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Bitter Sweets by Roopa Farook 

The truth is rarely pure, and never simple.  Oscar Wilde  

Not too bitter or too sweet - a refreshingly different novel from an Asian writer. 

We expect hard hitting social commentary from Asian writers such as Rushdie, Desai, 

Roy, Kunzru , Ghosh and Ali. Roopa Farooki’s style is gentler and deceptively light-

hearted.  Bitter Sweets could be read as an Asian family saga but beneath the humour 

and less political touch of Farooki’s writing is a deep understanding of human  nature 

and behaviour.  

The novel opens in India, where Henna Rub and her father trick the 

Westernized and wealthy Oxford student Ricky-Rashid Karim into marrying the very 

young and illiterate Henna. Henna's initial deceit begins a string of deceptions that 

twist through succeeding generations. Her daughter Shona continues the family 

tradition when she and Parvez, her secret Pakistani boyfriend, lie in order to elope and 

move to London. There they build a new life with twin sons Omar and Sharif. Shona 

remains complicit in maintaining the deceitful tradition until the conspiratorial web of 

dishonesty and double lives threatens her sons' future. 

Farooki entertains with witty language and  reveals much about the South 

Asian immigrant experience. She is an excellent and entertaining storyteller. She layers 

story upon story - introducing different generations of a family in a beguiling way. 

Complex family relationships are examined in an amusing style. Mother and daughter  

(Henna and Shona) Father and daughter( Ricky/ Rashid and Shona) Mother and sons 

(Shona and Omar and  Sharif) Grandparents and grandchildren (Ricky/ Rashid and  

Henna, Omar and Sharif) Wives and husbands ( Ricky/ Rashid, Henna, Shona and 

Parvez) Second wife and daughter and father and husband ( Ricky / Rashid, Verity and 

Candida) 

Farooki has fun naming her characters. Verity Trueman amd Candida are the 

only ones who are without guile and deceit. Omar and Sharif are given a famous 

actor’s name. Henna is a red dye used by many Asian women to add gloss to their hair. 

Ricky/ Rashid reflects his dual English/ Asian life. Shona is ironically an Irish name – she 

eventually falls in love with Dermot who is Irish. 



The plot winds back and forth and is too complex to detail here. We especially 

enjoyed the scenes set in Tooting in south London. Three of us have lived there or very 

nearby and the descriptions captured the atmosphere of the small Asian shops and 

restaurants - highlighting the hardworking community and the respect for education. 

Parvez arrives in England with very little and over time and through working long 

hours he builds up very successful businesses. Shona becomes a modern languages 

teacher and Omar gains a place at Oxford.  

The pace of the writing carried us along, giving us just enough information 

about each character to feel involved and wanting to know more. One or two of us 

read it straight through in a few hours. The rhythm of the words stopped one of us 

from doing anything else until she had reached the end. Everyone enjoyed reading it 

without exception. We all agreed that it has a warm feel-good factor. 

 It’s not often that we like everybody in a book we discuss, but we did on this 

occasion. Even the most selfish and deceitful character Henna, had redeeming 

qualities. Ricky / Rashid deserved some happiness when he met a woman he could 

truly love. We understood his reasons for leading a double life. And eventually Shona 

breaks free from the family tradition and tells the truth about her twin sons- so that 

Sharif can be happy. She is able to reassure him that his lover Candida is not related to 

him. He had been in agony on discovering she was his grandfather’s daughter. Scott’s 

words are so apt : 

Oh! what a tangled web we weave 

When first we practise to deceive! Sir Walter Scott 

 

A Bollywood ending? A little too swift and cheesey? Maybe. But one is left with 

a sense of wrongs being righted and of a brighter future for the characters. A family 

built on lies can shake off its legacy. Women are freed and empowered to live more 

fulfilling lives and Shona’s gay son feels able to be open about his sexuality- which is 

not so easy in the Muslim community.  

Shona and Parvez, after years of marriage, both recognise that they will be 

happier apart than together. We felt sorry for Parvez as he had done nothing wrong. 

Shona  and Parvez have just grown apart and have little to say to each other. It’s sad 

when they had been so in love in the beginning. Shona’s charismatic Irish colleague 

Dermot falls in love with her and wins her over. Their affair is developed realistically 



and sensitively. Parvez had never been Shona’s intellectual equal. Their passion had 

always been more physical. 

  One consolation for Parvez is confirmation that his sons are really his, even 

though he is shocked to discover that Shona is not actually their blood mother. Shona 

had been unable to naturally conceive a child with Parvez, then at the age of forty two, 

conceives with her new partner! How credible did this seem? We discussed how fact is 

so often stranger than fiction. We shared some remarkable stories of double lives we 

have known. A friend of mine discovered at her father’s funeral that she had lots of 

brothers and sisters. Her father had never told her about them. He had had 

relationships with women in other parts of the world - he was a diplomat and regularly 

travelled away from home.  

( Farooki drew on her own father as inspiration for this novel - she has 

described her father as a compulsive liar, womaniser and gambler but never dull) 

Highly recommended 

 Bitter Sweets is funny and moving – more suitable for the beach than a 

Salman Rushdie novel – a good read for the Summer. Uplifting. Unusual. 

A shorter feedback this month to reflect a much smaller group than usual. The 

end of the Summer term is not a convenient time for lots of members and will aim to 

hold the June group next year earlier in the month! World cup fever may have played 

a part too. 

 

 


