
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


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.    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To everyone who helped bring this book together, you know who you are.  It really does take a village, and I'm glad you're part of my tribe.     
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13th September

No turning back
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I’ve got a numb bum. My thighs are sore. Is this how it’s going to be from now on, all achy limbs and body?  

I’m getting impatient and trying my best not to sound like a petulant child by constantly asking: ‘Are we there yet? Are we there yet?’  But seriously, how are we not there yet?  

I’ve made this journey by car only a handful of times. The train is usually my transport of choice (actually, circumstance) and the trips have been tolerable. I’ve loaded up with a bag of crisps and the rolling British countryside for company and it’s been all good. This time, however, it’s the first of many, many trips up and down the motorway. Are we seriously going to be doing this journey from Manchester to London and back every single month?

The M6 is long. The M1 is longer. It’s all starting to look the same. We’ve just passed Coventry. I wonder how many more junctions there are before the final destination. I’ve lost count and I’m trying to hold my wee in, too.

“Are you okay?” asks M. “You’ll let me know if you need to stop off, right?”

“Yeah, of course,” I reply, because it feels like the right thing to say. Though I know I can’t ask for a pit stop. Not now. Not after M spent most of the afternoon muttering about how, if we leave at 6pm on the dot, we’ll miss the busiest time and have a good run on the motorway. Not after I made him turn back to my parents’ house a mere 20 minutes into our journey, just as we got onto the M56, to get my purse that I accidentally left behind.  

It’s time to busy myself to ignore the feeling of fullness in my bladder. I reach inside my bag for my phone. That’s funny. After a good rummage, I manage to find my sunglasses, my glasses, which have fallen out of their broken case, my purse that I went back for, a crumpled up tissue which I hope isn’t used, and a dusty old lip liner. No phone.

Oh, crap.

“Are you okay?”  M asks for the second time in the space of five minutes. “Have you left something?”  He must have felt the heat radiate from my face. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lie, also for the second time in five minutes.

There’s no point telling him. It’s not like he can turn back now. We are more than halfway along our endlessly long journey. We are closer to my new home than we are to the old one that was mine for 27 years.

Of all the things to leave behind, though...
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14th September

The city’s my oyster
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“Don’t worry about the phone. My mate will be coming up this week so can swing by your mum’s to get it. Meanwhile, you can use this.”  M hands me an old brick of a mobile phone. It’s the kind of relic that doesn’t even allow for pictures, let alone have Internet access.  

“Where did you get that from?”  I laugh. “Even my mum has a newer version than that.”

“Funnily enough, I bought this for my mum but she never used it. To be honest with ya, it was even too old school for her. She wanted a smart phone so she can watch Bangla cooking tutorials on YouTube. So it’s been in my drawer all this time, which is lucky for you,” he says.

I guess I shouldn’t knock it. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that. 

“Oh, before you go, let me sort something for you,” I say as I make the three-step journey from the open plan sitting area to the open plan kitchen. I guess I better get used to this. Space is scarce in London. Flats are small and stairs are a luxury we can’t afford right now. Still, it’s not like I need the extra steps. Ramadan is coming up, so that will take care of any extra poundage to shift.

I’m not exactly sure what I’m sorting for M. It’s not my kitchen. It belongs to M’s colleague, Greg, who is currently on sabbatical, which allowed us to rent the place at mates rates as a stopgap before we get somewhere of our own. I only got acquainted with it for the first time last night to get a glass of water when we arrived at 10.30pm. I’m not even sure if there’s any bread in the cupboard.  

I open the fridge door, hoping and praying that there is something in there I can offer my new husband as a means of nourishment. It’s like being a student again. When I went to university at the age of 18 with nothing but a suitcase to my name, I was also faced with an empty fridge. Well, I say empty, but there were a few odd cans of lager that belonged to my new housemates (yep, I started uni life as the only brownie in the halls, too. Things changed once I left the dormitory and realised that there were some Asians on campus). 

Greg, whom I am told vacated his apartment just a few days ago to head on his trek through South America, or somewhere, has thoughtfully left one UHT long life carton of milk and some orange juice, which also has a questionably long use-by-date. It’s super thoughtful of M’s colleague but not quite the foray into London life I’d imagined. Still, beggars and all that.

“Babe, don’t pour that for me,” says M as he sees me decant the juice into the (thankfully) clean tumbler glass. “I usually get a full breakfast at work. They’ve got a canteen.”

“Well, you can have this before you go, so you don’t feel dizzy en route,” I say, as I realise I’m turning into my mum.

“You mean on my 15 minute commute by foot?”  M asks, laughing.

I laugh, too, though I feel a bit silly. I had a vision that on our first day in our own home (though it’s technically not ours), I’d make him breakfast before work. Yep, I thought I’d be that sort of wife. Sorry, feminists.

“You’re brilliant,” says M as he gulps down the juice. “Though this isn’t. I haven’t had the crappy long life stuff for years. I doubt many oranges went into this. I think we need to do a proper shop tonight. On that note, what will you eat?”  

Good question.

Though we’ve only been married a few days, M can read my look of confusion.

“There’s a supermarket round the corner from here,” he says. “You basically go down Henriques Street. You know, the road that we came down last night before we took a right at the roundabout?”  

I stare at him blankly.

“Or if you fancy a walk, you could go to Spitalfields market, which is about five minutes away.”

M proceeds to give me elaborate directions, which unfortunately are as clear as mud. Though he knows my confused face, I’m guessing my bemused expression hasn’t quite registered with him as he continues being a human satnav. 

“I’ll figure something out,” I tell him.

“Are you sure? I can show you on the map now. Give me your phone,” M says, before remembering. “Oh, yeah. I don’t think the brick phone has Google Maps.”

A map would’ve been futile anyway as I’m more of a write directions down on a piece of paper kind of girl. My God, does that make me really old school? Have I been living at home for too long? Perhaps spending most of my free time with my parents has turned me into something of an anomaly in the world of tech, preferring pen and paper instructions over pixelated maps.

“It’s okay. It will give me a chance to explore the place.”

M sighs. “I feel bad leaving you on your first day here.”

“It’s fine. I’ll be starting work in a few days, anyway.”  Plus, what’s the alternative? Being left behind with your family and cooking fish curry? I think but don’t say aloud.

“Actually, I’ll be back in a minute.”  I run to the bathroom, the one in the hallway, furthest away from M’s ears, before he has a chance to ask why.

It’s the first time I’ve seen this bathroom as I’ve only used the en-suite alternative so far. It couldn’t be more different to the family bathroom I left behind. Instead of a discoloured shower curtain, a sleek glass splashguard is on standby to protect the floor from drips. While my mum favours Lino, this bathroom is floor to ceiling cream granite, speckled with dark brown and black splodges. It reminds me of the bathroom in our house in Bangladesh, where the dark blobs would provide a disguise for the many cockroaches that would come to play around the toilet at night. It was enough for me to control my rather weak bladder. Big sis said that’s how she trained her kids to stop needing wees after bedtime. One summer spent back home put paid to that.  

I can hear M treading between the kitchen and the bedroom. I assume he’s scooping up his last bits to go to work. I’d do the same every morning at home. I’d almost always forget something... my car keys, my phone, my house keys, my laptop bag. Luckily, I had mum hovering behind me like a drone, running down a checklist of essentials. Could I expect M to do the same? Would he step into the role of executive assistant / life organiser / overbearing busybody? Probably not. It’s a bit of a stretch to expect my new husband to fill the shoes of my mum. 

M’s continuous pacing and clinking of keys are serving as noisy reminders of his presence and giving me stage fright. It just feels a bit too soon for him to hear my trickling pee. I try to block out the noise, while contracting my pelvic floor muscles. I’m at risk of giving myself a urine infection.

The heavy fire door slams loudly and dramatically. It’s nothing like the UPVC one at home which shuts with two little twists of metal. This solid wood door makes its presence felt and, like some weird, symbolic juxtaposition, it makes M’s sudden absence all the more jarring. 

That’s it. I’m on my own. In this new flat. In this new city.

Why didn’t he say goodbye? 

In a cruel twist of fate, I now no longer need to pee. I’d have thought my husband’s departure would induce some movement. Not so. 

With M gone, I get to appraise my new temporary home for the first time. It’s very... bright. Instead of mum’s renter’s Magnolia, it’s owner’s white. It’s minimal, too, and a far cry from my parents’ house, where every alcove and spare corner is utilised as storage. This two-bedroom flat, with its black, glistening granite worktops, sleek breakfast bar and black leather corner sofa, is pristine. I imagine it costs a bomb, being so central, despite not boasting many square feet.

My stomach groans. I guess I better do my first task of the day - eat something. I open the cupboards near the breakfast bar. They’re full of crockery. Well, at least we’ve got bowls and cups and saucers, even if there’s nothing to fill them with. I open every single cupboard in the kitchen. As I slam each one closed, my hopes of finding something, anything, to eat wither way. What was I expecting? It’s not a bed & breakfast. Greg isn’t hosting us. He wasn’t supposed to leave a care package full of jams and scones and fresh bread. Though that would have been nice.  

Mercifully, the last cupboard offers a fragment of hope. In it, pushed to the very far corner, is a box of tea bags. Thank God for that. If I don’t have my morning brew, I get a serious caffeine withdrawal headache later in the day.

As the kettle brews, I head back to my temporary room to pull out a suitable first-day-in-the-city outfit from the small shelf in the cupboard I stuffed my belongings into. It’s times like this I realise how low maintenance I am. My social media feeds are flooded with pictures of walk-in wardrobes that other girls my age own. I currently don’t have a wardrobe, I occupy two shelves. I’ve not even brought all my clothes. But anyway, I know this isn’t forever. It’s just the start and, if I hadn’t already established this, I am not a chooser. 

I forego the comfy salwar kameezes that are usually my home outfit, as I’ll have to head out for food. So jeans and a stripey blouse it is.

That’s weird. The kettle didn’t boil. The water pours out cold into the mug, as if it’d come straight from the tap. I refill the kettle and turn it on again. It hisses as though it’s empty. But I’ve put water in! What kind of weird shit is this? I check that it’s switched on at the socket, and then feel stupid for doing so as it so obviously is. Why else would it hiss? The kettle pings to say it’s done. This time nothing pours out. Should I try again? Best not because at this point I’m scared of breaking the damn thing. It’s ridiculous. I’ve only moved cities, not countries. Are the kettles in London that different?

I figure I have three options:

Call M for tea making instructions and risk sounding like a massive village bumpkin in these very early and delicate days of marriage where initial actions will form the foundation of our future judgements of each other.

Or

Text my fellow adopted Londoner, Julia, to ask about the kettle, thus feeling only marginally less of a bumpkin to my oldest friend rather than my brand-spanking new husband.

Or

Go old school Bengali-style and brew the tea in a pan on the cooker hob.

Given that I can’t figure out a simple electric appliance, I don’t trust myself using a gas cooker. 

I think I’ll text Julia. Actually, how can I? I don’t have her number. I’ve got the brick hand-me-down phone that wasn’t even good enough for M’s mum. Come to think of it, I don’t even have my new husband’s number. What if I need him? What if I’m attacked when I’m outside? Okay, that’s a bit dramatic, but anything can happen and I have literally no one’s number except my landline. I mean mum’s landline. And despite being a helicopter mum, she couldn’t fly over from Manchester should I suffer a calamity. Bollocks, this is just great. 

Then I remember that I actually remember Julia’s work number. As weird as that sounds, Julia has the simplest of landlines, it might as well be 12345. I only rang it a couple of desperate times and it’s lodged in my brain. Truthfully, she’s probably more likely to respond on there as she’s rubbish with text. 

The phone rings. And rings. And rings. Of course Julia doesn’t reply. She’s a busy lawyer.

Oh well, I guess I’ll venture out into the big smoke un-caffeinated. 

***
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I feel like Gretel, of Hansel and Gretel fame, needing to leave crumbs behind so I don’t get lost. It’s funny, I’ve only really ever seen two sides to London. East London, where uncle Tariq lives and where we used to make annual trips as kids. The part of the city where you can’t move for Bengalis. And then there’s central London, where I was lucky enough to get the odd meeting with work. It’s the London I dreamt of. The part of the city that would have me gazing upwards as far as my neck would let me so I can take in the high-rise buildings in all their splendour.

Despite Liverpool Street being apparently central, the bit where we live seems to fall between being residential and cosmopolitan. The flat is on a cobbled street that wouldn’t look out of place on the set of Coronation Street. I walk past houses that don’t have front gardens and look like they’ve been converted to flats. There are various apartment blocks in different shades of grey and brown and a few greasy spoon cafes like you’d see on Eastenders. Not quite the glitter I was expecting but hey, I’m here. I can make this work.

It occurs to me that there’s not a lot to do by myself the entire day. I wish I’d texted Naila to let her know when I was coming. We might not be close but she is my cousin, after all. Plus, being a makeup artist, chances are she works odd hours. She’d have probably been free to meet.

After buying my breakfast and lunch from Sainsbury’s, I decide to wander about the place. It seems a little sad to go straight back to the empty, soulless flat. What does a girl do when she’s got the entire day to herself in London? Surely I should be having more fun? The highlight of my day can’t be getting my supermarket-bought pastry and meal deal? 

I go past a rustic looking pizzeria, not dissimilar to the one I frequented many a time back in Manchester, with the name Antonio’s emblazoned in red across a green background. There’s even a red and white striped awning, just like my beloved Italian back home. The similarities don’t end there. The restaurant is giving off an inviting glow, courtesy of the golden lighting so common in such places. I think I even spot a fireplace inside. It’s practically calling me, willing me to go inside and embrace its warm glow.

That’s it. I’m going to do it. I’m going to grow a pair of balls and do what I assume Londoners do all the time. Eat alone in a restaurant and be fine with it. It’s 11.30am so totally appropriate to have lunch. I’ve always said it takes a really self-confident person to be able to sit by themselves and enjoy a meal, savouring every mouthful while watching the world go by. I saw a girl do this once, while Julia and I were at the next table sharing a bruschetta with a side of bitching about men. This girl didn’t even look at her phone for company. She sat sipping her cappuccino without a hint of self-consciousness. I want to be that girl. I think I’ll have to be that girl. She was like Carrie from Sex and the City. I, too, can be like Carrie from Sex and the City. Only I’ll be in London, not New York. And my outfit’s from Gap, not Versace. And I’m brown. Okay, so nothing like Carrie. 

***
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It turns out I’m in good company. Sat on the table next to me is another girl, likely my age and definitely alone. She’s already on her main, twirling her prawn linguine around her fork. If she had a date, she’s been stood up. 

We exchange little smiles across from each other, mostly instigated by me. Then, as my pizza arrives (pizza always trumps pasta when eating out), she nods in admiration at my lunch. 

This is my chance. I’m going to graduate from facial gestures to words.

“About time! Your pasta was making me hungry,” I say, before wondering whether my initiating a conversation was too keen.

Much to my relief, she replies: “It looks great,” in an Eastern European accent. 

Okay, so we’re friends now. 

“Do you come here often?”  I sound like I’m chatting her up.

“No, it’s my first time. I have an audition in the area.”

Oh, tell me more, new friend, I think but obviously don’t say aloud. I’m friendly, not weird. 

Luckily, this girl seems quite happy to strike up a conversation. I find out that, like me, she’s an adopted Londoner, having moved here from Poland six months ago. She works part-time as a receptionist but is also a budding theatre actress, taking auditions around her work. How very cool.

Speaking of cool, I then decide to do something I wouldn’t ordinarily dream of. 

“Sorry... I’m struggling to hear you.”  This is true as we’re having to raise our voices from our large respective tables that are meant for parties of four. However, I have an ulterior motive. “Would you mind if I joined you?”

“No! Of course not! Please do!”  She removes her olive green leather bag from the chair next to her and puts it on the floor. 

M will be so proud of me. I’ll have to tell mum, too, when I call her. I’d always regale her with stories of how I’d make a new friend on the train when travelling back and forth between home and university. Granted, they were fleeting friendships as our relationship would never progress beyond the journey. However, it was nice to know my social skills were on point. 

It turns out that Lena is an old hand at eating alone in restaurants in random parts of London as she flits from one audition to another. Today, she’s going for the titular role in the Woman in Black, who appears in the final scene of the play shrouded in a black burqa-like ensemble.

“It’s not easy,” she tells me as she takes the last bite of her pasta. “Theatre pays nothing and London isn’t cheap. I live on top of a launderette in Tooting. But I love it, so I will continue for as long as I can.”  

I guess I should be grateful having moved into a sleek, if sterile, flat.

Though a stranger, talking to Lena feels familiar, comfortable. She even hangs back, despite having finished her main, to speak a little longer. 

As our respective bills arrive, I’m feeling emboldened. 

“Well, if you’re ever around for another audition here, we could meet up. If you want my number?”

Oh, was that too soon? I can never gauge these things.

While I’m regretting my over eagerness, Lena takes her phone out of her bag. “Sounds good!”

As we exchange numbers, I notice a voicemail message. I’m hoping it’s M, so I can reply back saying something like: I’ve pulled.

It’s not M. It’s Julia. 

“Hey! Welcome to London! And what are you like, leaving your phone at home! Anyway, if you’re up for it, I can meet you for lunch. It might be a late lunch for you, as it will be around 3ish. That’s the standard lunchtime in the sweatshop. Do you think you can come to Chancery Lane? Call me. I’ll give you directions and tell you which tube to get. Oh, and the kettle thingy, it sounds like a filter kettle. Wait a few minutes once you filled it up for the water to trickle-down. It’s a pain but totally necessary as London water is rancid.”

Ah... I see. 

***
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The old brick phone lets out a suitably old school ring as well as an indiscreet buzz in my bag as I walk to the tube station. M must have set the tone to extra loud for his mum, or at least I hope so. It would be embarrassing if it were for my benefit. I may be clumsy and forgetful but I’m not hard of hearing. 

As I stop to get the phone out of my bag, a man in a pink shirt and tie brushes past me, knocking my shoulder. He doesn’t apologise or look back. Rude Londoner. I tut loudly but it’s pointless. He’s already on the escalators, moving very slowly underground as he’s stuck behind people who aren’t in as much of a hurry.  

The phone is still ringing. I have a scary thought... who is calling? Who has this number? Could it be one of M’s nosey aunties? There were plenty of them from what I saw on my wedding day when we got back to M’s house for the obligatory show and tell (as in I show my face and they tell me which way to look for photos). With my dizzying hunger headache caused by being too nervous to eat at the wedding hall in front of 600 guests, all these homely aunties started to look the same, bonded in my mind by their willingness to break all cardinal first meeting rules by asking how old I am. Some even dared to query how M and I met. I remember how my mother-in-law giggled nervously before changing the subject to something much safer - gossip about someone else’s daughter. M’s mum, just like mine, wanted to maintain the facade that our marriage was very much arranged by the elders. Nobody needed to know different. It wasn’t just the questions from these aunties that were invasive, it was a day of violations. One nosey lady took it upon herself to open my suitcase to help find me a change of saree, only to recoil, red faced, when the first item of clothing to jump out at her was a pink and black silk slip. I mean, what did she think I was going to wear on my wedding night - thermals? 

The phone continues its interminable ring, loud and eager. I better just put myself out of my misery. Worst case, I can hang up and blame a bad signal if it’s a shrill tone spitting out questions on the other end of the line.

“Hey, you okay?”

Thank God. It’s a voice that still gives me goosebumps, like it did in the early days of our courtship.

“Did you manage to find something decent to eat?” asks M.

“I did, actually, and I found someone to eat with.”

“Ooh, tell me more,” says M.

“I’ll fill you in later as I’m just about to get on a tube to meet Julia. You know, my old school friend that lives in London?”

“Check you out! One day in and two dates! What will you be like in a week?”

I’m basking in his praise, like the people pleaser I am. However, I must keep on track as I don’t want a flat battery while negotiating the London Underground.

“More importantly. What do you want for dinner tonight?”  I ask.

“Anything. Let’s keep it easy. I was thinking maybe we could order in?”

“Are you sure? I don’t mind making something.”  I am a Stepford Wife and I don’t deny it.

“Nah. Keep it easy, babe. No point even worrying about cooking until we’ve got our bearings here.”

I really have won the Bengali boy lottery. I note how he says “we” rather than “you” when he talks about cooking.

“Okay. While I’ve got you, can you text me your mum’s number?”  I ask.

“What? My mum?”  Given M’s surprise I wonder how many mums’ numbers he has.

“Yeah. I just thought I’d check in. You know, do the obligatory daughter-in-law thing.”

M laughs. “Yeah, sure.”

Best brush up on my Bengali.

As the phone rings, I’m having second thoughts. What if she interrogates me?

What will I say? What if she secretly has an issue with me living it up in London, rather than being at her house making curry?  

It rings three times. Can I hang up now? Does that count as having tried?

“Hello...” says a croaky voice.

Too late, it’s happening.  

“How are you?”  I ask.

“Good. Good,” my mother-in-law replies. “You?”

“Yes. Good.”

There’s an awkward silence. Why can’t I be quick thinking and chat about anything in Bangla like I do in English?

“Just getting used to the new flat.” Scrambling for topics here.

“Ah. Is okay?”

“Yes, fine. It’s just... there’s no stairs and... erm... it’s smaller. It’s nice, though. I’m not complaining. We don’t need a big house or anything. It’s not like we’ve got kids!”

Why did I just say that? I usually find I’m a little out of my depth when speaking in Bangla to an elder but in this case, with my husband’s mother, I’m especially tongue-tied.

Another silence.

“What you do?” asks M’s mum.

“Er... I work in PR. It’s basically working with journalists to get stories in the media.” We’ve been down this road before, in an equally stilted past phone conversation.

“No, I say what you doing now?”  

Oh dear. This just trumped our last conversation in the awkward stakes. 

Instinctively, I feel the need to lie so as not to suggest I’m footloose and fancy-free, dining at leisure with different friends in London. “Oh, nothing much. Just popping out to get some food for later.” 

“Ah.”  Though I can’t see M’s mum, I can picture her ears pricking up. “What will you cook?”

Crap. I hadn’t thought the lie through. “Erm, if I can get hold of some chicken I’ll make a curry. I don’t know where the halal shops are yet.”  

M’s mum does an impressed chuckle, which indicates I answered correctly.

“You find chicken no problem. In London there are lot of our people, so there be plenty of halal shops. I’m cooking fish today and a beef curry. It’s always better to cook by hand. Outside food no good.”

I guess that’s decided then. M’s takeaway idea is no longer on the cards. It’s probably for the best, anyway. I’ll earn brownie points as a wife and daughter-in-law.

***
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“I think your wedding inspired some movement in my life,” says Julia as she takes a bite out of her 3.30pm panini. 

“Really? How?”

“Miles has asked me to move in with him.”  Julia looks pensive as she sips her takeaway latte.

That girl is never without her coffee. It’s like she is constantly needing to refuel herself. Being a solicitor in the city must be hard.

“That’s great, isn’t it?” I ask. 

“I don’t know, is it?”  Julia slams her paper cup down on the pigeon pooh spattered bench. “It’s just... you know how I am. You’re always joking that I’m more Bengali than you and I don’t deny I’m a bit old fashioned. It’s not that I was expecting a proposal so soon, it’s just that now he’s jumped to the next stage, what if the proposal never comes? What would you do?”

“You’re asking the wrong girl. I only know one way. The other was never an option.”

“I think you’re quite lucky in that respect. At least there’s a guarantee you’ll get married.”

I smile at her. It wasn’t so long ago she was feeling sorry for me with my backward Bangladeshi background.

Julia raises her hand, neatly manicured in a red sheen, to hide her laugh. “The irony, right?”

She knows me too well.

It’s surreal seeing Julia, my oldest friend, in my newest home. As we sit surrounded by pigeons taking turns to peck at the crumbs left over from many a busy lawyer’s lunch, it feels strange, comforting, familiar and yet so new. It’s like my old and new life colliding on a busy open market, while men and women rush past us, a sea of black and grey suits. 

“Anyway, how are you? My newlywed friend?” Julia finally gets round to the bit I’ve been itching for, to talk about me.

“It’s not been a bad first day, to be fair. When M left, I didn’t know what I’d do with myself but here I am, with a loaded Oyster card and a £5 fill-your-own Tupperware box. With hot food and not just salad! And it’s halal!” 

Yes, I had a second lunch. What of it?

“There are lots of halal options around here,” Julia informs me. “I’m always noticing that sign in the window. You know, the one that says it in Arabic, and it makes me think of you. You were always moaning about how there weren’t enough places in Manchester and that you were stuck with Indian buffets.”

“Not that a buffet was ever bad,” I say. “But it’s definitely nice to have more variety. Can you believe I’ve lived 27 years and this is the first time I’ve had a shop bought lasagna? I always had to make my own.”

“Speaking of eating out, we should organise a night out. It will be much easier now that -”  

Julia stops. I imagine she was going to say something like: ‘Now that you’re not under lock and key living at your parents’ house.’  She knows exactly how things were. Dinner dates were non-existent, we’d always meet for lunch. I never went to the school discos or joined in any of the weekend shenanigans with my 14-year-old classmates, such as getting drunk in the park and getting off with whoever they fancied at the time.

“You know what I mean. I’m not suggesting a piss up at Mahiki, but maybe dinner or something? Or even a trip to the Shard? M is going to be chilled about you going out, isn’t he?”  

It’s a point I hadn’t really considered. M, having lived alone in London away from his parents for the last few years, is more liberated than me. Courtesy of being a Bengali boy, he had much more freedom at home, too. However, though undoubtedly he’d be fine about me having a girly night out with Julia, I don’t know how I feel about it. I realise that’s totally weird and I should be glad to have the freedom and space, but I think years upon years of living a certain way is hard to shake off. It wasn’t just instilled in me that good Bengali girls don’t go out at night, there is also the safety factor of getting home at night alone. It’ll be even more of a thing here as I don’t have my car. Julia and I live in different parts of London. Would I be expected to make my own way home by tube late at night? Is that what people do here? 

Julia is still searching my face for an answer. After convincing her that we Bengalis aren’t all backward and we can have a modern fairytale relationship just like the one she enjoys, I might be undoing all my hard work with one blank face.  

“Oh yeah, he’s fine with all that,” I finally reply. “Dinner would be great. We can figure out the details later.”

“What else have you got planned today?” asks Julia.

“Nothing much. I’ll probably finish unpacking and sort something out for dinner,” I say. “On that note, do you know where I could get halal meat around here?”

“Here? Sorry, butchers aren’t really my forte. But if I was to hazard a guess...” Julia looks around at the many white and very few brown faces. “I’d say you won’t find anything here.”

“Chickpea curry it is, then.”

“Wow, look at you! A domestic goddess already! Though I knew you would be. I hope M knows how lucky he is.”  Julia takes another sip of her coffee.

“I’m sure he does.”

I feel pretty lucky, too, I think to myself. Just the two of us. No interfering in-laws, no community expectation, no family politics. As the Bengali saying goes, when you marry the boy, you marry the entire family. So having potentially escaped all that - for now at least - makes me feel terribly grateful. 

“Anyway, I’m so glad you’re here. You’ll just love London. The city is your oyster. Quite literally.”  Julia laughs at her own pun. “You know, because of your Oyster travel card,” she adds, somewhat killing the joke.

“Yeah, I get it. And yes, it’s great. The few times I’ve taken the tube for work trips have always been fun. It’s like a labyrinth, an amazing labyrinth.”  I’m still pinching myself that the city I’ve always loved is now my home. 

Julia takes another slow sip from her cup. “Trust me, the novelty will soon wear off.”

***
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I’m on cloud nine. I know that’s a bit much but I am smug as a bug that my first day in London, alone and without my trusty phone, wasn’t all that bad. I made a new friend, negotiated the maze that is the London Underground, and am now heading back to my new home with two tins of chickpeas, one tin of chopped tomatoes, an onion, some curry powder and a box of cupcakes that I bought from a cart outside Liverpool Street station.

I’m now thankful for mum’s black leather body bag that she insisted on giving me as I was packing like a headless chicken the day I left for London. 

“It be useful,” she said. “Better than big, bulk bag when you outside. Less chance for someone steal your things.”

Mums do know best (though I won’t tell her that). The flat, cross-body bag has come in very handy as I travel up the steep escalators. However, my paper bags full of ingredients and cakes are a mild inconvenience, pissing off commuters as they knock their knees while racing past me with a huff.

As I get to the turnstiles, I’m extra smiley. I’m a seasoned Londoner now, all ready for action, brandishing my new, shiny, Oyster card wallet with confidence. But... wait a minute. The wallet is empty. Where’s my card? 

A man in a grey suit is practically pressing into me, huffing as he tries to push me through the turnstile, as though I could squeeze between the gaps. The twat. Another huff, followed by a “bloody hell”.

Said miserable git, with a suit colour matching his demeanour, pushes into the queue of passengers at the next turnstile, much to their annoyance. 

A lady with a small child mutters: “Cheeky sod, nothing’s that urgent.”

She then turns her attention to me. “You okay, love?”

A Londoner being polite?

“I think I’ve lost my Oyster card,” I say.

“Oh no! Just tell the guy over there, I’m sure he’ll let you through,” the lady says as she continues on her way with her mini-me.

Everyone is in such a rush here. In Manchester, even my mum could navigate buses with her bits of English because there was always someone on hand to help her if she got stuck. She could wholeheartedly rely on the kindness of strangers.

The station manager takes one look at my bewildered, flustered face and, perhaps through a sense of pity, allows me to pass through without my card. 

“The thing is, I topped it up with £30 on the way here. Is there any way I’d be able to get my money back?”

“Is your card registered?” the manager asks.

“Registered?”

“Yeah. Online.”

“No, I just bought it today. I only moved to London last night.”

The man kisses his teeth. “Sorry dear. No chance. You only get a refund if you registered the card. Anyway, never mind. Welcome to London.”

And it was going so well.  
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16th September 

Jam
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“Have I not told you about Jam?”  M looks at me, astounded, on our drive to the outer edges of London, otherwise known as Beckton.

“Err... I don’t think so. Should you have? I mean, we have jam on toast up north as well, in case you’ve forgotten. We’re not that deprived.”

M laughs. “Yeah, good one. I’m sure I told you, though. He was at our wedding.”

“So were 599 other people.”

I’m not sure if it’s newlywed politeness but he seems to find every joke of mine funny. This isn’t even my best material.

“He was at our engagement, too. The guy with the hair?”

“Lots of guys had hair. Except the men in your family.”

“Ooh burn!”  Another hearty chortle from M. I am on form today, without even trying.  

“I can’t believe I haven’t told you about him,” M mutters, as though he’s held back on some crucial intel.

We’re on our way to meet the man, the myth, and the legend that is Jam. He is also the keeper of my mobile phone, as he kindly picked it up on the way from his mum’s house in Oldham. I’m grateful but I can’t take him seriously with a name like that. It must be short for something, and I will get to the bottom of this moniker mystery once M’s gotten over the fact that he hasn’t spoken to me at length about his best friend.  

It looks like Jam lives in the middle of nowhere. He’s in an anonymous block of flats painted terracotta to add some colour against the backdrop of endless road and not much else.

After the enigma that is Jam buzzes us in through the crackly intercom, we make our way up the hollow, echoey stairs so synonymous with my memories of London. I trod many a stairwell when visiting uncle Tariq and our other distant relatives in East London. This building is in slightly better condition, as I don’t detect the smell of wee in the corridor and there’s not a cobweb in sight.  

“It’s open!” is the response to our knock on the door on the second floor.

M pushes his way through the pinewood door as though he’s done it a million times before.

“How’s it going?” he says to his friend, who’s sat in navy slouchy jogger bottoms with his long, narrow feet curled up underneath his thin frame. His face is hidden beneath a heavy, full swept fringe. Now I get what M meant about the hair. 

“Alright man. What’s up?” the famous Jam replies. 

Got to love men and their small talk.

“This is my Mrs,” M says with a tinge of awkwardness, as though he’s as embarrassed saying my new title as I am hearing it. It’ll take some getting used to. 

Jam looks at me and asks: “How’s it going?”

“Yeah, good,” is all I can think to say.

Jam turns back to M. “Oh man, I was gonna message you last night. The drive up was mental. It took me two-and-a-half hours just to get to Birmingham. People can’t even drive properly. There was one guy in the right-hand lane doing something like 50 miles an hour. Accident waiting to happen. I was sat behind him, flashing away, and he didn’t even notice. And I thought, forget it, I’ll just get back into the middle lane. Then I went to have a look at him, to take a closer look at who this dickhead is that’s about to cause a crash... and it’s like an 80-year-old man. He shouldn’t be on the road driving like that. It’s not safe.”  

“Yeah it’s true,” M agrees. “Once people get to a certain age, they should be retested, just to make sure they’re okay to drive.”

“It’s not even that. I mean the man’s got to get somewhere and maybe he hasn’t got family to drive him around.” Jam goes back on his original assertion. “Then I thought, if it’s going to take me all night to get back to London, I might as well grab some food. I pulled over at the nearest service station and I was thinking of what to eat. I had curry at home, so I didn’t fancy that. There weren’t any halal options there, so it’s a bit basic. Anyway, I ended up having a cheese sandwich. When I got to the till, though, I asked if they could toast it, and the woman looked at me like I was weird.”

M says nothing. Perhaps he’s waiting for the climax to the story.

“Anyway,” Jam continues. “She toasted it in the end after pulling a face and it was actually alright. So, if you’re ever at a crappy service station and stuck with a cheese sandwich, try your luck. Ask them if they’ll toast it, it’s a lot nicer. After that, I got back on the road and there wasn’t much traffic, so it was a pretty easy journey. Then I get to Shoreditch and...”  

M listens patiently, without a single eye roll, as Jam tells his long-winded story that could’ve been easily summarised by saying the drive from Manchester to London is shit.  

At the end of Jam’s monologue, M asks: “Did you watch the game?” 

This seems to be more mutually interesting territory as both boys discuss at length the mistakes made by men from their beloved team. Someone missed an easy penalty. Another guy was sent off unjustly. While the goalie, apparently, “didn’t have his head in the game.”  

“It’s like he doesn’t care anymore. He’s lost his motivation to make it work.” M sounds like a heartbroken ex describing the man who wronged him, as opposed to a football player who wouldn’t recognise my husband even if he had a season ticket he used every single week. It’s the ultimate one-sided relationship. 

“Yeah. It’s not just that. If he’d move his arse we could have pulled it out the bag.” Jam tuts and shakes his head. His hair swishes like a teen popstar to reveal very thick eyebrows. Now I get why he has a fringe. “Instead, we’re flagging.”

Who’s the ‘we’ in this? I don’t get it. I don’t get men and football.

“Speaking of which, I got the new FIFA game if you fancy a match?”

Am I invisible?

“Have you?” M then looks at me with a guilty smile. “Maybe later.”

“You can borrow it if you want,” says Jam, generously. “And we can play it at yours. Go grab it, it’s in my room.”

M dutifully goes through a white door, offering me a glimpse of Jam’s room. There’s a messy bed, with the dark duvet rolled into a ball in the corner as if he had to tussle with it this morning, and there’s a non-descript desk with an equally unmemorable lamp. The desk itself is covered in crap. An empty can, a half full bottle of water, loads of papers, receipts, letters, folders. Then, what looks to be pride of place, is an almost ceiling height stack of DVDs, a mix of computer games and movies. I’ve not seen the bedrooms of many bachelors, though I always imagined they would look just like this.

“How are you finding London?” Finally, Jam notices me.

“It’s good. There’s loads to do. We went to Trafalgar Square yesterday, there was a Thai festival on. So, yeah, I’m enjoying it. How long have you lived here?”

“Going on 10 years now,” says Jam. “My parents are starting to get on my case about moving back up north and settling down.”  

Oh, now I remember. Jam’s his old school friend and his bestest mate in the world.

“Are you looking?”  I laugh at myself as I say this. It’s a question that was levelled at me so many times, much to my annoyance.  

Jam sighs, much like I used to. “Yeah, been looking a while. I’ve done the family introductions, and a bit of friends. I’ve done the online thing, too, with the Muslim sites. Dunno if you’ve heard of them.”

I shrug. Doesn’t he know how M and I met? Some best friend he is, then.

“Anyway, it’s a bit hit and miss right now, so we’ll see what happens.”

“Well, if I know of anyone, I’ll let you know.”  It sounds so weird coming from my mouth, when I’m used to those empty words landing on my ears.

M emerges from the mess of boy’s stuff with a computer game in hand and a grin on his face.  

“Where are my manners,” says Jam. “You guys want tea?”

“Go on, then,” M replies, forgetting that this was only meant to be a short visit. 

“I don’t have any biscuits, mind.”

“Ah, I’ll leave it, then.” M, like me (and probably all other Bengalis), believes that tea is not tea without something sweet on the side. 

“If you want, you guys can play that here and I’ll see you later,” I say.

“No, it’s okay,” says M. “We’ll head back now.”

“Honestly, you stay. I’ll go. I’ve got stuff to do, anyway.”  The latter is a lie. “I’ll get the tube back. I’ve got a new Oyster card now which I’ll keep very safe.”  I am the most modern, reasonable and understanding wife. I should win a wife award. 

“Alright, if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“If your wife’s signing off your permission slip...” Jam interjects. “What’s wrong with you, man? Make the most of it before she changes her mind!”

I can already tell that Jam’s going to be a regular fixture in our marriage.  

M looks relieved. “Cool. I’ll be about an hour.”

***   
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Is this a joke?

M’s been gone nearly two hours. There’s no Internet access in the flat, as M can’t get in touch with his backpacking colleague/temporary landlord. Even more annoyingly, both M and Jam forgot about my mobile phone during their football-based love-in. That was our main reason for going to his flat. Or at least it was my main reason.  

There’s bugger all on regular TV and I don’t have Wi-Fi courtesy of still having to make do with M’s mums old phone. Brilliant, just brilliant. He knows all this. M knows I’ve got no form of entertainment here. Why is he taking the piss?  

Or maybe something happened? M’s a bit of an erratic driver, I’ve noticed since we’ve got married. Plus, London roads are horrendous. Should I call him? No, that would be too possessive. Or would it? I don’t know if that encroaches ball busting territory. Bloody hell, this newlywed life is hard to navigate. What exactly is the etiquette on such occasions?

I know, I’ll call my mum, just to pass the time. I won’t say anything about M’s horrid lateness. Best not to get my family involved in my marital problems, however big or small.  

“Heh? He made you take tube by your own?” 

I really cannot keep anything to myself. 

Mum’s not done yet. “What kind of man does that?”

“Mum, I’ve got planes on my own before!”  

“Really? When? You never tell me. Always keep secret.”  

“Secrets? I flew for work all the time. Remember, my trips to Scotland and London?”  

“Ah, but that be before you marry,” she says.

I always knew my overall share value would increase after marriage, though I never realised I would be deemed more worthy of safe travel. 

“I’m fine with getting the tube by myself.”

“Really? It be safe? Sometimes I scared as news show terrorist attack. Make me worry.”  

“That was years ago, mum. Anyway, I have to do these things and have my own independence.”

“Okay, but when it be late take him with you. Or no go out!”

I agree with her, just for an easy life. She won’t know any different. It’s like when I was at uni and every time mum called I said I was either eating or reading.

“Anyway, that’s not the issue. I’m annoyed he’s taking this long. Has he lost track of time?”

“You need be patient with him. Men need own time for men things. He’s a good boy so give him freedom.”

This woman gives me whiplash. How is it that M is both a good husband and a reckless, neglectful one in her eyes?

“Have you eaten?” mum asks.

“Yeah, I had lunch. Hours ago. That’s the other thing. It’s gone six and we haven’t even talked about what to do for food. Do I cook? Or do I wait? Honestly, it’s so much easier for men, staying out without a care in the world.”

“Acha dooro! Enough moan! Can’t he have some fun? Don’t cause problems for this! Remember what happen to Rashda? Too much fight make big problems!”

“That’s a bit much, mum. Comparing Rashda’s divorce with me being a little annoyed.”

“This be how it start. Small thing become big thing. Don’t be like your cousin. Live with understanding. Com-per-mise. As woman you need learn com-per-mise. Being too mouthy no good. You have potatoes?”

“Wh-what? Yes. I have potatoes. Why?”

“Good. Just make aloo bazee. Nice and easy. Just fry onion, add haldi, slice potato. Give lit-ool mix. Add coriander if you got. If not got fresh no worry, probably not worth buying, you’ll never finish. Boil rice. You bought rice cooker?”

“Hmm? What?” She lost me at potatoes.

“Rice cooker? You got one?” 

“No.”

“Okay. I gift you when you come home. Okay, so boil rice in pot. You need measure enough water to cover one finger joint when you put finger in rice and water. You listen?”

“Not really, mum. You know not everything can be resolved with a curry, right?”

Mum laughs. “Silly girl. One day you learn. With men, almost everything better with curry.”

***
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The rice is nearly cooked. The potato is sautéed. My husband is still missing. Now I’m seriously miffed. 

Then, just as I’m mid-swearing under my breath, the fire door opens in its usual way, with the sticky rubber draught excluder loudly prizing itself away from its captor, the doorframe.

“Hey, you okay?” M asks as though he’s just popped out for ten minutes.

At this point I have two options: 

A) Share my raw, honest feelings, cause a scene and have a shouty, sweary showdown like you’d see in a movie.

B) Be passive aggressive about it. Let my feelings bleed out slowly, thus buying me time to put my argument together eloquently, while also making M feel as guilty as shit.

You already know I’m going down the passive-aggressive route.

“I’ve got you a surprise.”  M holds up a bag that smells deliciously spicy, and dangling from his index finger is a cardboard box I recognise from that cupcake stall I visited on my first day in London.

Either he’s feeling guilty and pre-empting a bollocking and the food-based gifts are his way of pacifying me, or he’s just spontaneous and thoughtful.

I’m going with guilt.

Whatever he’s brought for dinner smells much better than what I’ve cooked but he’s not getting off that easily. 

“I already made something for us.” I don’t look at him. I can’t break character. 

“Awww, you shouldn’t have bothered. You got work tomorrow, so you should’ve taken it easy. That’s why I bought food.”

“I didn’t know you were getting food. I didn’t know what you were doing as I didn’t hear from you.” I turn off the rice.

Okay, I think that’s quite enough to make my point. If he doesn’t know now that I am annoyed then he is seriously tone deaf. 

“Yeah, sorry. I lost track of time. Jam was telling me about this girl he met. She’s been messing him around a bit, so I think he needed to talk.”

I don’t say anything. Not sure what I can say in response to that. Instead, I go to plate up the rice. Upon lifting the lid, I see we have a problem. The top of the rice isn’t cooked. It’s still nutty hard.

M sees me poking at it with the spoon. Though I’m not making eye contact, I can sense a smirk. 

“Leave that for now. Just as well I got naan bread with the kebabs. We don’t need your hard-boiled rice.”  

A smile escapes from my mouth. I can’t help it. Though I’m still annoyed at him.

We eat in front of the telly and I realise how crap terrestrial TV is and how conditioned I’ve become by on-demand streaming services.  

My mum’s words echo in my mind. Don’t say anything. Don’t make small matter big. But I feel I have to say something. It doesn’t feel right, comfortable or healthy to keep this pent up anger bottled. 

“Are you okay?” M asks again.

Here goes...

“Just so you know, I don’t have an issue with you having a heart-to-heart with your mate or whatever and time passing. It would be good, though, if you could give me a heads up. Manage my expectations a little, then I can plan things around.”

“Yeah, sorry. I was literally only gonna stay for about half an hour. And then he got chatting while we played computer, and I was like ‘oh man’. I felt I couldn’t just leave.”  

“That’s fine and that’s not really the point. It’s just, if you tell me what you’re doing,  even a text saying it’s going to be a late one, then at least I know. Then I can either go out myself or do something else.”

“Fair enough,” says M. “But I thought maybe because you said you had stuff to do, you might be meeting someone. Like your friend Julia, or the girl you met in the pizza place the other day.”

M’s assumption provides a painful reminder that I don’t have that many options. At least not yet. Julia is a planner, so she isn’t the kind of girl you’d call upon last minute. As for my new friend Lena, I’ve texted but I haven’t heard back. Maybe she’s busy auditioning around the capital. Maybe she doesn’t care to meet. I haven’t told him this yet, as he was so proud of me making a new friend on my first day in the new city. I’d like him to stay proud for a little longer but I feel I have to be honest.

“Lena hasn’t returned my message.”  I don’t look at him when I say this. I can’t.

“That’s a bit shit,” he says. “But that’s how people can be here sometimes. London is a transient place. Loads of people come and go, so they don’t really bother looking for long-term friends. She was probably...” He hesitates. 

“Go on...” I say. He’s started, so I might as well hear it.  

“Well... she was probably just passing the time.”

Ouch.

“Not coz of you or anything personal, obviously.” M scrambles for words of comfort. “It’s just some people are like that. They’ll swap numbers out of politeness but you’ll never hear from them again. Anyway, to be honest with ya, it’s her loss.”

Ah, there we are. The five words of comfort I needed to hear - to be honest with ya. It comes as a sweet melody.

“Anyway,” M says. “You’re right. I should have let you know I was gonna be late. I’ll do better next time.”  

For some reason, I don’t think he will. However, as I dip the mint sauce and lettuce-laden chicken tikka into a puddle of oily curry sauce, I feel comforted that I’ve learnt a few things. First, there’s Asian timing, and then there’s M’s timing. Second, us men and women aren’t that different, as curry is managing to make things better for me, too.

“What’s Jam short for, anyway?” I ask.

“Jamshed.”

Of course it is. If I had such an unapologetically old-school Bengali name I’d shorten it to something cool, too.
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17th September

Old work, new colleagues
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Having driven everywhere in Manchester it’s a dream being able to walk to work. I’ve always been a nervous driver and I used to dread my commute on snowy days or in heavy rain. I’d be the only one repeatedly checking the weather forecast when there were flood warnings, in the hope that my old boss, Maggie, would send us all home. Oh, how I prayed for her bad weather-induced mercy. She rarely gave it. My current boss, Bernadette, is the total opposite. She’s rarely in so wouldn’t know or care if we were to work from home, come snow or sunshine. Not that I’d ever take the piss.

My new walk to work is easy. It’s less than ten minutes from the flat. And, luck would have it, it’s en route to M’s work. So he walked me there for my first day, not that I’m feeble or anything.  

“Do you have your pass to get in?” M asks.

“Yeah, it’s right here.” I wave my plastic photo ID in front of his face. 

“Good. See if they can give you a lanyard so you can keep it around your neck. It’s a bit safer that way.”  

“It’s fine. I don’t make the same mistake twice,” I reply, acutely aware of my Oyster card fail, which is no doubt the inspiration for M’s advice.

“Alright, just saying. Anyway, have a good day,” he says, hugging me goodbye. 

Before he walks away, I shout back: “What do you want to eat tonight?”

“I don’t mind, really. What do you fancy? Do you want me to pick something up on the way home?”

“No, I’ll cook. Let me know if you have any requests.”

“Just keep it easy. It’s a weeknight, after all.” And with that, my easy-going husband walks away.

As I step through the expansive revolving doors of my new office, I can see that it’s so much sleeker than my old base. The lobby is pristine white and there’s a huge screen on the wall in front of us displaying the company logo in bright blue. There’s even a concierge. Though, to be fair, we had a reception desk at the regional office, it’s just that nobody was ever there. The days I’d forget my pass were a nightmare as I’d be standing outside in the rain, waiting for Bushra to finally report for duty and let me in.

Here, the concierge is suited and booted in a black uniform and matching cap. I shouldn’t really be surprised by this, it is the company headquarters after all. 

I head up to the third floor in the lift. The silver metal doors open out into a room that’s bigger than any other office I’ve worked at. Huge steel pipes snake across the echoey, high ceiling. I hope there are no socially awkward questions pinged my way, like they were at workplaces of old, as they’d reverberate across the entire office. 

A few faces look up, before immediately looking down as I make my way through the rows of tables to the PR hub. Instinctively, I play a game of spot the brownie. I can’t help myself. It’s what I do when surveying new territory. I can see one guy who looks to be in his thirties and is likely Pakistani, and another young guy who could be Indian, who’s sat next to an older woman who may also be Indian. I hope that wasn’t deliberate. 
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