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			Sadia Azmat is a British Asian stand-up comedian and writer from East London. Through a chance encounter with a comedian in a call centre, she was introduced to the circuit, and now she is a regular stand-up. In 2018, Sadia launched her critically acclaimed BBC podcast ‘No Country For Young Women’ which was named as one of the ‘Best Audio 2018’ by the Observer and Apple’s Top picks for 2018. She currently works as a Producer for BBC Sounds. Sex Bomb is her first book.

		

	
		
			

			Praise for Sex Bomb:

			 

			‘Bold and honest . . . a memoir that is sure to bring you some warmth and joy.’ Bustle

			 

			‘Thought-provoking, educational and funny.’ Tim Lovejoy

			 

			‘Thoughtful, occasionally shocking and consistently hilarious: Sex Bomb is an absolute must-read.’ James Felton

			 

			‘Sex Bomb is so hilarious, raw and poignant. I couldn’t put it down!’ Jena Friedman

			 

			‘Sex Bomb brims with vulnerability, patience and a refreshing mix of confidence and empathy. It’s a privilege and a joy to read.’ Anne T. Donahue

		

	
		
			 

			About the Book
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			Sadia is a comedian who loves sex. She is also a hijab-wearing Muslim woman. The two are in a lifelong relationship, but it’s complicated. 

			 

			For fans of Everything I Know About Love, Wrong Knickers and The Right Sort of Girl this is the funny, shocking and brilliantly raunchy memoir you don’t want to miss.

			 

			Sadia Azmat has many different sides to her, she is the good Muslim sister and the loud and proud comedian, she is the quiet and loving friend and the horny and outspoken one. So why does everyone put her in a box and expect her to choose a side?

			 

			In a life of ups and downs, swings and roundabouts, Sadia has learnt the hard way that she can embrace her sexuality and be a proud British-Indian Muslim. From discovering her sexual identity after seeing a copy of Asian Babes on the shelf in the corner shop to rejecting an arranged marriage and feeling distanced from her culture; from her experience dating white and Asian men to her tumultuous relationship with her headscarf, Sadia is unafraid to spill the honest truth. 

			 

			Sadia finds the funny in every experience she has and this book explodes with personality, warmth and joy. It’s a book about learning to love yourself and rolling with the punches, it’s a book about embracing being a Sex Bomb.

		

	
		
			

			For Nadeem

		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			Once,1 when I pulled the short straw, my mum asked me to go to the newsagents to do the shopping and pick up the usual – some pitta bread, milk and butter. I was about eight years old and tried to avoid boring chores whenever I could, but my parents were conscious of instilling responsibility in me as early as possible. There was always a sense we were on borrowed time and they didn’t want to encourage complacency. 

			I had thrown on a white T-shirt and blue shorts and hunched my shoulders in defeat as I walked down the road to the local shop. I was easily distracted by the goodies when I got there. I would always take my time scoping out all the shelves and looking at the ice creams through the freezer door, my fingers hurting as I left them against the cold glass for too long.

			Though I did many trips to the local shop, this time stands out to me, because on that day I saw an oldish white man in a suit flicking through the magazines section. On the top shelf, too high for me to reach, I noticed that the entire row was dedicated to porno­graphic magazines. I’d come across passing references to these on television before, but this was the first time I was ever confronted with them in real life. I was transfixed even though I knew I was not their intended audience: these magazines were for ‘adults only’.  

			Magazine after glossy magazine showed women dolled up like they had an important engagement to attend to, except they can’t have been going anywhere because they were all posing with their boobs out. My initial feeling was shock at the shopkeeper’s negligence as I felt it was his responsibility to have shielded me from these explicit images. At the same time, I felt intrigued, and with the blame firmly off my shoulders, I kept gazing. All the magazines had white, blonde women on the front of them, except the one the man had picked up.  

			The magazine in his hand was bright yellow and had the title Asian Babes2 written in capital letters across the top, in the same style as the bubble font used for Bollywood movie posters. It had three Asian women on the cover, with one looking distinctly Indian. I would have gasped but I knew this was something I should not have been looking at. I tried to safeguard my modesty by focusing on their faces rather than the rest of them. They were smiling and looked so happy.  

			This was two firsts for me, seeing Brown girls on the cover of a magazine and seeing them in compromising positions. I almost dropped the pitta bread. 

			Although I knew their semi-nudity was naughty, because that’s what I’d been told, I did not know why. I didn’t understand why, if it was wrong, they were being displayed in a shop in broad daylight. Yes, the magazines were out of reach, but they were definitely not out of sight.  

			Of course, the fact that these women were scantily dressed was an attraction for the men viewing them, but I also knew that the reason men lusted for these Asian women was because they couldn’t have them. It was taboo. They were unattainable, part of a group that was forbidden for them to explore.  

			These guys were not only into Asian women, they were jerking off to us. That was very curious to me. I looked hard at the cover of the magazine and wondered what the women’s parents thought or if they’d run away from home, but what I couldn’t bring myself to consider at the time was that this was their choice, or that they might have enjoyed this work.  

			I didn’t understand the position these women would hold in their families or communities. Once they’d put it all out there, could they be part of the same structures I was a part of, or did they have to sacrifice them for their work? I pondered on what motivated them to be photographed half-naked because up until then I’d been told all their special bits should be for one person. Was this giving back to society by sharing their special bits with the world, and by doing so were they still special? Were they from off the beaten track and, if so, could they simply return to the fold if they should choose to later down the line?  

			I had never seen Asian women depicted this way before and I almost felt betrayed. Until that point, I’d only seen Asian women cower in shyness if a man should even come as close as a metre towards them in Bollywood movies. I’d always been taught how innocent we were and what good homemakers we were. Suddenly I was seeing that Asian women could be a ‘type’ or sexually desirable, and that they could even be confident enough to show their bodies on a public platform. Obviously as a kid it’s not usually that impressive seeing a woman with her bits out but because this was rare and unheard of it had a revolutionary impact on me. 

			At its peak in the nineties, Asian Babes was the highest grossing erotica magazine in the UK, which was no small feat considering such women were deemed ‘repressed’, ‘conservative’ and ‘frigid’. 

			Standing in that local shop on that regular day was the first time I’d ever understood that I, Sadia Azmat, possessed sexuality. It made me feel awkward and funny but also a little naughty (in a good way). Up until then, it was all hidden and kept secret with a lack of knowledge but, in that moment, standing with the cover staring me in the face, there was nowhere to hide. I was confronted by sex bombs for the first time, and not only that, the consideration that a sex bomb could be an Asian babe like me. It opened up the possibility to me that, to my future partner, I could be one.

			Though I may have become aware that I had sexuality, it didn’t mean I had any idea what it meant or what to do with it. 

			And that’s where this book comes in.

			

			
				
					1 White people, I know you love asking questions, so I’ve created footnotes just for you. Everyone else feel free to skip past these. Also white people, please note, this is not a book about Islam, so please refer to the official stuff if you’re interested.

				

				
					2 British softcore pornographic magazine which featured photographs of women of South Asian, Korean, Chinese, Japanese and Thai origins. 
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			Cinderella

			Growing up, the books I read taught me that when I got older Prince Charming3 would come and save me if I was in trouble. I loved the happy endings in these stories and I took what my primary school teacher, Ms Clarke, said literally – that when it was my time the right man would turn up out of nowhere and rescue me. 

			At home and in the real world, however, I was taught that when I came of age, I would have to leave my family home to go and live with a husband (unlikely to be anything like the Prince Charming of my dreams) in something that’s called an arranged marriage.4 

			As a kid, it was a very real prospect that my marriage might be negotiated at any given moment. Not in a child sex-trafficking sense, I might add. More that my parents were talent-scouting and assessing which families or empires they could infiltrate through marriage, sifting through the solid offers from the chancers. 

			I decided, rather than jump into the rabbit hole and start awkward conversations with my parents, to use less incriminating means to amass valuable insight into this sphere of love, marriage and relationships – which made me feel so blindsided. To learn more, I had to rely on clues mainly from overheard conversations, Bollywood movies and family case studies.5 From all this, I started to gain a picture of what marriage and love might look like for me, and it wasn’t always pretty.

			I wasn’t from a rich family, so it was likely the union wouldn’t be a particularly celebratory affair when it happened. It felt so clinical to be marrying out of necessity or for sustenance. However, it might have been doable, if it weren’t for my relatives in India who would plot for the marriage to fail before it had even begun, if they didn’t agree with the match. 

			People who were deemed ‘underclass’ often felt slighted by others who had the prospect to marry and move above their ‘station’. To even get to the marriage part though, I had to be the best version of myself around men at all times, lest they were sizing me up as a potential bride. Anything I did that could be considered wrong might mean my options for a husband could diminish altogether and news travelled fast in my community, especially bad news. This added to the pressure of, not only living up to my parents, but my entire neighbourhood’s expectations from a very young age. 

			My arranged marriage was often used as leverage if I was misbehaving, as my parents knew that I didn’t want to settle down in India. School was my escapism from this, and in the end focusing on the books worked to my advantage. My parents saw me studying hard and gave me their blessing to focus on my education and career, instead of marriage, as they felt I had strong potential. Having taught me nothing about relationships and the opposite sex, I think they were also worried a man would run rings around me, which was almost prophetical in its accuracy. However, even though the consideration of arranged marriage stopped being a huge issue for me as I grew older and kept my head down, I had so many questions when it remained a real possibility for me, and this has continued throughout my life.

			Would I have to live with the husband and his parents for good?6

			Could I be financially independent? 

			Why did I have to leave my family? 

			Why couldn’t the guy come and stay with me? 

			Could I work? . . . 

			I couldn’t discuss any of these things with my parents in case they mistook this curiosity for a change in heart. My parents had accepted that it wasn’t a priority for me, for the time being, but I couldn’t rely on the fact that my relatives in India wouldn’t try and convince them to marry me off, or that they might suddenly decide education wasn’t enough and that I would need a man. The threat of arranged marriage still hung over me and lingered for a long time. I was cautious therefore not to be good marriage material. 

			I stayed in my room a lot as a child out of a deep fear that my parents would invite a man around unannounced, who would take me away from my family and home. I even refused to learn how to make a cup of tea because it’s a ritual for any bride-to-be to make tea for the husband-to-be and in-laws! 

			Most young girls, irrespective of their background, dream of their Big Day. I denied myself this pastime by distancing myself from anything remotely associated with marriage, just to ensure my parents did not get their hopes up. I remembered from reading Cinderella in class that no one wanted to marry the ugly sisters, so I modelled myself on them. I was fascinated by them. How did they stay single and free? They were flawed, and yet real because of that. 

			I rejected the pressures to conform to societal beauty standards and instead found contentment from food and not prescribing to accepted notions of femininity. I shied away from lipstick and pretty clothes, wanting to suppress my womanhood as long as possible, in the interests of stretching my freedom along with it. 

			 

			Originally, I based my understanding of arranged marriages on what I saw on the screen in the world of Bollywood. A stallion of a man would emerge out of the gateways of heaven and fight hard to convince the woman’s parents, who thought their daughter was too good for marriage, for their blessing. This suggested that marriage wasn’t the best future for a woman, and so made me wary of it.

			It was confusing to me that although the wedding was seen as the Big Day in most of these movies, everyone seemed happy but for the bride, who had an obligation to shed tears rather than celebrate. Since this was also the day when she would be losing her virginity, it gave the impression that this was something she was not happy about. The happy ever after was for the sake of everyone else, irrespective of what she wanted. It was a sacrifice.

			We didn’t use the term ‘arranged marriage’ at home, it was just marriage to us, however outside of our home and community, it was clearly a loaded term. When I got older, I learnt that some white people looked down on arranged marriages. They would get uncomfortable if the subject came up as it wasn’t what they practised. They would often corner me into ‘hypothetical scenarios’ to find out where I stood. They’d pose the question, ‘Would you rather have an arranged or a love marriage if you had to choose?’ I hated when this happened because it put me in a difficult position, trying to explain and defend something I didn’t fully understand myself, and that hadn’t been explained to me, as well as it being patronising to me and my perspective.

			It felt like they confused arranged marriage with forced marriage, which is basically where the bride, or occasionally both the bride and groom, are coerced into marriage. However, Islam is expressly against forced marriages. White people are just so put out by the mention of its existence that I think they wilfully misunderstand what arranged marriage means in real terms. I usually agreed with their exasperation, not wanting an arranged marriage myself, but felt a need to defend my culture from their prying eyes. Especially as I knew their understanding was more often than not surface level. I wasn’t always sure whether their critique of arranged marriage was a smokescreen for the real issues they had with Asians. It was a good way of critiquing us while still ‘keeping up appearances’. 

			The conversations I had with white people when I was younger and more naïve tended to be very predictable. I would always act like everything was perfect so they didn’t think badly of the entire Asian race, and while white people appeared accepting of my standpoint I knew mostly they were holding back for fear of being considered anything but tolerant. Arranged marriage has always felt like a huge difference between us, despite it being a standard feature of white people’s not so distant history too. 

			When I was eighteen years old, I learnt that the arranged part simply meant the couple didn’t meet each other off their own backs: much like the European aristocracy, introductions were made through their families or matchmakers. (This made me thankful for not having any extended family in the UK as it made it more difficult to establish these arrangements long distance.) I didn’t feel Islam required me to have an arranged marriage, without love, but given it is frowned upon for men and women to date before marriage, I wasn’t quite sure what the alternative would be. Islam dictates that you use a wali7, who acts like a chaperone to assist with the selections and support the matchmaking process. 

			Ultimately, South Asian marriages are based on duty and fulfilling obligations towards one another. In some ways they place a greater weight on the marriage itself rather than the person that you marry. There is an expectation to hit the ground running and to be a good wife, however, there is no advice about how to have a successful marriage at all. There are just understandings you take with you, to serve your in-laws and ‘keep the marriage’ even when things get hard. If a wife dared to mention any challenges or fears, these would be quickly extinguished with some proverbs like: ‘Patience is not about how long you can wait, but how well you behave while you’re waiting.’ This is all well and good, but it often provides no solution to the predicament. 

			I learnt the semantics and structures of relationships within my culture and communities, but this meant that actual relationships were a mystery to me. These ancient and rigid traditions are beautiful concepts but they have strayed so far from the real world that they serve more of a way to highlight failings as opposed to being a steady foundation upon which to form a relationship. I didn’t know what partnership meant and though I’m sure a healthy relationship combined the practicalities with emotions, I wasn’t allowed to acknowledge or act on the latter.

			I couldn’t get my head around the fact that I might not meet my intended partner, for all intents and purposes, until the wedding night. To me it seemed no different to a one-night stand, except with a lifetime worth of strings attached. Alongside this, a key component missing from the conversations around arranged marriage was what I could hope to get out of it outside of security and stability. A lot of the things you might gain were kept discreet, presumably to preserve the bride’s modesty. The bride was supposed to simply trust the elders who apparently had her best interests at heart. 

			I’d heard the story of the Mughal emperor, Shah Jahan. He loved his wife Mumtaz Mahal so much that he had the Taj Mahal built in honour of her beauty after she passed away. I definitely felt a man should love a woman so much as to want to construct a building for her. But once the building was done, he had the hands of the workers chopped off, so they couldn’t construct another monument as beautiful. That was crazy. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of someone’s love for me.

			As this seventeenth-century tale was the only time I’d heard a woman receiving anything, it gave me the impression that I shouldn’t expect much of anything. I guessed that my end of the bargain would be hassle from in-laws, room and board for which I’d trade a lifetime’s worth of housework and maybe Sundays off. This left young girls aged five or six like me making very serious considerations about our fidelity and worth at a frightfully young age. As I saw how the women before me could be so passive in their own marriages, it left me unsure of what to look for in a relationship, could I even hope for looks, wealth or personality in my future life partner? In a hadith8 it states the reasons people tend to marry are for wealth, lineage, beauty and religious commitment. Wealth I can get for sure (I’d like a Chanel purse just like any girl), but still all these reasons felt like they didn’t dive deep enough into what makes two people want to be together forever, or provide enough reason for a woman to give half of herself and her whole commitment. 

			Although I was living in East London, the way my parents’ generation interacted with one another was the same as if they were in their motherlands (India/Pakistan). This meant I was subject to the same level of scrutiny as if I were living in a small Indian town. If anyone9 so much as heard a rumour about me, like coming home late or being seen out with a boy, it was game over. My private affairs were anything but private and it was incumbent on me to declare (to prove) my sexual intentions were null and void. To even admit to having any sexual inclinations or desires was deplorable and so shameful that it was even worse than committing the act. It was ‘sexual cleansing’ where I had to be clear that I was clean and innocent and definitely not downright vulgar and mischievous. 

			For young women who did go ahead with trad­itional arranged marriages it sent a frightful, if realistic, message about her worth. That her virginity was a commodity and her biggest selling point. That her consent was diluted as it was also obtainable by proxy through her parents or guardians. That dissidence was punishable most likely by divorce and the excommunication of her from wider society.10 I couldn’t help but absorb how fundamental my virginity was to my identity, and so trying to contemplate who I would be without it frightened me. It meant I didn’t form any self-worth growing up as no weight was placed on other characteristics like my sense of humour, intellect or aspirations. An arranged marriage was the only version of love that girls like me were taught – and there was no mention of what fate women who did not comply11 faced. I had no other discourse on relationships growing up: it was arranged marriage or nothing. 

			It didn’t matter that arranged marriages were happy ever after, as long as they were ever after. Divorce was taboo growing up, and although they have steadily increased in the Asian community, it remains that way today. No one ever talks about them or tries to take cautionary lessons. It’s another reason why I resisted marriage, I couldn’t ever see myself getting divorced because of how harshly women were judged for it and disregarded, so I continued to avoid men. 

			As you might expect, a man is able to get a divorce, known as a triple talaq, by saying ‘I divorce you’ three times to his wife. In Saudi Arabia, men are empowered to divorce women by simply sending a text message. For a woman, however, getting a divorce is a lengthier process and can only be done by returning her dowry12 to her husband or asking permission from the courts, which could take at least three months. In Saudi Arabia, women are also culpable for sending ‘nudes’, and by nudes, I mean an image of their hair out. There is no consequence for the man receiving or asking for said text.

			The rate at which men remarry is significantly high, and often soon after a divorce – within months in many cases. The story is not as simple for divorced women who from then on are considered damaged goods or baggage. A divorced woman is required to compromise and is considered ‘lucky’ if she should remarry. This was confirmed by the many examples I saw growing up of eligible women settling for ugly, fat and older men, or even men who were already married. 

			Love marriages are all about acting on feelings and having a loving, mutual connection before a ceremony takes place. You might think, given all I’ve written about arranged marriage here, that this sounds easier and yet, that is definitely not necessarily the case.

			For the most part, I gained an understanding of Western marriages through watching romcoms like Pretty Woman. They showed me that, no matter how much the odds were stacked against her, a Western woman eventually landed on her feet to secure her Mr Right. There weren’t any stigmas attached to her kissing a few frogs along the way, it was inevitable to get it wrong a few times. Where in my culture this was considered character destroying, in the Western world, it was character building. It felt like the Western woman had a monopoly on love, given I never saw an Asian protagonist in these roles.

			The message in these love connections was that men would better women and increase their status, but these films only showed the noble and honourable men like Prince Charming. I did not see the pain or hurt that could be caused by men or love connections that didn’t work. Without a balanced understanding, it was easy for me to be foolhardy about romance and succumb to the love symbology. Can we really say one form is better than the other? Each comes with its own struggles – and I sometimes think the stakes are even higher when there is love involved. Then men really do have the upper hand.

			 

			So, as you can imagine, if my understanding of the marriage and relationship part was lacking, my understanding of sex was non-existent. 

			I never had the birds and the bees conversation at home. This was partly my fault for avoiding the topic, though it felt like this disinterest was what was expected from me. I was led to believe only men wanted sex or even enjoyed sex. It was fine for them to be ‘up for it’. It didn’t add up to me because everyone either wanted it or was having it13 and it was not just the guys. My schoolfriends were on dates and even making out in drama class. It was almost expected of us, anyone who didn’t partake was shamed as ‘frigid’. I even saw it within myself after I discovered soft porn when I was younger on Freeview, but I made sure to keep my interest in it hidden. I enjoyed it more for being my own pleasure and something that no one else had any say over or could interfere with. 

			Perhaps my deepest misunderstanding of sex was that a man would only have sex with me if he loved me. I didn’t understand sex outside that context and equated sex with love. This might have been because I knew it usually happened between a married couple. I had no concept of whimsical, casual or opportunistic sex. The physical proximity that sex brought about implied to me an inevitable emotional proximity that I craved too. I didn’t realise that emotional togetherness wasn’t what was on men’s minds during sex at all. 

			I saw sex and sexuality being celebrated by women of other races, but it felt like my sexuality as a Muslim woman was an inconvenience to the people around me. Whether it was men who couldn’t understand my thirst or women reminding me to keep it classy and telling me to be less sexy in the name of female solidarity. It’s been quite a juggling act being considered both a repressed hijabi14 and yet too sexual. 

			Through using my voice and acting in a way I did not see Asian women behaving when I was growing up, I’ve achieved a lot of things that I wasn’t taught were possible. But also by being commanding and analysing things that traditionally went unquestioned, it has at times felt like this has come at the cost of settling down in a relationship. 

			Despite this, I’ve always considered my sexuality to be a privilege and found the fun in it. I wanted to write my memoir as an honest account of a Muslim woman, a story I wish I had seen when I was growing up instead of books about Prince Charming, and women who were left to be saved. 

			In my life, there has been a lot to unpack in terms of tradition, but I was sceptical about the things that nobody talked about, such as premarital hook-ups and love, and I was willing to make my own decisions on these things. It feels well overdue that another account is shared rather than the same stories we’ve all heard before.15 

			It’s time for the ugly sister to have her say.

			Things I learnt from Bollywood16 movies:

			[image: ] Women are incapable of handling sexual advances and were passive in relationships.

			[image: ] One man could take on a gang of five men with no weapons.

			[image: ] Men only wanted innocent virgins or all unmarried women were virgins.

			[image: ] A single woman was deemed to be a social reject and ‘fair game’.

			[image: ] Most people had a twin they didn’t know about or were separated from.

			[image: ] There was always a group of background dancers and musicians on standby – costume to boot. 

			[image: ] It was perfectly normal to break into song at any point in life. 

			[image: ] Helpfully, the lead actors are exceptional at singing and dancing, but no one ever referenced these skills outside of the musical sequences.

			

			
				
					3 Location is still unknown, possibly stuck in traffic. (Is it possible to report someone you’ve never met missing?)

				

				
					4 This seeded separation anxiety very early. Without having life experience to see that moving away from my family was a natural order of life, it made me feel an imbalanced and unwavering pull to stay in the family home.

				

				
					5 Combination of hearsay and examples from other family members.

				

				
					6 Bollywood movies showed brides moving in with their husbands. The expectation was for the husband to be your caregiver, and a woman moving away from her original family home to live with their in-laws was symbolic of this.

				

				
					7 Wali means guardian or leader.

				

				
					8 Hadith are records of traditions or sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings upon him) PBUH.

				

				
					9 Community, neighbours, ill-meaning strangers.

				

				
					10 This was the best-case scenario, there were many instances of dissidence that were treated less lightly, particularly for women.

				

				
					11 Looks of pity and the stench of failure followed her around.

				

				
					12 An amount of property or money brought by a bride to her husband on their marriage.

				

				
					13 I think I first realised how much I wanted sex listening to Toni Braxton’s ‘You’re Makin’ Me High’. Everything about the song oozes sexiness, despite the fact I didn’t fully understand everything she was talking about back then.

				

				
					14 A woman who wears a hijab, or scarf covering her head and neck.

				

				
					15 I’m also hoping the book will help me get a man.

				

				
					16 Though some of the themes in Bollywood movies were valuable, it was not possible to capitalise on these to form a wider understanding without conversations in the house. 
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			The First Wives Club

			My mum was born in Kent, and she is very modern. She had been brought up on British and American TV shows like Dynasty and The Persuaders, she loved watching Joan Collins and she wasn’t into Indian dramas, just the songs. 

			Though I’ve experienced people close to me having mental health issues throughout my life, mental health was never explained to me. My parent’s generation felt a pressure to live up to an image of perfection, and for many women this became a self-imposed prison. Within this perfection, there was no room to be honest about your weaknesses, insecurities or doubts. It also meant some of these women grew to blame the people around them for the things that went wrong, because they found it impossible to conceive of any of the failings being their own. It led to some women becoming hardened and perpetuating the generational trauma and patterns of behaviour they’d experienced rather than finding a way to face or break them.

			I didn’t understand the importance of good mental health at all when I was growing up. My mum didn’t appear to have friends and I didn’t realise the potential negative impact of loneliness and isolation. Often it felt like she was just existing, rather than being independent and living. She threw herself into the routine of motherhood as a means of coping. Most of the time my mum managed so well and my father, and so the family generally, had a habit of downplaying and normalising it; for many Asians, it’s seen as part and parcel of life. I often missed the signs of her illness when they were right there in front of me. Ultimately, my family’s approach to anything unpleasant was not to talk about them. There could be multiple elephants in the room, but as long as we didn’t address them, everything was fine. It didn’t help that we had no extended family in the UK, so were different to most Asians who had plenty of relatives, and crucially social networks, to support them. 

			My mum was conscious of not letting her poor mental health impact on me. Often the person suffering either cannot bring themselves to ask for help or cannot fathom or communicate clearly what help they might need. At other times, it is all too easy to dismiss someone who does ask for help, because it is an invisible illness and difficult to see clearly what the problem is. One thing I have learnt through personal experience is that your mental health fluctuates, and that is why it’s important to remember how things in the current moment are not how they will always be. It would have been good to have positive stories, growing up, that proved recovery was possible, rather than the narrative of it being lifelong. 

			My mum began struggling before I was born, shortly after her marriage to my dad. They
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