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This isn’t your average romcom...

Thank you for buying my book and joining me on this author adventure. As a token of my appreciation, I’d love to give you more... so read on to the end for how you can be a part of this very unique series.    
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12th March, Botched eyebrows  
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“You expect me to pay for this? Look what you’ve done!”  

“Sorry sister?”  

“Look! Look at this!” I raise and lower my eyebrows frantically. “I look like a clown!”

The eyebrow lady, or should I say girl (she must be about 16) has likely never worked at a beauty parlour before. The tell-tale sign is that her chalky foundation is several shades too light for her brown skin. No experienced beautician would do that. At the very least, they’d paint their neck the same shade as their face. I bet the manager just handed this kid a piece of thread and told her to figure it out.  

Her eyes dart towards an older woman, with etched-on makeup that she perhaps slept in overnight. She comes over. “Excuse me, sister. I am the manager. What is problem, here?”

“It’s your beautician. She’s ruined my eyebrows. Look! I look so surprised!” I raise my eyebrows some more, not that I need to. They’re already reaching for the sky like black rainbows.

“What did you ask for? Tidy up or re-shape?”

I bite my bottom lip. “Well... I asked for a re-shape as I hadn’t had them done in ages. I live in Bristol and there aren’t any decent threading places, as far as I know. So, since I’m visiting family in Manchester, I thought I’d do them properly. That’s why I asked your beautician to sort them out. But I didn’t ask for this.”

The hard-faced manager raises her palm towards the ceiling, showing off a blood red manicure. “Sister, a reshape is a reshape. Here, sit back in chair, I thread some more.” She grabs a long string, puts one end between her teeth and creates a giant figure of eight with the other.

I step away. “No, no more threading! You’ve removed too much hair as it is. It will take ages for my eyebrows to grow back.”

The lady says something in Punjabi to the girl who did my eyebrows. The girl turns away and starts blow drying the hair of another client, who has been styled with a blunt fringe.

Blimey, there is waxing, haircutting, manicures and facial bleaching all going on next to each other. The blast of the hairdryers, the smell of nail polish and the white noise of Urdu and Punjabi coming from the many customers is giving me a headache. It’s chaotic and it’s making me all hot and bothered.

“Okay, sister.” The lady purses her thin, overlined lips. “Is there anything else we can do for you? How about we remove your moustache hair for free?”

“No, no, I told your colleague this already. I’m growing my moustache out, so I can do it in one go. We’ve got an engagement party in two weeks. There’s not much to get rid of at the moment.”

“Hmm,” says the lady.

I touch my upper lip and feel the spiky hairs. Does it look that bad?

The woman clasps her hands together. “I got idea! I give you credit note to take some bangles from our accessory shop downstairs. How about that? We have lots of colours and lots of sizes, even for the bigger wrists, like yours.”

Gosh, these Asian beauticians are so harsh. “Fine, I’ll take a set of bangles.”

“No problem. I just do a credit note for you now.” The manager heads to the till, which is essentially an A4 writing pad next to a metal cash box. She rips off a corner of lined paper. “Tell me, what is your name?”

“It’s Forida,” I reply.

She scribbles down my name and writes ‘£5-only’ next to it. “Here your credit note. Take this downstairs to show lady and you can choose any set of bangles that is £5 or less.”  

I snatch the note off her. “I will do. I just need to find my sister first.”

The girl who threaded my brows to oblivion comes back to me. “Sister, should I tidy your eyebrows up a bit more? To make better?”

I gasp. “Better? Are you serious? Look!” I turn to the mirror to remind myself how hideous I look. “Look at what you’ve done. I look so surprised!”

I then face the girl, only to see my younger sister, Helena, standing behind her, with a much more mangled face. It looks like her sideburns have been burnt off. The rest of her face is red raw, too.

Standing in the doorway of the private beauty room, which Helena has just come out from, is the burly beautician who is waiting for me to have my face waxed, too. No, thank you.

“Oh dear... I guess I won’t have the waxing, after all. I don’t think I need it, I’m not that hairy,” I say.

As we tread down the rickety stairs, I spy a set of pretty emerald-coloured bangles against the wall on the ground floor of this beauty parlour/accessory shop. Though looking at Helena, I’m not sure if she’s going to be up for browsing the wares. Not with that face.

“Erm, little lady, as they did such a botched job of my eyebrows, they gave me an offer to get some free bangles from downstairs. So would you mind if I was to have a little look?”

Helena glares at me.

“What? It would be a shame to waste a freebie, wouldn’t it? You should’ve complained more. You would’ve got some complimentary jewellery, too. Given what they’ve done to your face, you’ll probably get a full set of necklace, earrings and tikka. Which would be ideal, what with your impending engagement.”

Helena doesn’t look at me and instead heads straight for the door. Hold on, does she want to go home? We are meant to check out some sarees in Rusholme after this little pit stop.

“What are you doing? Come on, lady! Can I just get the bangles?”  

“You can get them another time,” Helena mumbles, as though it’s painful for her to move her mouth. “Go on the bus with mum.”

“When am I going to get a chance to do that? If I take mum there’ll be no one to watch the kids. I mean, dad and Tanni are home but what if Reza needs a poo? Who would clean him? They certainly wouldn’t.”

“I don’t care right now. I need to wash my face with cold water and stick a flannel on it or something. My skin feels like it’s on fire. And look at the state of me!” Helena stares into the full-length shop mirror, next to the door. I spot another rack of bangles on the adjacent display. Gold ones with rubies and diamantés.

“Oh lady, it’s not that bad.” I put a reassuring, big sisterly hand on her shoulder, but she nudges it away. “The good thing is you don’t even look that red because you’ve got dark skin. If I got my face burnt like that, I’d looked like a blinking beetroot!”

Another glare from Helena.

“What? I’m not saying anything bad. I’m saying it’s a good thing you’ve got darker skin. In this scenario, anyway.”

Helena swings the door open and the bell above it rings loudly to announce our exit. She’s so dramatic. It only would have taken a minute to get the bangles. I could have grabbed the gold pair next to the door.  

I follow her into the busy, rain-spattered street. Hopefully the light showers will extinguish her inflamed face. A family come out of the nearby takeaway and stare at Helena. Okay, so I guess she does look a bit like a plucked chicken.

“Come on, lady. It’s not that bad. Anyway, when will I get round to going on the bus? Besides the babysitting issue, mum always complains of being tired after she goes shopping. She has to lie down straight afterwards and then I feel guilty. And, it takes ages on the bus. Plus, let’s be honest, the people around here that go on the bus are a bit...” I lower my voice, “scummy.”

Unfortunately, I wasn’t quiet enough and the family who left the takeaway with boxes of chicken and chips are standing at the bus stop near us. Gosh, I’m getting dirty looks from all directions today.

Helena hurls herself towards her Ford Fiesta. Honestly, she’s so silly. She opens the car door and looks to me to follow her in. I try not to smirk but her resting bitch face looks comical with its shade of tomato. I dare not say anything as I force my smile into something more sombre.

“We’re all tired of your shopping!” says Helena. “I didn’t even want to come here. I know you don’t have many shops like this in Bristol and you don’t get out much but honestly, I’m sick of you trying to make up for it every single time you visit. And as for scummy people, you’re no better as you don’t drive, either. You come to Manchester, getting dropped off by your hubby.”

“Sometimes I get the train here,” I argue in a not-so-argumentative voice.

“That’s not the point!” Helena shouts, causing passers-by to stop and listen. “When you’re here you expect me to ferry you to Rusholme or Longsight to get some kebabs or buy some sarees, even though you never have anywhere to wear them. If you’re so desperate for your free bangles, then you’ll have to find a way of going back and getting them. But right now, I need to get home and soak my face.”

With that, Helena slams the door. I climb into the passenger seat, manoeuvring my way around the empty plastics carrier bags, umbrella, and water bottle in the footwell.  

She drives in silence. There’s nothing to say, is there? Helena has no idea how good she’s got it. She moans about me being a kept woman and having to be driven around. But really, what room is there to complain? She drives around because she has all the freedoms that weren’t afforded to me. She got to choose a corporate career where she gets to stay away for work, taking flights to London and Scotland. Heck, she got to go to university, while I stopped short. She’s even found her own husband and is about to be engaged at 26, while I was married off in my early twenties.  

What she truly doesn’t realise is that by accident of birth, and being born in the right order, she has it so much better than I ever did. If only she knew.
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18th March, The tea
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I’m awoken by my phone buzzing. I check the time to see it’s 11.30am. Mafuz groans and turns over to face the wall. I better answer it quick before he wakes up.

“Hello, what you do?”  

“Oh, hello, mum. I – I was just asleep.”

“Yalla!” mum shrieks. “Sleeping in day? I told you this be bad habit. Only lead to depression. Why are you sleeping in day? It not be good habit to drop children in school and go straight back to sleep. You should get up. Do your day things.”

“Mum, I was up until 2am as Mafuz got home later than usual from the restaurant.” I don’t mention to my mother that his tardiness wasn’t due to a long shift but because he was playing cards with the waiters. It’s a new hobby and something I hope doesn’t become a habit. 

“Just because your husband work late, you no need to live by timing of the restaurant workers. It not be good. You need to go to bed with children at same time. Then wake up and go enjoy the day. Go to town. Do something.”

“I went to town yesterday, mum. There’s not much else to do. Anyway, I’d rather have the evenings with my husband, otherwise if he gets up late and I get up early, we’ll never see each other. Especially as he leaves for the restaurant at 3.30pm.” 

Mum sighs. “That be trouble with a restaurant worker husband. He do late shift. He barely get to see children or wife. You must do things with kids, too. Not just make curry. Fahima took her children on holiday to Turkey. You should do same.”

“Fahima didn’t. Her British-born husband took them. He found the package, booked the flights and organised it all. I’d know, as she bragged about it, sending me photos every day.”

“Ah yes. It hard for your husband to book holiday, unless it be Bangladesh.”

“Mum, I book all the trips to Bangladesh.” I lower my voice as I don’t want Mafuz to pick up on any unintended resentment. I tried to book a trip to Marrakesh once but it was too complicated. Figuring out flights, hotel, transfers. I feel like it’s the job of a man. A British-Bengali man who’s fluent in English. 

“Acha, forget holiday, then,” mum continues. “But do something with kids. When last time you took kids to park? I read in Bangla newspaper that children should be out for one hour each day for fresh air. And parents need to spend time with them. Proper time. What they call it? Ah yes, be in moment!”

I sit up in bed and rub my eyes. It’s not the first time I’ve heard this. But for mum, this doesn’t seem to get old. “Never mind. I called because I want to check you’re still coming to Hassna engagement next week?” 

“I’m hoping to come, mum. Even though I didn’t get to buy a new saree the last time I came to Manchester, as Helena was so upset about her skin being waxed off.” 

“You have plenty sarees! Just wear one of your old ones. It’s not like you’ve got lots of places to go. I bet there are many you’ve never worn. I mean, how many weddings are there to attend in Bristol?”

“Well, actually, there are two weddings on his side. Not in Bristol, but I’ll still be attending.” I don’t know why I feel the need to tell mum that I have a life of sorts.

“Very good, very good. So you come to engagement?” 

“I’ll try to come, mum.” I turn away from Mafuz. “I’m not sure if he’ll be able to bring me so I’ll have to check the train times. Hopefully they’ve not got too expensive and-”

“You last minute for everything! I no know why it’s so complicated to decide if you come or not.” 

I slide my legs off the bed and attempt to locate my slippers by patting my feet across the thick grey carpet. There, found one. I look under the purple valance sheet to find the other. 

I speak through gritted teeth. “Mum, have you forgotten what it was like for dad when he was working in the restaurant? He worked six days a week and annual leave was non-existent. And when you’re a partner, you can’t just take days off willy-nilly. So, we’ll have to see if Mafuz can take me. Otherwise, like I said, I’ll check the train times.” 

“Good, good. It be good if you come. It going to be very fancy, I’m sure. Your auntie Jusna always bragging that she has to make extra special event because her pharmacist daughter marrying junior doctor who not even qualified yet. Honestly, imagine if her child married a surgeon? Your auntie would probably have heart attack from joy! Anyway, I heard she hired top venue in Rusholme.”

“Good for them.” I yawn and pull down the hem of my maxi nightdress over my bristly legs. I’ll have to tend to them at some point. 

“Not good for them! They were not good for you when it was your time to get married. All the stirring your auntie did! And now they be stirring about Helena and always asking when I be getting her married as she same age as Hassna. I can’t even tell them she met someone because it not be official yet. So, so annoying. I can’t wait until we have plan of engagement, then I tell world. But the other thing I worry about is what people will say when they see the boy Helena may marry.”

“Why?” I ask.

“You forgotten? He be bald,” mum whispers, which makes me wonder who is in earshot.  

“Oh yes, that is unfortunate but he seems like a nice boy.”

“Yes, yes, he seem good mashallah but your smug auntie still will talk about his no hair.”

“Hmmm,” Mafuz groans. 

I think that’s my cue to leave the bedroom and let the poor man sleep in peace. I grab my fluffy red dressing gown and make my way downstairs, to the sound of more grumbles from mum. More resentment towards dad’s sister, who seems to outdo us on practically everything. I don’t blame mum, truth be told. Despite living miles away and having my own husband and children, I can’t shake it off. I still have that niggle when it comes to the Mahmood’s. The perfect family that always seems to get it right. Well, almost.

“Auntie Jusna making extra effort to make engagement special now Rashda be divorced,” mum hisses. “I bet she still be shocked by that. Your auntie Jusna never saw the day that her perfect eldest daughter be single mum with three kids.”

“None of us did, mum. I mean, Rashda was the beauty, as we’re always being told.”

“Alongside my Fahima, of course.”

“Yes, we are also always being told that, too.” I cough. I need my mid-morning cup of tea but what I don’t need is yet another reminder of how my immediately younger sister is the beauty of the family. God, I’m 40. Why does this still bother me? “Anyway, I’m sure they’ll be more humble at this event, especially given the situation. But mum, I better go. Mafuz will be up in a minute so I’ll go and get his breakfast ready. Have you and dad eaten?”

Mum tuts. “Of course, of course. We get up earlier than you lazy younger people. We already had breakfast and even walk to shop to get more milk and bread. I tell you, no go back to sleep when the kids at school. I never did that when you were growing up. Honestly, just because you got married in Bangladesh doesn’t mean you be lady from back home. No need to always copy your husband and be old-fashioned like an uneducated village lady from Bangladesh.”

I walked right into that one.

***
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I PLACE A MUG OF TEA, loaded with milk and one sugar in front of Mafuz. As I pop a fried egg onto a slice of toasted white bread, he raises his hand.

“No fried egg for me. I need to stop eating it. To keep cholesterol under control. I was talking to Jubair last night and he said he now has foach egg and it’s helped lower cholesterol.”

“A what egg?” I ask.

“Kitha be?” Mafuz scratches the side of his head, attempting to remember the correct pronunciation. “Foach, I think he said? The whole egg cracked open. No shell. Drop in water and it doesn’t spread or go messy and then that’s boiled without the shell. So he said foach.”

“Right, I think you mean poached egg.” Even after all these years in the UK, Mafuz still struggles with his F’s and P’s. It didn’t help that he only lasted six months at an English class as he found it too patronising when they started going through the alphabet. Perhaps it would have been better if he’d paid attention and swallowed his pride. But hey ho, here we are. 

I take the plate and tip the greasy egg onto my toast. “I wish you’d given me Jubair’s intelligence before I started frying an egg,” I mutter under my breath. “Who is Dr Jubair, anyway?” 

Mafuz laughs. “A new waiter. He had bad cholesterol so knows these things. He showed me a photo of him last year, he half the size now.”

I boil some water but I’m not sure of the next bit. I’ve never poached an egg before.

“What you doing now?” Mafuz asks.

“I’m just checking on YouTube how to poach an egg.” 

“Never mind that. It take too long. I’ll just have toast for now.”

I slide the plate of toast, which is covered in greasy egg residue, across the dark, flecked breakfast bar to Mafuz. He looks on in dismay at the unappealing dish but digs in nonetheless, folding up the bread and dipping it into his tea.

“We’ve got auntie Jusna’s daughter’s engagement next week. Mum was asking if we could make it but I wasn’t sure about your availability. Should I book the train for myself and the kids?”

“No, no need. Actually, let me just check at work tonight. It’s just that one of the waiters we hired last month, Abdul, went back to Rochdale and never came back. You know what it be like with these half-job people. Just because they no have contract, they think they can do what they want. I’ll probably know in a day or two if we have enough staff to cover me.”

I roll my eyes. That’ll give mum another excuse to complain about how disorganised we are.

“Anyway...” Mafuz chews on a piece of soggy toast. “It’s good their daughter be getting married. She be the same age as Helena, no?”

I nod.

“That’s good age to get married. After working for a bit and establishing themselves. It gives woman independence as you don’t know what you get if you marry man from this country.”

I smirk. “It’s a good thing I married a man from Bangladesh, isn’t it?”

Mafuz returns a grin. “Ah, you see, you got very lucky. Not just because you married a man from Bangladesh who came here to live by your rules but you married the best man from Bangladesh.” He sits up straight on the breakfast stool. “Helena will be lucky also. From what I see and hear about her future husband, he seems like a good boy from a good family.” 

I smile. As my husband is a good man from a very respectable family, I take his word as gospel.

Mafuz sips his tea and winces. “Next time, I take less sugar, too. Maybe half spoon. Slowly get used to less. For cholesterol.”

I take a sip from my cup of warm, sweet tea. Nothing, or no one, could make me cut down on my one teaspoon of sugar. Not even a diagnosis from the doctor/waiter Jubair.

Mafuz gets up and reaches for the kettle. Is he making his own tea? He must be taking this health advice terribly seriously. He runs the kettle under the tap and says: “It be good news for your auntie Jusna. To be honest, they need something to celebrate, especially with Rashda ex-husband getting remarried.”  

I nearly fall off my barstool. “What? Rashda’s fella is getting remarried? How do you know?”

Mafuz puts the kettle on boil. “You know Jubair at the restaurant. He was saying how his cousin’s wife is related to Rashda’s husband’s nephew by marriage. And he said...”

I rest my elbows on the breakfast bar, listening intently, as my husband brings the tea in more ways than one.  
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26th March, Going up north    
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Mafuz couldn’t get the time off work.  

The runaway restaurant boy never returned and as they are short-staffed, yet again, he has to stay put.  

As I sit on the packed-out train, I wonder what it would’ve been like to have had a brother. Perhaps I wouldn’t need to take the train. Or rely on my husband to bring me to and from Manchester. They may have possibly shared the burden. I know feminists will have me for holding such sexist views, but the truth is, men are just better at these things, aren’t they? Driving comes naturally to them. It’s innate. Even Helena, for all her modern, working girl ways, is a jittery mess when she gets on the motorway. I’ve not met a Bengali girl that is any other way.

Mafuz’s niece, Ruma, who’s getting married soon, has already declared that she will never drive nor take the train to visit her parents. It was a sort of prenuptial agreement.  Apparently, her husband-to-be and father (who happens to be a cabbie), will divide carpooling duties between them, taking turns to bring her from London to Birmingham and vice versa. Then again, that’s not such a bad journey. I think it only takes about two hours, maybe two and a half.

I can’t really expect Mafuz to make trips across the country every time there is a school holiday, or a wedding, or an engagement party. And I could’ve missed Hassna’s engagement. I was half tempted when hubby said he wouldn’t be able to take me and the kids but he encouraged me to go. We don’t get to attend many parties, he reasoned. Or much else, for that matter.

It’s times like these, I wish we hadn’t moved to the bottom end of the country. I wish we’d stayed in Manchester and made it work. But we couldn’t. This was the only way.

“Mum, Reza keeps leaning on my neck pillow!” cries Reba. “He’s pulling my hair!”

“Reza, leave your sister alone.”  

“It’s not my fault, mummy. I need to lean on someone or I won’t be able to fall asleep.”

“That’s why I asked you to sit next to me. You could’ve leaned on my arm. But no, you wanted to sit across the table from your mummy.”

Reza rubs his eyes. “I can’t lean on you, mummy. Your salwar kameez has too many bumpy bits.”

I look down at my outfit. Perhaps it was a bit dressy for the train. And a bit ethnic.

The teenage girls on the table next to us keep sniggering. I think they’re looking in our direction. I sniff my shoulder. Do I smell? I made a fish curry before I left this morning, because I knew Mafuz wouldn’t eat properly without me. It’s ironic, given that he works in a restaurant but as most of their dishes are tailored towards the English palate, I knew he’d need a Bengali fish dish in my absence. I changed my outfit before we left but I didn’t have the chance to shower.

I turn to my eldest boy, Raqib. “Do I smell?” I ask.

Raqib tuts. “Yeah. You always do, mum.” he turns away to look out of the window onto the rolling British countryside.

“That’s a bit harsh.”  

“I just don’t know why you had to make smelly food before we got on the train. It’s so embarrassing, mum,” says Reba.

“Ssshh! Everyone can hear you,” I hiss, though there’s no point. The girls on the table opposite are already laughing.

I spot Reba admiring the girls in their coordinated crop tops, jogging bottoms and puffy coats. I’m not sure what I’d describe their look as. Are they hot or cold? One of them is even wearing a baseball cap. Surely she could have taken it off once they entered the carriage? As they laugh, talk about boys and scroll down their phones with overly-long false nails, Reba is fixated. She pulls her own, naturally wavy locks, straight as if she’s trying to emulate their ironed hair. Why would she want to do that? I love Reba’s hair. I used to go to lengths to curl my hair when I was younger. I even permed it one time. I hope Reba doesn’t want to change hers when she’s older. She’s got the hair I always wanted.    

These girls on the train can’t be older than fifteen. Yet, they seem so grown up, with their heavy makeup, false eyelashes and washboard stomachs on display. At that age, I didn’t even know how to remove my moustache hair. As for the flat stomach, I never had that. I wonder how it will be for my daughter. I already see glimpses of what’s to come. She flits between being the little girl who wants to hold my hand whilst I put her to sleep, to a kid who’s worried about her chubby legs. I don’t want her to think about those things now. I don’t want her to care that she is tanned like Mafuz, while her brothers are fair, like me. She’s a baby. I know it’ll come in time, as it does for all of us. I know she’ll grow to appreciate that she has Mafuz’s full lips but resent inheriting my small eyes. She has a lifetime to worry about her looks. But for now, I don’t want her to think about it. I don’t want her to admire these girls who look like women.  

“Reba, will you stop tugging at your hair!” I lean over the table and grab her hand. 

She nudges it away, saying: “Stop, mum,” showing hints at the teenager that will be unleashed on me in a few short years.  

I’m not sure if my sudden arm movement released a waft of sweat or curry odour but it’s caused the girls opposite to giggle again.

“So embarrassing,” Raqib mumbles.  

I should be used to it. I grew up this way. Feeling embarrassed by mum and a house that smelled of curry. But my kids are different. They want to fit in with their white peers as much as possible. I tried for a bit and quickly failed because I never stood a chance.

“Mum, can I sit next to you now?” asks Reza. “Reba keeps shoving me.”

“That’s because you keep leaning on me!”

“It’s not my fault, I’m sleepy!”

“Oh, for goodness sake. Come on, let’s do a swap.”

I get up out of the snug table seat, dragging on my top in the process and giving the girls on the next table even more to laugh about, as they catch a glimpse of my creased salwar bottoms. I’m sweaty now. The packed-out carriage is humid. I wish I’d worn deodorant instead of an extra layer underneath my kameez. When Mafuz dropped us at the station I felt nippy and was regretting not packing a thicker coat. Now, the confusing March sunshine is beaming into the carriage, making me even more flustered.

“I’m not getting up!” Reba huffs.

I put my hands on my hips. “How is your little brother going to get out and sit next to me?”

“It’s okay, I’ll go this way, mummy.”

Reza climbs over the table, Raqib groans and Reba rolls her eyes.

“You’d think they’d sort it out before they sat down?” I hear an older lady mumble.

I look over to see a woman with bobbed grey hair and thick glasses, looking pointedly at me. The old bat. What’s her problem? I smile at her and she returns to her book.

We sit in our new positions and I look out of the window and take in a moment’s peace. There are huge squares of green, lined with hedges. There is nothing for miles except some grazing animals and the odd white farmhouse. Who in their right mind would want to live like that? With nobody around and only cattle for company?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
) ISTER






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
AAAAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





