
‘Yes,’ I said.
Please, Fahim, say something!
The imam asked Fahim the same question.
‘Well, there’s no point, is there? This has all been planned.’
‘Do you agree to give your wife the divorce she is requesting?’
Fahim was quiet for so long that the imam expounded the concept of khul to buy him some time. ‘Yeah… If that’s what she wants.’
‘Well, sister, please bear in mind about the hadith that a woman will never smell the fragrance of paradise if she were to ask for a divorce without a good reason,’ the imam said.
Really? 
‘And, as you are the one asking for the divorce, you need to return the gift that Brother Fahim had given you when you got married to him.’
Seriously? 
‘Huh, what mahr? He didn’t even give her the wedding gift and even told my sister that he didn’t think his dad would ever allow it,’ Bhaiyya spat this time. I wondered if it was for me or for himself that he said this.
‘Well, in that case, there’s nothing else to do and we can end this meeting here. We hope that both of you can move on and get a better companion in life.’ 
Bhaiyya and I said nothing to each other as we walked out of the hall. From the corner of my eye, I saw Fahim in his slate green top and washed-out jeans, getting into a four by four. Mustapha’s four by four. I wondered why he never turned up. Was he just sitting there the whole time? 
The ride back home was in utter silence. It was dinner time and Bibha was setting the table. I excused myself and went to Yusha’s room to be by myself for a while. I turned the fan on to mask any sound I might make. I wasn’t angry. Like a delicate piece of china, I carried myself before letting go. 
I went to the living room after an hour. Bhaiyya and Bibha were sitting on the sofa, waiting for me.
‘We had booked our holiday as a family in Qatar, for six weeks. Now that you’ll be staying with us, again, I’ve booked a ticket for you too.’ Bhaiyya looked at Bibha and then said, ‘Your Bhabi suggested that it might remind you of your childhood days in Dubai. I had to pay extra as it was a last-minute thing, but your Bhabi was insistent that you came too as a change of scenery would do you some good.’
I wanted to thank Bibha, but I just couldn’t get the words out. Bhaiyya went to his room with a cup of tea. Bibha hugged me and said it would all be better soon. ‘Ah. I remember how your mum had wanted me to be in this situation and it would’ve been worse for me as I got pregnant straight away!’ She looked into the middle-distance and carried on. ‘Allah is very merciful. So don’t you worry! You’re still young and luckily you didn’t have kids. Your brother has lots of friends who are unmarried but they’re willing to marry non-virgins for citizenship.’

***

Qatar was hot and it did remind me of my childhood days. Bhaiyya rented a small flat for the holiday and the location was in a more rural part of the city. I recalled how Fahim, and I had imagined what it would’ve been like had we the freedom to travel round the world. What our honeymoon could’ve been like if we went somewhere nice. Sometimes a whiff of woody musk brought back memories of how Fahim used to smell. I shook my head to physically bring myself back to reality. 
I don’t need to be another BrideMaid. But then again, how many more BrideMaids are out there? Is a BrideMaid the quintessential daughter-in-law?
We went out to pray in the mosque for almost all the prayers. We dressed like the natives and ate the local food. Once, when we were out for the afternoon prayer, the children exclaimed, ‘Look, donkey carts. Can we take a ride, Baba?’
I stopped, frozen in my tracks. ‘I’ve been here before… Seriously, I’ve been here before.’
‘Course you have,’ Bhaiyya said as he rolled his eyes, ‘in your dreams.’ 





Epilogue
Seventeen years later…


It was the holiday season now. I curled up inside my blanket with my laptop and favourite mug of kadak chai by the bedside cabinet. Logging into my Facebook account, I started to search for school and college days friends when a cheeky thought came across my mind. I typed in a favourite name. Out of thirteen possibilities, my eye caught the glimpse of one particular profile. The profile picture, despite not being of any person, convinced me that it was the Mahi Rahman I was looking for. On an impulse, I typed, Hi, did you happen to go Coral Reef Sixth Form College twelve years ago by any chance? And without any further thought, I clicked the “send a message” button. 
It can’t possibly be him, anyway. I rolled my eyes and took a sip from my tea when I noticed an indication for a message.
It read, Yeah… Who are you? Do we know each other?
I realised then that I hadn’t been breathing since I read the message. 
Okay, so he’s one of the Mahi Rahman’s who went to Coral Reef College more than a decade ago, but that doesn’t mean it’s him! 
While I justified this, I received another message asking on who I was. With shaking fingers, I wrote that I didn’t really know him. To that I got no response. A few minutes later I wrote, I just want to make sure that you are the person who I’m thinking you are so could you please tell me the make and the colour of the jacket you used to wear pretty often at college? If you give me the right answer, then I’ll tell you who I am… 
I almost snorted, saying out loud, in a deep voice, ‘It was a dark brown ADIDAS jacket.’ 
I waited for two minutes. No answer. And then another five. The screen was still blank. I logged off.
The next morning, after breakfast, I got ready to go to the post office when I remembered to check my Facebook inbox. Curiously, I opened the message icon. The message read, ADIDAS. Dark brown. Now will you please tell me who you are? 
I checked the friend request icon. It was from Mahi.
I had butterflies in my stomach. But they had to flutter a little longer. At the post office, just before sealing the parcel, I slid in a personal letter…
To Fahim, 
I hope you and your family enjoy BrideMaids as much as I did.
With love.
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