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​Dedication
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This book is dedicated to the readers that asked for it. You know who you are: You’re the ones that wrote a review for If I Say Yes and wanted the sequel. You’re the ones that emailed me, commented on my blog, or sent me DMs on Facebook and Instagram, telling me you had to know how this Duology ended. If I Say No would only have existed in my head if it wasn’t for your messages. I wrote this book for you; it’s not mine, it’s yours. Thank you! xXx
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​Previously,
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in the Love & Alternatives Duology...

“You’ve chosen the girl over your best friend,” Imran says. 

“I’ve done no such thing!” I snap.

“Fine,” he snaps back. “Do it now.”

“Do what?”

“Choose,” he replies.

“Choose what?”

“Choose who you give up.”

“Imran...”

“If you let go of Shell and she and I get married... I swear to you that I will never bring this up again. I’ll forget I know anything and devote my life to making Shell happy.

“Everything will be as though the two of you never... got close. With regards you and me... our friendship will remain just as strong........

“If you decide to give up our friendship”—and I have to give Imran credit for looking sick at the thought of our friendship ending—“then you turn your back on me and my family. For good. You’ll be dead to us.”

We both swallow painfully at that.

“So, what’s it going to be, Seb? Me or Shell? Who do you choose to give up?”

[image: ]

“Do you really think I’m going to marry Imran after everything... we’ve done?” Shell questions without expecting a response. “Did you think that all along?”

I sigh. “Come on, Shell. Would you really pick me over Imran, burns and all?” 

She gasps, her eyes widen. Then, they fall to her feet. “I wasn’t even thinking about... the burns,” she murmurs. “I don’t know if I’d have noticed them if I saw...”

[image: ]

“You think you’re incapable of loving someone, Seb, but I think you’re incapable of being loved. You’re incapable of letting someone love you and be good to you. So, I won’t be wasting my feelings on you, Sebastian Lowe........

“You have a lot of issues to work through. And I’d wait for you, help you even, but you don’t care enough about me to let me.”

[image: ]

“I’m sorry, Seb, but I can’t marry Imran.” She turns on the spot and over her shoulder, just before she walks out of my flat, she adds, “I can’t marry him, not when I’m falling in love with his best friend.”

Automatically, my right hand reaches for her, as though to stop her from leaving. My lips part in anticipation of the words that will call her back to me. I have to stop her—she just said she’s falling in love with me...

But when I recall her exact words, I find myself mute and frozen to the spot.

I’m falling in love with his best friend.

Best friend.

Imran.

My front door slams shut behind her. I jump at the sound. At the finality of it. She’s gone. The woman I love, the woman that’s falling in love with me, burns and all, is gone.

I sent her away because I chose to save my friendship with Imran instead of exploring what Shell and I have started to feel for one another. I hoped that she’d marry Imran to hurt me back for this cruel rejection.

But that’s not what’s happened. In hopes of delivering her to Imran, I’ve lost her forever.

And Imran’s lost her, too.

Love & Alternatives Duology Book 2

​IF

​I

​SAY

​NO

NEHA YAZMIN
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​Prologue
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Dreams vs. Reality

Dreams: Seb

In my dreams, I throw open the door. I run out of my flat, hoping to catch her by the lift around the corner. But she’s not there. Sighing, I turn around. Wait. My eyes caught something to my left, through the doors to the building’s stairwell.

Shell...

The grimy glass panels of the doors make her look like a ghost, a mirage. But there she is, sitting on the top step, head in her hands. Crying. Shaking. The grime on the glass isn’t what’s making her look like she’s fading around the edges, it’s the fact that she’s breaking down.

Because it’s a dream, I’m standing behind her in a heartbeat, my hand on her shoulder. She looks up, all teary-eyed and shuddering breaths.

“I love you, Shell,” I tell her. “I love you, too.”

She smiles through her tears, understanding on her face. She’d hoped that I only brushed her off because of Imran. Sacrificed my love for my best friend. Shell makes to stand up but I’m already on my knees, pulling her to me. We hold each other. Tight.

In my dreams, I never let her go.

––––––––
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Dreams: Shell

You know those dreams where you’re running late for something—school, work, a party—and you keep getting delayed, one thing after another continually getting in your way? Before you know it, the dream’s over but you never made it to your destination.

I don’t have those types of dreams anymore.

Mostly, I dream about knocking on Seb’s door and waiting for him to answer. He never lets me in. Even when the flat catches fire and burns down to a crisp, Seb doesn’t open the door.

He ends up in hospital, horrible burns on his body, his skin grotesquely scarred. But I’m never allowed to see him.

Heartbroken, I cry. Not only because he’s shut me out, but because of what his scars have done to him, to his self-esteem. He thinks he’s ugly, un-loveable.

He couldn’t be further from the truth.

––––––––
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Reality: Seb

Hate me, please. I urge you to throw things at me, to call me horrible names, to name a puppet after me and stick pins all over it. That’s what I did after Shell walked out of my flat.

She was—is—falling in love with me. The woman I love, loves me back. She told me so and walked out of my reach. And I let her. I let her think she means nothing to me. Didn’t mean enough. I’m a prat.

Fact is: I’d already chosen to give her up, no matter what she felt about me. She was lost to me even before her heart became mine. She was Imran’s—he saw her first—and so, she was never mine to give up, to lose.

Still, it hurt like hell. My pathetic life and luck drove me mad with rage, and I all but ransacked my flat, shouting and screaming the words “You idiot” the whole time. “You bloody loser!”

See, I wasn’t lying earlier; I did throw things at me and call me names. I didn’t have a puppet, or any pins, but I guess it doesn’t matter. I have enough people sticking knives, not needles, knives in Seb-shaped dolls to curse me to Hades. If I’m not already in his clutches, that is.

––––––––
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Reality: Shell

I’m not a cryer. It’s not who I am. But I nearly broke down the moment I walked out of Sebastian Lowe’s building after telling him I was falling in love with him.

A part of me was expecting him to stop me before I exited his apartment block, not to tell me that he felt the same way I did, but to... let me down gently, I suppose.

All of me had hoped that he would come running after me, tell me he loves me, that everything he said in his flat was a joke, and could we start the date over. After all, he was supposed to cook for me.

I didn’t think about what I had to do when I got home.

Most of my family were downstairs when I let myself in. As I crept upstairs, no one, not even Shayla, batted an eyelid at my lateness. Trust. That’s what it was. My parents, my siblings, trusted me, and so, they never asked me where I went or who I was with. It never stopped me from telling them what I was up to, though—bar the meetings with Seb; I’ll never tell anyone about those—and they had complete faith in me to not let them down.

To not break the rules.

Well, I thought as I changed out of my work clothes, I’ve broken more rules in the short weeks I’ve known Sebastian Lowe than I have my entire life. And I’m going to break a whole lot more.
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​Part One

[image: ]


What Is Love?
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Shell

Romantic love makes me think of Romeo & Juliet. If I starred in my own love story, I would be the Juliet that Romeo never loved. Some love story, huh?

––––––––
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Charlotte

Whoever said love is blind, was lying through their teeth. Whoever said love is blind, hadn’t met me.

––––––––
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Seb

Ever done anything so bad that the only way to make up for it is to do something just as horrible, albeit drastically different? Yes? Join the club.

Off topic, I know, but there you go.
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​Chapter 1
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Charlotte

The moment he enters the shop, I can tell he’s not a customer. He’s wearing a suit and carrying a briefcase. Do people still use those things? Isn’t everything on some cloud somewhere? iCloud, Cloud Drive, MyCloud, Rain Cloud, CloudyCloud...?

He sees me behind the cash register and holds my gaze as he walks over, a determined expression on his handsome face. Ah, he’s after directions. New in town, he’s stepped into this quiet little cake shop, assuming I have plenty of time to draw him a map of where he is and how to find his destination.

You’d be surprised how many people still ask passersby and shopkeepers for directions, even with digital maps on their phones. Sometimes, it’s a case of especially with digital maps on their phones; the navigation apps can get you lost as many times as they get you from Point A to B.

“Hi,” I say with a smile. Customer or not, it’s good to show manners. 

“Charlotte Davis?” He juts out a hand to shake mine. “Hi.”

I crinkle my brows as I ask, “Yes. Can I help you?” I look him up and down, wondering what on Earth he wants. I hope he didn’t think I was checking him out...

He pushes his hand closer to me, waiting for me to shake it. “I’m Sebastian Lowe of Lowe Capital UK, an alternative investments firm specialising in private equity.”

I knew was a business person! That dark grey suit is very snappy and his brown briefcase looks expensive. 

“And,” he adds with emphasis, “I’d like to invest in your company.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2
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Seb

For some, the smell of a bakery is their favourite smell of all. Not much can beat the homely aroma of bread baking in the oven. Charlotte’s Cakes doesn’t smell like that. When I saw nothing but cake in the window display, I thought the bread would be in the glass cabinet indoors. But no; there are no loaves or baguettes or croissants to be seen.

Instead, this spacious bubble-gum pink shop boasts the sweet scent of icing sugar, creamy butter, and mouthwatering vanilla. So much vanilla.

If the smell of bread makes you think of home, of having a family, and growing old with your soul mate, then Charlotte Davis’s cake shop reminds you of more care-free times from your childhood. Summer holidays spent crunching boiled sweets and wolfing down Mr. Kipling’s exceedingly good cakes. Sucking on ice pops to dye your tongue green, red, or blue. Licking soft-scoop ice cream seconds after the ice cream van driver has swirled it onto your wafer cone.

Charlotte herself reminds me of a child. All redheads with pale skin and freckles on the tops of their cheeks remind me of children—sorry, I mean that in the nicest possible way—especially if they’re on the shorter side, like Charlotte is. She’s the kind of girl that looks younger than her age, a teenager on the verge of adulthood. Her round brown eyes and cute voice add to the effect, and the soft edges to her words—the slightest of lisps?—amplify that effect.

Actually, she’s not much younger than my 25 years. And like me, she needs her big break. Well, I got mine when the EHAN Foundation NYC decided to commit to my fund. I want to give Charlotte hers.
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​Chapter 3
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Charlotte

I still haven’t shaken his hand. I was about to but I froze when he said he wants to invest in my company and my mouth popped open instead. “Company?”

“Your business,” he clarifies with a nod.

“Business?” Not sure why I’m speaking in one word sentences... like a complete moron!

“Your shop.” He looks around the room. Oh, the shop! I never think of it as my company or business. It’s always been the shop. “You’re the sole owner, I believe?” He raises an eyebrow though there’s no question in his light blue eyes.

“Yes.” I gulp and feel a twinge in my chest.

“And the premises—it’s freehold, isn’t it?”

I nod, still thinking of the term sole owner. Less than a year ago, there was a different sole owner... 

“Excellent ! Congratulations, Charlotte. You now have me as an investor! I’ll take a very active role in expanding your business and helping it reach new customers and markets. So, are you going to shake on it? My arm’s beginning to hurt.” He gives me a playful wink.

My arms don’t move. He drops his hand, grinning.

After my brain finally processes what he’s saying, I tell him, “Please don’t waste any more of your time, Mr. Lowe—if that’s your real name—you won’t fool me. Whichever one of my friends put you up to this, obviously wanted to prank you as much as me—”

“I assure you, Charlotte,” he says, holding up his hands, “I genuinely want to invest in your shop for a small equity stake. I have the paperwork right here.” He lifts the suitcase and taps it with his other hand. “You can run it by your solicitor—run it by several, and they’ll tell you it’s all legit. I swear.” His voice is grave as he says “I swear”, as though he only swears if he’s telling the honest truth.

Dammit, he’s serious. Mum opened Charlotte’s Cakes when I was a kid, but it was more than just a business to her, more than a livelihood. It was her dream. And my home. I spent more time in here than I did in my bedroom. 

“Who are you?” I fold my arms across my chest. He begins to repeat his introduction from earlier but I cut him off with, “Who are you to me? Why do you want to help me? Or did you win the lottery and pick a random business to plough your winnings into? To pay it forward?”

His face darkens. I feel as though I’ve offended him, but when he speaks, he returns to his friendly semi-formal business-voice. “I did sort of win a large sum of money... but I didn’t pick your shop at random.”

“Care to elaborate?”

He takes a deep breath. “How much do you know about stock markets, Charlotte?”

Just the basics. I don’t want him to omit any details from his explanation, so I say, “Hardly anything.”

He nods, unsurprised by my answer. Should I be offended?

“Do you watch Dragon’s Den?” he asks, an expectant expression on his face. 

“Not anymore.”

“But you know the premise of that show.” He nods. “Businesses looking for investment, for whatever reason—start-up capital, growth capital, expansion, and so on—pitch their business plans to the “Dragons”, hoping to secure equity. The Dragons invest in those businesses for shares in the companies. And hopefully the businesses will prosper.”

He smiles down at me—he’s really rather tall—and waits for me to respond.

When I know what to say, I speak in a rush, making sure that I don’t sound rude. “So, what you’re saying is that you’re a Dragon, and instead of me coming to your Den, you’ve come to mine. And whereas the businesses on the show want an investment, I most definitely do not.”
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​Chapter 4
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Shell

They chose a nice lengha. Typical in its colours and design, but pretty nonetheless. I’ve never salivated over bridal lenghas; they’re too heavy to wear and boast too much glitz and glam. I never thought they’d look good on me. This one does, I realise as I appraise my reflection. I didn’t expect to like it but I do. I laugh a sarcastic laugh, shake my head, and close my eyes. 

Brides pick their wedding outfits nowadays. It’s bit of a Thing when she goes lengha shopping with her friends and family. A day out. They have lunch and coffee or cold drinks with nibbles as they go from one shop to another. Most brides love it. I don’t know if I would have enjoyed it. I don’t regret that Imran’s family chose this outfit, so I guess I’m not too bothered about missing out on the experience. 

Lenghas comprise a blouse and a full-length skirt, which match or complement each other. Maroon is usually the colour of choice. Occasionally, a bride wears purple or blue or pink—because it’s her favourite colour or because she wants to be different—but burgundy-red-maroon wins out for most women.

If I’d chosen my lengha, I guess I would have picked something similar to what I’m wearing now: Maroon velvet with clear crystals creating thumb-sized flowers all over the skirt. Expensive-looking yet elegant. Traditional but trendy.

Why wasn’t I involved in picking it out? Well, remember when Tariq’s scheming came to light and my family were embarrassed by what that cousin of mine had done? That’s when we told Imran’s family to choose the lengha and the other outfits they have to buy for me.

To her credit, Imran’s mum insisted that I should pick the wedding lengha and the saree for the mehndhi party. But my mum was adamant. “It saves us the trouble of gathering everyone to go lengha shopping,” she said. Indeed, that’s no easy task. You either end up going with an army of people because you couldn’t leave anyone behind or you only take the people in your household, upsetting your extended family in the process. I was perfectly fine with Imran’s family taking care of that, relieved that they wanted the wedding to go ahead despite Tariq’s efforts to sabotage it.

A Muslim girl’s future in-laws suspecting her of having a pre-marital affair—with anyone, white guy or Bengali—really is a big deal in our community. Really can tarnish a girl’s reputation and wreck her pending nuptials. Why? Because she’s automatically considered impure, damaged goods. A sinner.

Only those from my community will understand this issue, I guess. People that have lived and breathed my culture their whole lives. Hailey would understand, though. And if she couldn’t wrap her head around it, she would definitely take my word for it. I miss her. Her job’s keeping her busy and stressed—her project’s at a critical point—so we haven’t had a chance to chat lately.

Besides, I can’t talk to her about Seb; she had a thing for him. Might still do...

Anyway, back to bridal clothes. When Imran’s family arranged a fitting for me with the tailor that’s making the alterations to the lengha, it wasn’t a convenient time for me. So, my brother dropped off my mint-green lengha at the tailor’s house so she could use that as a guide. She did an excellent job. The lengha fits me perfectly.

This is an outfit I’d have chosen if I was given a choice.

If I had a choice, I wouldn’t be in this lengha right now.
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Charlotte 

“Charlotte, you think you don’t need an investor, but—”

“Sorry, Mr. Lowe—”

“Please call me Seb.”

That please was a heartfelt plea. He probably hates being called Mister. Makes him feel old. I’d feel old if someone called me Ms. Davis.

“Seb,” I say with a nod. “I get what private equity is.”

“Good. And the private equity industry is one of the three main alternatives. An alternative to traditional assets like bonds and shares.”

“What are the other alternatives?” I’m suddenly fascinated.

“Real estate and hedge funds. There are others, but those industries are not as big.”

“I get real estate, obviously, but hedge funds...?”

“We’d be here all day if I had to define it and I still wouldn’t get it right.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “But I’m glad you mentioned funds. Funds are what private equity fund managers use to make our investments. You see, we set up a fund—like my Lowe Capital UK Fund I—and aim to raise a certain amount of capital for it. It’s really just a pool of capital. I’m only targeting 10 million for my maiden vehicle—”

“Only 10 million!” I say before I can stop myself.

He laughs once; it’s not rude or anything, just pleased. “There are huge PE funds, Charlotte, huge. Some as big as 25 billion dollars.”

My eyes widen. “Where do they get all that money from?”

“Institutional investors like public and private pension funds, foundations, and so on. A fund can have hundreds of investors, depending on the equity target. Mine has just one investor, which isn’t conventional, and not what I planned. But the investor I was pitching to decided to give me the whole 10 million. I wasn’t going to turn that down.”

I’m impressed. “So, once you raise your equity, you start investing?”

“Yes, more or less.”

“And now we’ve come full circle,” I say. “Why do you want to invest in this shop?”

“I’m a local boy, actually.” He shrugs, a whimsical grin on his face. 

“You don’t look familiar.” 

“I don’t come round this neck of the woods anymore, but I passed this place all the time when I was little. It used to be packed when it first opened, but then—”

“The novelty wore off and it was just another small business on the High Road.” I sigh.

“You guys did sandwiches and baguettes and stuff, that’s why you had so much lunch time traffic. The school kids got their grub from here, often a cupcake or two.”

“The teachers came, too. But then the kids decided it was cooler to not eat lunch. The teachers started cutting down on cake to set a good example, eat less sugar, and promote the five-a-day initiative... The credit crunch was the final nail—”

“You’re not buried yet, Charlotte,” he says in an urgent voice. “I’m going to help you—”

“Why?” I frown. “You’re a local, yes, but there are plenty of businesses around here. But a cake shop? It’s not the kind that rakes it in, even on a good day. Not enough to make a profit for a fund and its investors.”

“Investor,” he reminds me.

“You’re skirting around the question, Mr. Lowe!” I don’t know how I managed to sound so strict. He swallows uncomfortably. I don’t get why. Because I called him Mr. Lowe by mistake? Anyway... “Why this shop?”

He takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. “I think you deserve a break, Charlotte,” he says. “I think you’ve earned it.”
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Shell 

After getting home from Seb’s Bethnal Green flat, I pulled on a green maxi dress and went downstairs. To tell my parents I wanted to cancel the wedding. As I stood in the doorway of our living room, my stomach caved in and I found myself incapable of speech.

My parents were watching TV, eyes fixed on the screen. I think my brother was in the shower. Bhabi was in the kitchen to my left, making tea. Shayla was the first to notice me leaning against the doorframe, staring at my mum. 

Wordlessly, she rose to her feet, dropped her phone in the pocket of her pewter grey shirt-dress, and walked up to me. The expression on her face was one of concern. My 17-year-old sister was worried about me. She’d read my body language well.

“What’s up?” she asked quietly, casually. She didn’t want anyone to clock on to the fact that I seemed to be having a mental meltdown.

All I did was swallow and shake my head at her. Then, my eyes returned to my mother. How was I going to tell her? And my dad—how angry and disappointed would he be?

“Come, I need to show you something,” Shayla murmured. 

I almost said, Yes, please. Get me out of here. I followed her into my room, locked the door, and plopped down on my mattress, face down.

“You look like you’re going through some shit—”

“Language, Shayla,” I rebuked half-heartedly into my sheets.

“What’s going on?” She sat on my bed. “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold feet?”

Sitting up in a flash, I looked at her with wide eyes. 

My sister shook her head, her expression serious. “It’s not cold feet, is it?” For a moment, she seemed scared, her eyebrows creased. 

This was always going to be the way I did it. Just as I’d imagined. “Shayla, I need you to do something for me.”

The girl was shaking her head; she’d figured out what I was about to tell her. 

“I need you to tell everyone that... I’ve changed my mind about the wedding.”

“What about the wedding?” But she knew what I meant.

“I can’t go through with it.” My eyes started to sting. “I don’t want to.”

Long, long pause. Then: “Why?”

“I just can’t—”

“What’s happened?” Shayla sounded so grown up, looked it, too. I found it harder to speak to her like this. 

“Nothing’s happened—”

“Yes, it has. Something’s changed.” Her big dark eyes narrowed. “Has Tariq—”

“No, no. He’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Then, what is it?” 

Another pause while I contemplated telling her the truth. Well, half of it. I like someone else. Seb being that someone else is a secret I’ll take to my grave. Hopefully, Seb will take it to his grave, too. 

Before I could decide what to divulge, Shayla said, “Whatever it is, I can keep it to myself. But I need to know why you’re ruining everything before I help you ruin it.”

I gulped. “I like someone else.” My eyes were on my lap, my face hot. I wish I’d seen Shayla’s reaction but at that time, I didn’t want to. I felt embarrassed, ashamed. “I don’t like Imran like that.”

“Of course, you don’t.” She laughed. I looked up, surprised. “You hardly know him.”

I don’t know Seb all that well, either. Only... I want to get to know him. Know all of him. That’s not how I feel about Imran. I’m not interested in him at all.

“But this other guy... you know him?” Shayla asked tentatively. I didn’t respond. “Maybe it’s just a crush?”

Still, I said nothing, in case I accidentally revealed too much.

“Sometimes, proximity makes it seem like something’s bigger than it is—”

“That’s not what it is,” I snapped. “I wouldn’t be cancelling my wedding if it was.”

Maybe I hoped she’d be more... accommodating and... supportive of my decision. Maybe I didn’t like the fact that she seemed to be the older, more mature sister, whereas I was being the naive, stubborn little brat.

“Fine. Does he feel the same way?” Shayla bit her bottom lip. 

“That’s not up for discussion.”

“I can tell that you’re not with him, otherwise you would have said you have a boyfriend or want to marry someone else. Does this guy even know you like him?” Too insightful. Shayla saw too much.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m not doing this for him. I’m doing it for me. I don’t want to marry Imran.”

“So, you’re gonna cancel your wedding on principle? You might not even end up with the other guy.” She shook her head. “I can’t do this, not without knowing that Mr. New Guy will pick up the pieces when everything’s gone to shit.”

“Shayla! Language!” I had nothing else to say for half a minute. Then, I sighed. “Mr. New Guy has nothing to do with this decision, but this is what I’ve decided. Just tell them that. Please.”

Inhaling deeply, my little sister got to her feet. “Final answer?” I always knew she’d say this...

Nodding, I told her, “That’s my final decision.”

My family didn’t accept it.
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Seb

That went well. I walk out of Charlotte Davis’s cake shop in Chadwell Heath feeling better than I have in days. Days? It hasn’t been that long. It just feels like a long time since Shell and I broke up. Broke up? How can you break up with someone you weren’t with?

Walking down the High Road in the dimming evening light, I wonder if I can call what I had with Shell a relationship, my first one since Uni. No, I don’t think I can. It didn’t last longer than two heartbeats, the first beat to break her heart and the second to break mine. 

Being so close to where my mum lives, I can’t push aside the guilt of not telling her about Russell’s foundation committing to my fund. Hell, I haven’t told Imran, either. Sucking in a breath, I decide that I will. Tell my mother, that is. Seen as I’m here, I can tell her in person.

I take out my phone to call and check if she’s home. She works part-time at a local GP surgery and I never remember which shifts she does—

She’ll make me phone dad. He’ll want to do something to mark the occasion. Before I know it, we’ll book a table at a restaurant in Ilford. My parents will insist on inviting Imran. They won’t believe that my best friend doesn’t know yet. What will I say when they query this?

No, I don’t think I’ll pop round to mum’s today.

I’ll just step into a pub, give my parents a call, say I’m celebrating with my friends right now, promise to do something with them soon, and go home. I have plenty to do.

Since receiving Russell’s e-mail, I’ve been finalising my strategy for Charlotte’s business. I ran through the majority of it with her just now; that’s why I’m leaving her shop so late. There was a lot to talk about, a lot of questions to answer. To be honest, there’s a lot more left to discuss, but we chatted long past the shop’s closing time and Charlotte’s attention was wavering.

I left her the business plans and my mobile number should she have more questions. She has yet to decide if she wants an investment, but promised to think about it.

The other firm that I’ve had my eyes on for a while is Khan Properties. Imran’s brother, Arun, runs this property development business. He co-owns it with a few of his friends; those guys are silent partners that helped get the business going by ploughing in some cash. I’ll buy their shares and sell them to Arun. He’ll pay me back gradually. Eventually, he’ll be the sole owner.

The two of us have always talked about doing this if my fund took off; the only difference was that he was joking and I was not. 

The third and final business I had my heart set on is one that doesn’t exist yet. It never will, not after what happened between me and Imran. You see, I was hoping to set up a company with him. I’d be the silent partner and he would be the one running it. The firm would be a sales company, business-to-business—Imran’s area of expertise.

We never talked about doing this, never even joked about it, but it’s always been a dream of mine to go into business with him. In fact, I’ve been working on this business plan for some time now. It was supposed to be a surprise for when I told him that I met my fund’s equity target. 

A proposal of this nature is the last thing Imran wants from me now. My dream of us being business partners will look like a nightmare to him.
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Shell

Shayla told my family I wasn’t ready for marriage. According to my parents, that wasn’t a good enough reason to cancel the wedding. Not this late in the game. My sister thought that if I divulged my true reason, they might reconsider their stance on the matter.

“Then again, if you don’t reveal the identity of Mr. New Guy,” she warned, dropping on my bed, “and even insinuate that you’re unlikely to marry him, you’ll be back to square one.”

“Which is them forbidding me to cancel a marriage I don’t want.”

Sighing, Shayla told me, “You’ve left it too late to walk away. Metaphorically speaking, you’re halfway down the aisle.”

“No, I’m not! I’m not even at the church. Metaphorically speaking.” I jumped up from my bed and started pacing the room. “This is about what people will say. Amma and Abba are more worried about society than their own daughter’s happiness.”

“There’s no reason you won’t be happy if you go ahead with this...”

“There’s every reason I’ll be miserable,” I snapped. Then, I sucked in a calming breath. I had no right to take my frustrations out on my sister.

Locking myself in my bedroom wasn’t the answer, either. I had to talk to my parents. Try to convince them to do right by me. Shayla had done her best but this was a battle I had to fight. So, I went downstairs, my little sister following me, to fight for my life. My freedom.

I wasn’t armed. They were.

“If you want to cancel the wedding,” they said at the end of our lengthy heated discussion, “you’ll have to do it yourself.”

Meaning: I had to speak to Imran and tell him I want out.
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Charlotte

I’m going to regret it tomorrow, locking up without cleaning up. But learning about investments and how Seb plans to make my mother’s shop more profitable really tired me out. By the time I ushered him out of the premises, all I wanted to do was go home and straight to bed. If Nan lets me.

My short walk home feels long because my legs are killing me. They always are by the end of the day, especially if I’ve been baking and neglecting my stool. I hope Nan’s gone to bed. She’s in her 70s; she can’t stay up beyond 7pm. And thank goodness for that! Don’t get me wrong, I love her to infinity and back, but she does go on a lot. After a long day in the shop, the last thing I want to hear is her go on a lot. 

I didn’t mean it when I promised Seb I’d think about accepting his investment. I crossed my fingers under the table—the shop has two small tables with a pair of chairs each—because it looked like he wouldn’t let me close my own shop if I didn’t assure him that I’d think about his proposal. There’s only one thing I’ll do with the business plan: Bin it.

When I enter my street and ring the Herman’s doorbell, little Simon accompanies his mum when she opens the door. He’s hugging her leg, blue eyes wide. Simon likes the chocolate cupcakes so I always bring one for him, but they were sold out today. Seb bought the last one before he left. I almost wanted to offer him a vanilla cupcake instead. But I thought he would laugh at me—or rebuke me—for saving it for my neighbour. Not a good business brain, Charlotte. 

“Look, Si-si,” Mrs. Herman says to her 3-year-old. “It’s the girl that brings the cake!” That’s what everyone on my street calls me. The girl that brings the cake. “Say thank you, Charlotte.”

Simon grabs the cupcake from my hand and runs away. He doesn’t say thank you. He’s got bit of a speech delay.

“He almost said it yesterday.” I give her an encouraging smile and hand her a plastic container with the leftover lemon drizzle loaf that I baked early this morning. 

If it was my plain vanilla loaf, I could have kept it on sale for a couple more days. But the lemon drizzle has to be enjoyed on the day it’s baked. While it still has its zing. Customers would complain if I sold them a day-old slice.

“Yay, there’s loads left today!” She beams at me. Lemon drizzle is her favourite. 

I nod. Inwardly sigh. It’s one of my favourites, too, and mum’s, but it doesn’t sell so well anymore. I can’t get it to taste like mum’s. Mine doesn’t have the same zing. I sigh outwardly now.

“Business still slow, honey?” Mrs. Herman makes a sympathetic pouty face. 

“It’ll pick up.” I smile and rush off to knock on the next door. Deliver yet more cake that I baked but couldn’t sell. The girl that brings the cake, indeed.
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Seb

Why haven’t I told Imran about my investor? We’re supposed to be “cool” now, right? Our plan was for me to break Shell’s heart so that she ran into Imran’s arms, and he and I would move on as though nothing happened. I did as he asked and he sounded satisfied when he called me a few minutes after Shell left my flat.

He greeted me with the words, “Is it done?” His voice was cold, detached.

I just about managed to tell him, “I did what you asked.”

“Thanks, man.” He could have been thanking me for posting a letter for him on my way home from his house or something. 

I felt like throwing up. As he started speaking again, I cut the call short with, “Look, Imran, I got some stuff to do...”

“Yeah, sure. Speak to you soon.” He sounded his usual easy-going self when he added, “Bye, Seb.” The slate was clean for him.

I’m just not sure if it’s clean on my side.
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Shell

I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t tell Imran that I wanted to cancel the wedding. I spent the weekend, Friday, Saturday, Sunday, repeatedly begging and pleading to my parents to understand my situation. Take my side. Do right by me.

Too late, was all they said. Too late to change things.

It really has to be me that speaks to Imran—and I can’t. Not yet. But I will. As soon as I find the courage, the right words to say, I’ll do it. Until then, I’m going to try and convince my family to help my cause. All they’ve done so far is turn a blind eye to my plight. 

That’s why I’m in this elegant lengha, doing a fitting in the cluttered bedroom-stroke-workshop of the tailor that made the alterations. Usually, the tailor sends the adjusted lengha back to the bridal shop and the bride tries it on there. It returns to the tailor if more adjustments are necessary. Like if the bride lost more weight and wanted her lengha taken in further.

This close to the wedding, Imran’s family thought it would save time if I came to the tailor’s house for the fitting. She’s turned one of her bedrooms into her studio, complete with a dressmaker’s mannequin and sewing machine. The only thing that’s tidy in this room is the small area where I’m standing, in front of the full-length mirror by the window.

My brother drove us to this house in Chadwell Heath after we got home from work; he’s in his car, waiting. Shayla and my sister-in-law are in the hallway. I’ve yet to tell them that I’ve changed into the lengha. For the sake of appearances, Shayla and Bhabi told me to let them into the studio as soon as I wore it. We’re dying to see how you look in it.

The tailor seemed curious, too. Apparently, Imran’s family hire her all the time; they’re sort of neighbours, seen as they all live near the High Road.

Seb lives around here, too. Well, he did before he moved to East London. His mum’s still neighbours with Imran, though... If this fitting was taking place under normal circumstances, Shayla and my sister-in-law would have teased me the whole way here, trying to get a blush out of me. We might bump into the groom today...

As it was, I spent the silent drive to the tailor’s house wondering if we’d bump into Seb this evening. Like if he came to see his mum or something. No. It’s a Monday. A work day. He won’t come to Chadwell Heath.

And if he has a conscience, he definitely won’t be anywhere near Imran right now.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 12

[image: ]


[image: ]

Seb

Walking from Charlotte’s Cakes to Chadwell Heath Station—to take the train to my Bethnal Green flat; I came here straight from the office—without visiting mum doesn’t feel right. Especially considering the news about my fund. It’s made worse by the fact that I didn’t stop off to see Khala, either. Imran might not be home from work yet... Maybe I could quickly say hi to his mum?

No. Khala will make me stay for dinner. Make me wait for Imran. I’d rather not. It’ll be too awkward for me. My pain is still raw. As is my betrayal. Yeah, I feel betrayed by him, even though he’s the one that was betrayed.

We haven’t spoken since he called me on Thursday to ensure that I broke up with Shell. Though it’s only the following Monday, it feels like it’s been a longer gap. Feels like I don’t know my best friend anymore. He’s shown a side to him that I never knew existed.

I don’t know if I can be friends with this side of him.

So, I rush towards the station. I think I’ve lost a lot more than a girl. I’ve lost a big chunk of my life as I know it.
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Shell

“You’re lucky,” the tailor says to me in Bengali, “most brides need at least two rounds of alterations.”

“Lucky,” I say under my breath in English. Lucky that my wedding lengha is such a great fit. I would happily wear a sack if I was marrying—

Stop. I almost thought his name. I shouldn’t. I don’t want to marry Seb. I never did. I just wanted to be with him and see how it goes. Seb, obviously, never thought beyond our latest groping session. 

“And the groom’s family,” the tailor goes on, jerking me out of my reverie, “they’re really good people.”

I force myself to nod. I’m back in the smart work dress and cardigan that I came in. Bhabi and Shayla are helping the tailor fold the lengha. Someone from Imran’s family will collect it and wrap it up to send to our house with the rest of the bridal gifts. Probably this Friday, seen as my mehndhi is Saturday afternoon.

Shit. If I don’t speak to Imran soon, my house will be filled with wedding stuff. I don’t think I can handle that.

And if I don’t call off the wedding before the mehndhi... Imran’s family will come to my mehndhi for a bit, just as my family will go to his event in the evening... Seb will be at both mehndhis... How will I face him? I can’t. I’ll have to cancel the wedding before this weekend

As Shayla and I climb into the backseat of my brother’s car, I keep thinking that I’ll see Seb as we drive home to Forest Gate. I don’t know what I’ll do if my brother stops the car to say hello. If Seb says hi to me, pretends to be nothing more than Imran’s best friend...

Don’t be stupid. Seb has no reason to be in Chadwell Heath today.
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Charlotte

Yes, she’s still up. I bet she was snoozing on the sofa in front of the TV and woke up to the sound of me letting myself in. “Charlotte, is that you?”

Who else would it be? I walk past the living room and into the kitchen. My canvas bag is empty bar one vanilla cupcake with fresh buttercream frosting. It’s not for Nan.

“I hope that’s not for you.”

I jump and turn around. Nan’s in the kitchen doorway, eyeing the cupcake I’ve placed on the black granite worktop. Her lips are pursed in disappointment as she marches towards the cake, her Granny trousers flapping. Great. I gave the Chowdhuris one less cupcake only for Nan to throw this one in the bin. I was hoping she would be in bed or that I could scoff down the cake before she came downstairs to ask me why I’m late.

The rustling sound the cupcake makes as it hits the rubbish in the bin makes me suck in a long breath. “I really needed that today, Nan.” Plus, I work hard on baking, frosting, and decorating my cakes! The commercial kitchen in the shop makes everything easier, but still.

“But your body doesn’t need it.” She folds her arms across her chest, blocking the bin from me. As if I’d rummage through it!

She looks me up and down. As always, her eyes linger longest on my legs. Does she think she has X-ray vision or something? That she can see my bones through my navy midi-dress and black leggings?

“Are you even trying to lose weight anymore, Charlotte?”

Don’t let her words fool you. Her expression is kind, concerned, and her green eyes are full of love. Her crinkled up face is so cute; together with her soft white shoulder-length hair, she looks like a fairy godmother trying to keep me at a healthy weight. Fairy godmother in a cream blouse and a fluffy beige cardigan.

She means well. I just wish she didn’t mean well every single day.

“Of course, I’m still trying to lose weight.” All my life, I’ve been trying to lose weight. Some years, I’m incredibly successful at it. Other years, I fail miserably. This year was a fail year. “But it’s been a long day.”

“Yes. Why are you home so late?” She grabs an apple from the fruit bowl in the corner and comes to wrap my hands around it.

I wriggle my fingers away. I’m not hungry. “Long story. I’ll tell you tomorrow. Come, I’ll help you up the stairs.”
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I’m about to shut the door to Nan’s room after helping her get ready for bed when she says, “Your dad called again...”

I pause unintentionally before clenching my teeth.

“Please, Charlotte,” she begs, snuggling up with her duvet, “unblock his number. Or call him from the shop. He keeps calling the house phone. Every time the phone rings, I have a heart attack thinking something’s happened to you.”

“That’s a new one.” I barely move my lips as I speak. “He gave you that line, did he?”

She frowns. “Talk to him. He’s your father.”

“He hasn’t been my father since I was 9-years-old.” When he left us for a younger woman. Yup, I’m such a cliche. 

Nan sighs, defeated again. I tell her goodnight and shut the door. As I pass mum’s empty room, I can’t help wishing that dad had died instead of her. I lean my head against my bedroom door and close my eyes. That was a horrible thing to say.

Tiptoeing back downstairs, I check if there’s anything too disgusting in the bin that’s made my vanilla cupcake inedible. Nope. Just dry food packaging. My cupcake’s fine.

And pretty damn delicious.
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Shell

I’m home from the tailor’s, changing out of my work clothes, wishing I’d seen just a glimpse of Seb through the car window. That would have been enough. I sigh. I’m totally screwed.

I broke up with him three days ago, and though we didn’t spend much time together, it feels wrong that he wasn’t a part of my day. That he wasn’t outside my office when I finished work.

When will I stop expecting him outside my office? Until my last day at work as a single woman? The wedding is on the 26th of October. I booked nine days off work for it, starting from the day before, and invited some colleagues to the reception. All this was done when I was numb and going through the motions after my bizarre illness. After that otherworldly kiss Seb planted on my hand in his car.

If the wedding doesn’t take place, I won’t care what my community or extended family say about me. They don’t really care for me. My colleagues, however... What will I tell them? How will they react if the wedding gets cancelled? Will they pity me or applaud me for my bravery?

Bravery, hah! I’m being a coward, not contacting Imran. I need to talk to him. Now. Before my fear of what my colleagues will think leads me to chicken out altogether. 

Without overthinking it, I grab my phone as soon as I’m in a flowery red maxi dress and dial Imran’s number. He should be home from work by now. The phone rings and rings. Perhaps he’s with someone and needs to get away, lock himself in his bedroom?

Apparently, his room is on the ground floor. The day my family visited his house, Shayla heard his sister say that when they needed an extra room, they turned the dining room into a bedroom to avoid a loft conversion. I totally get that—it was a nightmare for us when our loft conversion works were carried out a few years ago.

If Imran’s family are watching TV in the lounge next to his room, I hope the volume’s on high—they mustn’t hear him on the phone to me. Imran won’t want that.

He’s not picking up.

Luckily, his phone doesn’t go to voicemail—

“Hello?” Imran’s voice is low, cautious. I’m certain it’s not because he’s with his family. It’s because he’d rather I hadn’t called at all. We had a No Communication Pact, remember?

I gulp down my irritation at that. “Hi,” I say quietly.

Though my family gave me a “do it yourself” ultimatum with regards calling off the wedding, I know they would run in here and snatch my iPhone off me if they suspected I was calling Imran. They would have confiscated my phone if they knew I had Imran’s number.

“Are you able to talk?” I ask, dropping my voice lower.

“Err, yeah. Hi!” His voice ups in volume and cheeriness and I’m caught off guard by it. “It’s so good to hear your voice. I missed you.”

I swallow.

“I’ve been meaning to call you, actually,” he adds when I remain silent. “I’ve been thinking about it a lot. Thinking about you a lot. How are you? Are you happy with the lengha? You had the fitting today, right? I can’t wait to see you in it.” He sounds excited, happy.

My eyes start stinging.

“I can’t believe we’re going to be married in less than a fortnight!” Imran laughs, elated. “Shell? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, yeah. You?” I ask out of habit.

“I’m great. I’m so happy you called.”

“You are? What about our Pact?” I just about choke out.

“That was a stupid Pact!” He makes an annoyed sound. “I’ve regretted it ever since I spoke to you when you were ill.”

Spoke to me on Seb’s phone... “Why didn’t you call me, then?” I almost snap. Bitterly. “It could have made all the difference.” It really could have. 

“I know, I’m sorry. More than you’ll ever know.” He inhales deeply. “Every time I picked up the phone, I pictured our future... and people saying nasty things to you... hurting you... I didn’t want to do anything that would upset you. I love you too much.”

“What?” I blurt out. “What did you say?”

“Don’t you know by now that I’m in love with you?” He chuckles; it’s a nervous sound.

Silence. 

“Shell?”

“I’m here.”

“I love you,” he says ever so softly. “You’re my heart.”

My heart is broken. I can’t break another.
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