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chapter one

ishu

I’m wrapped up in biology homework when my 
phone buzzes. Once, twice, three times before swiftly buzzing 
off the corner of my desk and into my bin.

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

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

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

I don’t remember the last time I received a call. It was prob-
ably from Ammu or Abbu calling to let me know they would 
be home late or something. This time, though, the phone 
screen is flashing my older sister’s name: Nikhita.
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“Nik?”
“Ishu, thank God!” Nik’s voice sounds so weird over the 

phone—way higher than I remember it to be. Maybe it’s just 
been that long since I spoke to her. She left two years ago to 
study at University College London, of all places. Talk about 
setting the bar high.

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

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

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

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

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

There it is.
“Um, yeah, I’m pretty sure they are.” I turn in my chair to 

face the window—it’s already pitch black outside. I was so 
absorbed in my work I didn’t realize that it’s well into the 
evening. The clock hanging up on my wall reads 8:33 p.m. 
“They’re downstairs, watching something on TV, I think.” I 
can hear the low hum of the television, the words of a Hindi 
natok floating up through the small crack in my bedroom door.

“Cool, cool. Well, listen. I really need you to do me a favor, 
okay?”

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

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

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

“Don’t say it like that.” Now Nik sounds offended.
“Like what?”
She sighs. “Never mind. Can you just help me, please?”
“You know it’s the middle of the school year, right? Why 

are you coming tomorrow? Is everything okay?” 
“Everything is fine,” Nik says in a voice that suggests that 

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

“Well, I’m hardly going to slam the door in your face.”
I can hear an exasperated breath on the line, as if Nik has 

been trying really hard to keep her exasperation to herself but 
I’ve made it impossible. “Okay. Thanks, Ishu. Um. I’ll see you 
tomorrow, I guess.”

“See you tom—” Nik has already hung up. 
I know I should probably worry more about whatever’s going 

on with Nik, but I figure we’ll deal with it the way we always 
deal with things—each on our own. My responsibility here is to 
open the front door and let her in. I can definitely do that.

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

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

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

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

Humaira comes around to our row at the end of the test, 
collecting up our papers. 
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“How’d you do?” she asks Aisling.
“Bad.” Aisling casts me a glare as if it’s my fault she didn’t 

do well. “I hate these surprise tests. I can never keep up with 
biology, there’s way too much to study.”

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

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

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

But it’s none of my business. 
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It’s not like Humaira and I are friends.
When I first moved to this school in second year, Humaira 

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

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

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

“Nice.” Humaira sweeps my test away into her bundle.
“How’d you do?” I ask.
She gives me a small smile, and taps the side of her nose 

before moving on to the next row of seats.
I roll my eyes. I’m pretty sure if Aisling had asked, Humaira 

would have been more than happy to share.
But whatever.
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chapter two

hani

Watching Abba speak is kind of a surreal experi-
ence. His voice envelopes the whole room, and even though 
he’s speaking to everyone at this rally it seems as if he’s speak-
ing only to me. In some ways, he doesn’t seem like my Abba at 
all. In other ways, he’s all of the wonderful things that make 
him my Abba.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He won’t get angry,” I mutter, following Aisling and Dee 
toward the bus stop. 

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

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

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

But it was obviously a mistake. 
“I thought it was kind of interesting,” Dee says. Aisling turns 

to her with surprise written all over her face. She obviously 
doesn’t think anyone is capable of being interested in Abba’s 
political campaign, in the fact that he might be the first South 
Asian and the first Muslim to be elected to the county council. 

“My dad says he’s so proud of how progressive Irish politics 
have gotten. That even someone whose English isn’t . . .” Dee 
glances at me, “. . . so great has a shot at winning.”

I can only settle Dee with a frown. “My Dad’s English is 
perfect.” 

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

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

“I know…?”
“He has an accent,” Dee says. “Like, kind of a thick one.”



HANI AND ISHU’S GUIDE TO FAKE DATING

11

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not sure I want to watch Riverdale,” I say, regretting 
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the words immediately as I watch Aisling’s eyebrows furrow.
“Well, it’s two against one, sorry,” Dee chimes in.
I heave a sigh. “You know…it’s getting late. I should prob-

ably just get off at my stop and go home.” 
“Seriously?” Aisling crosses her arms over her chest, exam-

ining me with a glare. “You said you would come over today if 
we went to your Dad’s thing.”

“I said I was going to my Dad’s thing, and maybe after I’d 
come over. You wanted to come to my Dad’s thing.” 

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

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

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

“I just don’t understand,” Aisling says. “Your Mom knows 
me. She’s met me. You’re always going to be safe and comfort-
able in my house. Why can’t you just sleep over?”

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



HANI AND ISHU’S GUIDE TO FAKE DATING

13

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

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

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

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

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

It’s the last thing I want to do after a whole day of school, 
but I nod. “Sure, yeah. I’ll be there.” 

Aisling still seems a little annoyed at me the next day at school. 
I try to appease her with bright smiles all day. 

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

“Everything okay?” I ask. 
She leans her back against the locker next to mine and says, 

“Are you really friends with Ishita Dey?”
Dee stops secretly scrolling through her Instagram by her own 

locker next to mine to give me a once over at Aisling’s question.
“Why would you ask that?” Ishita and I are definitely not 

what I would call friends. I wouldn’t even call us friendly. Hon-
estly, I’m not sure what I would call us. Complicated, I guess.

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

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

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

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

“Ishita isn’t your family,” Aisling points out.
I have to stifle a sigh. I also have to stop myself from rub-

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” Ishita turns her glare to me.
“Everything okay?” I lower my voice so she knows we can 

have a private conversation.
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“What do you care?” Ishita asks.
“You just seem…angry? Bad test result?”
Ishita blinks at that, like a bad test result shouldn’t have 

come into my mind. Even though that’s literally all Ishita ever 
seems to think about.

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

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

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

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

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