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For Mummyji and Daddyji, thank you for everything.

 

P.S. I hope this makes up for not being a doctor.
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Chapter 1

I wake up with a start, my hand automatically flying to my bag. It’s still sitting right next to me, the long strap wrapped twice around my wrist – a habit I’ve picked up from my overly anxious mum, who insists on doing this whether she’s awake or not. Safety conscious, as always. First, I check the contents, just in case. Second, I check my phone. No messages: thankfully nothing from the guy I’ve just snored my way through a date with . . . just a news notification from the Guardian app, which I happily swipe past. The news makes me anxious, especially when it launches itself onto my phone screen without any warning, but my extreme fear of missing out means I can’t bring myself to actually switch off the notifications. And finally, I check my surroundings: my sole train-carriage companion is a crumpled man, fast asleep, snoring loudly, an Upper Crust baguette in each hand and a snail trail of drool running down his stubbly chin. Lovely.

The information board is nothing more than flickering orange neon nonsense, so I try to work out where the hell I am by looking out the dirt-flecked window; all I can see is a blur of trees and bushes. Instinctively, I know I haven’t missed my stop, but there’s not long to go. My mouth feels furry – a testament to the giant pitcher of sugary cocktails I downed earlier to make my date more interesting. My watch tells me that I have about ten minutes to transform into Sensible Sunny™. Not a moment to lose. There’s work to be done.

Pulling off the black hair tie around my wrist, I scoop up my hair, which I painstakingly and expertly waved just a few hours earlier, and tie it into a knot. I’m aiming for the artfully messy vibe but one glance in the murky train window tells me I look more like Miss Norris, my Year 7 PE teacher. This isn’t the first time I’ve asked myself this, but should I go to Turkey and get a hair transplant? Just for the front bits, to sort out the wonky hairline that I spend hours trying to fill in with eyeshadow and coloured hairspray whenever I go on a date. I must have done something pretty heinous in a past life to have been cursed with fine, limp hair on my head and thick, coarse hair on my chin.

I fish out a compact and then a pack of chewing gum from my bag, pop two in my mouth and chew ferociously to get the alcohol off my breath and the fur off my tongue, pausing momentarily to wipe off bright-red matte lipstick with a crumpled tissue and soothe my lips with an ancient tube of Eight Hour Cream – I’ve never really liked the medicinal smell of it, but beauty editors say it is a staple and who am I to argue? A quick wipe around the eyes with my little finger rubs in the concealer that has stubbornly settled into the fine lines underneath them.

Drunken Baguette Man is still asleep, dribbling and snoring away, as I reach into my bag once more for a pair of sturdy 100-denier tights. This is always the point when I desperately hope the CCTV isn’t working and that anyone in the vicinity is either passed out or too drunk to care . . . I start to slide off my trainers carefully and shift sideways, bunching up my tights at the foot. Anyone who has ever worn tights knows that this is not an easy task at the best of times, but it’s torture with the stingy leg room, my lack of flexibility and a stomach that insists on getting in the way of the most menial tasks. I manage to put in one foot and then the other and start wiggling them up past my smooth calves and hairy thighs. (I don’t see the point in shaving above the knee, you see – I jokingly referred to it as ‘single-girl shaving’ when I last saw my cousins, and one of them looked like she was about to be violently ill in response. Of course, all my cousins can afford to have laser done – they’re probably as smooth as seals from the eyebrows down.) I shuffle lower in my chair, hanging over the gap like I’m doing some complex yoga pose, as I try to hoick the tights over my bum and my chub-rub shorts. I throw a quick glance towards Johnny Two Baguettes, to check he’s still sleeping. I swear I just saw his eyelids flicker. Shit, shit, shit. Why couldn’t I just have packed leggings? What a fucking nightmare . . .

‘We will shortly be arriving at Gravesend,’ booms the announcement, and at that precise moment, Johnny Two Baguettes’s eyes shoot wide open. As quickly as I can, I shuffle my bum off the seat, the tights creaking where they’re all twisted up. I slip my trainers back on, grab my bag and stand up, shoulders back, chin up, like I wasn’t just scrabbling around on a gross train seat trying to get dressed.

‘You look better without make-up,’ I hear a gruff voice say.

‘Sorry?’ But of course . . . Who else could it be but Johnny Two Baguettes?

‘I said you look better without make-up. You don’t need it.’

Despite his bloodshot eyes and the glob of Brie on his cheek, I find myself, just for a split second, wondering if he might be The One. They do say that you meet him when you least expect to. And by ‘they’ I mean people who don’t have a fucking clue.

There are a number of things I could say right now but I don’t want to start an argument, so I settle instead for my second-best tactic: ignoring him and hurrying off the train as soon as the doors open.

On the platform, I can feel the relief of escaping Johnny and his baguettes. Here, it’s only me and a few stragglers – all couples, of course; giggly drunken women hanging off bull-necked men in short-sleeved shirts.

‘I want cheesy chips, babe. Rainbow Kebab will still be open, won’t it?’

‘How are we getting home?’

‘Gave me the shits last time.’

‘My phone died.’

‘Should have ordered a pizza while we were on the train.’

‘My feet hurt.’

Even as I roll my eyes at their slurred conversation – who says romance is dead? – I feel a familiar pang of loneliness.

Why can’t I have someone to stand in line with while we wait for our respective kebabs?

With fifteen minutes to spare before the small supermarket closes, I leave the kebab couples behind and cross the road. Late-night, post-date supermarket trips are the best way to unwind. I have a set shopping list for these occasions:

 

- Ham-and-cheese sandwich with mayo

- Cheese-and-onion crisps

- A can of Diet Coke (everyone knows a can tastes better)

 

This is then followed by a quick look at the flowers to see if there is a yellow-stickered bunch that doesn’t look too sad. Sometimes I buy two. Lilies for my mum and either roses or tulips for my room. Never carnations: the basic bitch of the flower world.

This evening, I linger for a moment by the glazed pastries in their plastic boxes, and I long for my local independent coffee shop back in London. I’ve not been back there since I left the city almost two years ago. Not that I could afford to go there on the regular at the time anyway. But occasionally, I treated myself to an almond croissant and a tea, sitting in the corner trying to perfect the alluring café-girl look while surreptitiously brushing crumbs off my cleavage.

Life at home is a bit different now.

Mum has a strict no-snacks, no-fizzy-drinks policy, which only serves to exacerbate my secret eating.

One of the many joys of losing your office job in London and having to move back in with your parents at thirty. I hope the automated system they replaced me with is living my dream life, with as many snacks as it wants . . .

Finally, I find my way to the snacks aisle for my routine slab of chocolate or Peanut M&M’s and a giant bag of cheesy puffs. The bargain section is located at the end of the aisle, but there’s nothing there today so . . . onto the booze aisle for my pre-mixed drinks. Two gins in a tin go straight into my basket, and I give the toiletries, books and stationery a cursory glance, then off I go to the self-service tills. I should be opposed to self-service tills, according to a recent article in the Guardian, but quite honestly the relief of not having to talk to anyone or let anyone see the contents of my carb-heavy basket is worth it. I wave goodbye to the laid-back, tired-looking security guard. And eventually, I’m out of there. Nine minutes. Pleased with my efficiency, I scurry to the front of the taxi rank, hoping the driver waiting there is someone who doesn’t know my dad, for once.

No such luck.

I immediately recognise the electric-blue people carrier – it belongs to an uncle who lives just around the corner from my parents’ house.

Deep breath, Sensible Sunny™. I slap on my smile as normal and slide open the door. I’m greeted by a shiny metal khanda hanging off the mirror, LBC mumbling in the background and a faint scent of spices and hair oil. Eau de Uncle.

‘Hi, Uncle,’ I say, trying to shove some joy into my voice.

‘Hello, Sunny beta, all right? Why so late?’

‘Trains were messed up.’ I’m frighteningly good at lying – one of the very few perks of living a double life.

‘I been checking the app and they said all fine, no problem on the trains tonight.’

Of course he’s bloody checked the app.

‘Oh, erm, I meant the other train, my connecting train.’

‘You be careful, beta, it’s Friday night, all the gorey go mad on weekends, drinking and fighting. Every week the same. I’m going straight home after I’m dropping you off. Your aunty worries about me, you know.’

‘How is she?’ I ask, more out of politeness than genuine concern, and desperate to distract him from looking up all connecting train times too. Aunty is his second wife, who he married within months of getting divorced. She is a quiet young woman he brought over from India. She’s barely older than me. When I raised the subject with Mum she retorted, ‘Well, at least he’s married, unlike you.’ OK, so she didn’t say that last bit, but she didn’t need to.

‘Good, good. She want to work. I said why you want to work? I am working. I give you what you need, money for shopping.’

I weigh up whether I should say something; according to an article I skimmed in one of those free London magazines, this is one of the seven warning signs of financial abuse. ‘Well, you know,’ I start, trying to be tactful but clear. ‘She might want her own money for . . . ladies’ things . . . like make-up.’

‘She doesn’t need make-up. Nowadays too many women’s wearing make-up. I don’t like it.’

Ah, here we go again. This is the second make-up-related comment in the space of half an hour . . . Once again, I weigh up whether I should say something, but I’m really not sure Uncle would be able to grasp the fact that women don’t just wear make-up for men.

Thankfully, we are already turning the corner into my street, so I keep silent and try my second-best tactic again: I’ve got my keys and purse ready for a fast getaway.

‘How are Mum and Dad?’

‘Good, thanks. Gurdwara keeps Dad busy and Mum’s . . . soldiering on!’

‘I must come and see them some time.’

‘Anytime!’ I say, my voice unnaturally high with relief that this mega-awkward journey is nearing its end. Until I spot that the meter isn’t on . . . ‘Sorry, Uncle, how much is it?’

‘No, no—’ He looks so horrified you’d think I’d just wiped my nose on the seat. Ah, yes. The infamous Punjabi tussle over who gets to pay. I have seen men almost come to blows over who picked up the bill in restaurants, and I’ve witnessed women refusing money from other women so vehemently that they were in danger of taking an eye out. It is always a matter of honour and pride and can last for up to half an hour . . . I seriously do not have the energy for it tonight. ‘No, come on, Uncle.’

‘No, no, I am not taking money from you, you are like my own daughter.’

I’ve never been very good at it so, wearily, I put the tenner away and bid him goodnight.

As expected, he stays in his car, headlights on, watching and waiting for me to walk the final two metres to my front door on the off-chance a wayward attacker ambushes me in my last few steps. As soon as I unlock the door, I turn to him and wave him off, my cheeks aching from a solid ten minutes of fake smiling.

 

My parents go to bed at 10 p.m. every night without fail, after my mum orders my dad to check all the doors and windows, and reminding him to take his statins, so it’s no surprise that when I slip off my trainers, as quietly as possible, the house is pitch black. I listen out for any noises. Just the faint snores from their room telling me that like every other time, my parents are safely asleep.

I trudge up the stairs, managing to successfully avoid the squeaky step halfway up, holding my keys tightly so they won’t jangle and give me away, while simultaneously feeling my way along the wall in the dark. It’s like being a drunk teenager all over again, except I’m thirty and almost sober. Years of skulking around has meant that I’ve got it down to a fine art.

‘Sunny?’

Shit, shit, shit.

‘Hi, Mum.’ I’m trying to keep my voice as surprise-free as possible.

‘So late? Everything OK?’

‘Yeah. Trains.’ I know I said I’m really good at lying, but lying to my mum is harder – she can smell lies like no one else, so it’s easier to lie in monosyllables. The trick to lying to my mum is never to give too many details and to get the tone completely bang on. Too happy and she will think I’m fooling around with a boy; too sad and she will think I’m on drugs. Despite years of lying to her about everything from the price of a new top to whether I’ve ever drunk alcohol, I still get a small twinge of guilt every time.

‘Have you eaten? I was worried. You know I can’t sleep if you’re late.’

‘I just heard you snoring.’

‘I don’t snore – must have been your dad.’

‘I’m OK, Mama, go back to bed.’

Through the darkness, I can see her nod her head and wander back into her bedroom.

I close my bedroom door gently behind me, tiptoe around the floordrobe and collapse onto my bed fully dressed. I could fall asleep just like this, but as I start to drift off, my phone flashes, the glare penetrating my eyelids.

Had a great time! Hope you get home safe! Would love to meet up again if you’re up for it . . .? Xx

Ugh. Two kisses. Too much. Abort mission.

This is where the snacks come in. Sighing deeply, I pull my bag closer to me, tip out my haul and start assembling a crisp sandwich. With my ham-and-crisp sandwich in one hand, my phone in the other, I head straight to my Notes app to assemble a different sort of sandwich.

 

The Shit Sandwich

Hey [insert name],

Had a great time too! You’re [insert generic compliment]! I don’t really see us being more than friends, figure it’s best to be upfront about these things!

Take care and good luck with the [insert reference to upcoming event or career milestone].

 

For the third time this week, I fill in the necessary gaps, send the message and hurriedly put my phone on airplane mode. On a normal day, sending the text would leave me feeling relieved, but tonight I have no feelings left – I’m just wrung out and morose.

Looking down, I realise I’ve already eaten my sandwich. Double carbs tend to cheer me up, though not tonight, it seems. So, brushing off the crumbs, I reach over to my bedside table and silently extract my vibrator . . . but on second thoughts, that would mean getting the spare duvet out of the wardrobe and I really don’t have the stamina right now. Instead, I settle for good, clean ocean noises. Just as I’m falling asleep, my brain slaps me in the face, revealing to me the perfect comeback for Johnny and the Baguettes.

Every fucking time.





Chapter 2

‘I can see him.’

‘Pardon?’

‘I can see him, he’s right there.’ She looks in the direction of my right ear, her eyes glazed over slightly; her voice is fortune-teller dreamy. ‘Oh yes. He’s going to be someone very special. He’s coming in very soon. Very soon. I’d say in the next three to six months.’

‘Erm. Wow. Thanks.’

‘Right.’ She slaps her sturdy thighs, her voice now brisk and business-like. ‘Time’s up. You’ve done some great work. I don’t think you need another session, do you?’

I nod a bit too quickly and reach for my purse, pluck out £35 (which has taken my balance to exactly -£456) and place it gingerly on the chipped IKEA table between us. After our first session a month ago, when I had gone to hand over the notes, she had told me off and asked me to place them on the table, muttering darkly that, ‘Money holds energy. I don’t want to pick up yours – this is powerful work, after all.’ I should have known then that she was not a proper therapist. But at least now I also know to always place the money on the table so as not to infect her with my negative energy.

I bid the therapist goodbye and as soon as I’m out of her office – decorated with framed certificates and twee seaside prints in cheap frames, faded from years of sunlight blazing through her grubby, paint-peeling windows – I pull my phone out of my pocket and can’t call Natalie quick enough.

‘Hiya, babes!’ Natalie’s voice beams down the phone. I don’t think anyone will ever be so happy to hear from me as Natalie is.

To look at, Natalie and I are an unlikely pair. She is tall, olive-skinned and long-limbed. I am short with the build of a marshmallow. The only physical trait we share is our fine, thin hair that refuses to hold any sort of style, and as a result we both have matching long bobs.

Natalie is a potty-mouthed cockney who is eternally curious about all things spiritual. I met her seven years ago. I’d just sold a load of stuff on eBay and had decided to spend my earnings on a silent retreat nestled in the North York Moors of all places. All the other women at the retreat looked like they could contort their toned limbs into any position at any given moment. The type of women who could boldly shimmy into a sheath dress without worrying about their arms looking like hams at Christmas time. They spoke in hushed, reverential tones; what I call ‘a spiritual voice’. It’s kind of breathy and husky and patronising all at the same time. While they daintily dipped organic carrots into violently lilac and lumpy beetroot dip, I was sitting at the end of the table with a glass of water, silently praying that no one could tell I’d scoffed two full-size Mars bars on the coach up.

At that moment, Natalie whirled into the room, late, in a pair of blindingly jazzy harem pants and the kind of strappy vest top I would never dare wear in public. She filled the room with the kind of cockney foghorn voice I thought only existed in Carry On films. If her voice was funny, her laugh was even better – infectious, deep and full.

‘I’ve just come back from Ibiza, haven’t I?’ she declared when someone complimented her on her tan. I imagined her zipping around the island on a scooter, jumping off rocks into the sea, while all around her boys with eyes of liquid gold fell at her feet.

All the silent-retreaters were transfixed. She was loose-limbed and olive skinned while I was trying to ignore the fact that the waistband of my joggers was digging into my hips and the cheap, long-sleeved top I’d bought from Primark was making me itch.

I hated her on sight, of course. She was everything I wasn’t: confident, unapologetic, comfortable in her own skin. But, on the penultimate day of the retreat, she saw me struggling with the almost-vertical hike and discreetly dropped behind the rest of the group to disclose that she could murder a glass of wine, thereby breaking the sacred vow of silence we had taken at the beginning of the week.

Now she’s my go-to. My emergency contact. My ride or die. Despite the fact that she lives 200 miles away in Sheffield.

‘My therapist just told me I am going to meet my soulmate in the next three to six months.’

‘You fucking what?!’ she screeches.

‘She went all Sally Morgan on me.’

‘But I thought she was gonna help you with your anxiety and that, not mess with your love life . . .’

‘So did I.’

‘Oh, well. Fuck her. It takes a while to find the right match, babes.’

‘Yeah. I mean, she did at least diagnose me with depression and anxiety.’ I pause for a second, remembering the moment she said it. The relief that washed over me. Everything clicked into place. That it had a name and wasn’t just my ‘personality’. And along with it, there was the shame. How had I not realised something so glaringly obvious for so long? ‘So I guess she did do something. I dunno . . . Maybe I was hoping she’d help me get to the root of it all, or at the very least give me some coping strategies . . . All she did was tell me that the clothes-pegs thing meant I had OCD too.’

‘The what?’

‘When I put the washing out, the clothes pegs need to be the same colour as the clothing.’

‘We all have stuff like that, babe.’ Natalie’s deep voice is comforting down the phone. ‘I can’t get up until the time either ends in a five or a zero. I don’t think that’s OCD, that’s just one of them little things. Anyway, you never know, she might turn out to be right. Maybe you will meet someone at the wedding.’

I groan loudly. I’ve fantasised about meeting The One at weddings since I was fifteen. We’d bump into each other on the dance floor, my bangle would get caught on the sleeve of his kurta and in the process of untangling ourselves, he would fall in love with the way a faint blush bloomed across my perfect cheekbones. Cheekbones that neither fifteen-year-old Sunny, nor indeed thirty-year-old Sunny, possessed. Bollywood has a lot to answer for – especially heightening the romantic expectations of shy, chubby Indian teenagers from Gravesend.

‘I doubt it. I met Ajay’s mates at his birthday drinks. They’re all Wolf of Wall Street types with tiny twenty-three-year-old girlfriends. And too-tight chinos.’

Next spring, Ajay is marrying Anjali, one of my best friends from uni, in a giant Indian extravaganza at a super-fancy venue near Richmond.

‘Well, fuck ’em then. You know what I think about people in their twenties—’

‘No one has anything interesting to say until the age of twenty-eight.’ I finish her sentence with a quiet giggle.

‘Exactly. Right now, there’s a fella out there on a shitty first date or in a relationship with a right boring bastard wishing he could be with someone as sparkly and beautiful as you. You just gotta wait it out a bit longer.’

‘Yeah . . .’ I reply unconvincingly.

‘And if not, me and you, we’re gonna buy a bloody great big villa in Italy when we retire and get pissed on red wine every day and hire hot male nurses to wheel us about.’

I laugh at the image and feel the knot in my solar plexus loosen. I feel like I can breathe again.

‘Aloysius! Stop it! Sorry, Sunny, my dog’s eating something he’s found in the park. What a knob. Drop it!’

Aloysius is a miniature schnauzer, one of those dogs that look like a grumpy old man and has the personality of one too. He hates children and loud noises. We have a lot in common.

‘Sorry, babe, can I call you back?’

‘Of course. Love you.’

 

In Poundland, I grab my usual selection of sweet and savoury snacks, two tubes of Nair (fuck waxing) for my arms for the upcoming family do tomorrow, a ‘Happy Anniversary’ card for my chachi and chacha, a box of dark-brown hair dye and a packet of vanilla-scented tealights.

My mind is still on the therapist and the crap she fed me in our four sessions. In our first session, she gave me a pad of A4 paper and a black biro and told me to draw a tree. I was terrified. I hadn’t sketched anything since Year 8 art with Mr Williamson and I can’t draw to save my life. I hate not being good at stuff. But I drew her a tree floating in the air with thick, uniform branches. She frowned at it for a few seconds and told me that the bare branches symbolised my loneliness. The floating tree? It proved I didn’t feel safe or grounded.

At the time it sounded insightful. Now it just seems basic. Like a horoscope in the paper. And what was that stuff she said today about a soulmate coming into my life? But as much as I hate to admit it, there’s a bubble of excitement rising in my chest at the thought of her ‘premonition’ coming true. I’ve already made a note in my Google calendar for six months’ time. You never know . . .

The therapist wasn’t all bad, all the time. She did teach me about ‘transactional analysis’. The idea that, broadly speaking, all of us are either behaving like a parent, an adult or a child. That was useful. She also helped me understand why my ex was now my ex. According to her, I was always the parent in my relationships, unconsciously mimicking my own parents: worrying unnecessarily, being hypercritical and taking care of others, which meant that I was never taken care of. I’d gone straight home and got into bed fully dressed and cried about that for the rest of the afternoon. She was right. But how do I go about letting others take care of me when even the thought of asking someone for help makes me do a full-body cringe?

As usual, I walk home past a gaggle of Sikh taxi drivers, their moustaches waxed, polystyrene cups of steaming tea clutched in their hands, and I hear a deep rumble of laughter. Snatches of their conversation in Punjabi float towards me. ‘This gurdwara committee is no good, I’m tellin’ you. They are like politicians telling you what you want to hear so that you will vote for them. They won’t get in this time.’

The last thing I want is to be recognised by an uncle, so I charge past, head down, eyes firmly fixed on the ground. By ‘uncle’ I don’t mean a blood relative; I mean someone who knows my dad, who will grill me on what I’m up to, my job and educational achievements, in order to check if I’m a suitable match for his apparently perfect son. Usually, I’d get grilled about all these things by uncles and aunties at the gurdwara, but I only go for weddings or special occasions these days. Diwali, which was just last week, was full of all that. But I survived. I need to remind myself of that. I survived.

I love Diwali and everything it stands for: the triumph of good over evil and the reminder to fight for the rights of all communities, not just your own. I love the smell of fireworks and autumn thick in the air, the gurdwara lit with hundreds of strands of lights that cascade from the domed roof, and families lighting diyas outside the entrance, even though the anxious part of me always worries about dupattas catching fire. I enjoy seeing the familiar sight of the early-morning queues outside Virdee Stores for hot, sticky jalebis like molten-lava-shaped curlicues, sticking to the inside of the box, and my personal favourite: besan – blocks of smooth, sugary sunshine cut into cubes. Perfect with a hefty mug of strong but milky cha.

When I’m grilled by aunties, with their smiles that never quite reach their eyes, I always say I’m busy with work. A safe answer, seeing as work is king and busyness is the ultimate sign of success. They nod approvingly at this, while telling me it’s important to make time for God, before moving on to their next unsuspecting victim. The real reason I don’t go to the gurdwara is social anxiety. Or, more precisely, the fear of bumping into people I went to school with. The snooty Indian girls with the mirror-shine hair and the latest Kickers – the real ones, not the fake ones my mum bought me from Shoe Express. I left school almost half my lifetime ago but the sight of those girls – well, women – still fills me with dread, even though they’re now mothers with at least two kids a piece and husbands who have sensible jobs and flashy cars. They still look better than me. Their eyebrows are perfectly groomed, their contouring on point and their salwar kameez elegant and perfectly fitted to their willowy bodies. Of course, it’s easier to get a salwar kameez if you are under a size twelve. As a generous size eighteen, I have to get mine made. Or I get to choose from the two outdated, garish neon-purple ones gathering dust at the back of the shop.

This year, for Diwali, I stuck to my usual uniform of black leggings and a long, shapeless top that comes down to my knees. Accessories are a fat girl’s friend. A small pair of hoops and understated make-up so I didn’t look like I’d died the week before, but also like I hadn’t tried too hard.

Sadly, though, I won’t get away with this uniform for the party tomorrow – I’ll probably have to wear one of the two Indian outfits I own that fit me at the moment. Something my perfect cousins don’t have to worry about – a fact I’ll be confronted with when I see them tomorrow at their parents’ wedding-anniversary party. No doubt they’ll be dressed as if it’s their own wedding.

What a joy. I can’t wait to be compared to Harrow’s very own answer to the Kardashians.
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