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I’ll tell you a secret, ladies and gentlemen.


I think dogs are fine.


I don’t hate them. I don’t love them. I don’t run at the sight of a dog. I don’t get into in-depth conversations about cutesy habits and ages and breeds with dog owners as I pet their dog and make the assumption it’s consensual.


I do none of these things.


Because …


I think dogs are fine. They’re OK. They’re just there.


I can’t believe this, of all things, is probably my most controversial opinion. I know dog owners definitely think the world loves dogs as much as they do, those slobbering, stingy, needy little beasts … am I right …? I know dog owners would be like, I understand you hate my dog, I understand you’re scared of the concept of dogs, but to be fifty-fifty? That’s outrageous. You are a monster, ma’am. I get how sociopathic I sound … to dog owners. But I will not be judged by anyone who lets their dog kiss them with tongues on the mouth.


Yes. Yes, I am. I am a dog-agnostic monster lady.


Dognostic. That’s me.


I look at the word ‘dognostic’ and think about how to build up to the second saying of it, so it has maximum impact. I add an exclamation mark so I know to really hit it. It still needs a killer punchline.


‘Madhu,’ I hear whispered to me and I look up as Shanai hovers by my desk. She picks up the UCAS book I was idly flicking through before having this flash of stand-up genius and reads intently till I clear my throat and close the notebook.


‘Hey, Shanai, you OK?’


She shakes her head. Of course she’s not. She’s here for advice, probably, because she’s arguing with her boyfriend. For some reason, she thinks I am good with advice. Usually it’s because I listen and she talks her own way to a solution eventually. And I then affirm her solution and she thanks me like I’m a genius.


I love her but I really want to nail this stand-up set before tonight.


‘Marvin is being so distant at the moment,’ Shanai says. ‘He replies to all my texts with one- or two-word answers and when I ask what’s wrong, he always says, “Nothing, babe, all is calm” and I’m like, “Marvin we’re not connecting” …’ She pauses. ‘I should just give him space, yeah? Let him come to me when he’s ready.’


‘That’s what I would do,’ I say, smiling widely. I want to giggle because I probably would have told her to tell him to not be such an idiot and threaten to stop going out with him.


‘I think he’s cheating on me with this girl, Pri. She works with him at the trainer shop.’


I shake my head. ‘Marvin is a lot of things,’ I say. ‘But he’s not a cheater. I swear to you, he’s fine. I honestly think he’s too chaotic to cheat. Being a good cheater requires a lot of admin. I don’t know if he’d be able to handle any of that. Just talk to him.’


Shanai says thanks and puts the university directory down on the table and leaves the library. I pat the archaic booklet and smile. I know it’s all online but sometimes, when you want to look busy, so no one knows you’re writing jokes, you need the thick books in front of you.


I look at the clock. One more hour to go before I can bounce by Pizza City to get my paycheque and express irritation at Danny for paying us with this parchment that indicates how much money we have earned this past fortnight. I may like physical books, but electronic banking is just, well, instant.


After I get paid, I’m going to go and do my stand-up. I cannot wait. Also, I am terrified.


Bristol is extra tonight. All the students are back in town after the Christmas break. They swarm the centre. I’m doing Super Mario-level dodging to make it through alive. The extra-ness of trying to muddle through the crowd is making me sweat through layers of clothes. I can feel a straight line down my spine that is melded to my T-shirt. It feels gross and slimy against the warmth of my padded coat. I’m glad I didn’t wear white. I’m glad I went for a plain black tee. Strong look for my mission tonight. Serious. Timeless. That’s the energy of the black tee.


Beyond the students is a circle of skateboarders, all sitting on the floor spotlit by the tall streetlights, panting, sharing round a water bottle, laughing and reminding each other of the cool swizzles and spinnies and falls they all just did. (Swizzles and spinnies. Don’t let my knowledge of skateboarding intimidate you, folks). One guy is icing his knee. Another has blood all down his white tee. He’s smiling and you can see how busted-up his lip is.


Then it’s the Bristol lads who wear their long wool coats open, revealing casual shirts (vertical stripes), tucked into stonewashed jeans that flare out ever so slightly on to pointy brown shoes. They’re all red-faced from the drinky-drinks and I’m like, it’s not even 8 p.m., bruv.


Winter makes people go feral. It’s like, all that family stress at Christmas leads you into a January where you’re both skint and desperate to cut loose. I pop into the pizza restaurant and Danny greets me by the door with an envelope. Danny is only a year older than me. He left school to run the family business, now manages the family business, and does it well by employing a steady stream of hilarious young people like me to give the type of service that Yelp describes as ‘spiky and entertaining’. Also by making the best pizzas in the centre of Bristol. He hasn’t changed the menu since his dad retired back to the old country. When Danny said that, I assumed Italy, cos, you know, pizza and generalisations. But Danny’s half-Indian, so I then assumed there. Turns out the old country is … Devon, cos that’s where old people retire. Danny’s dad, a legend of the Bristol restaurant scene, comes in every other Thursday to do the books.


‘Thanks, Danny,’ I say as he passes me my envelope. I make the same joke I do every time. ‘I can’t wait to get paid like it’s 1981. See you …’


‘Well, actually,’ Danny says, slinking one hand over his long, gelled hair, pulled back into a teeny tiny bun at the nape of his beautiful hairless neck. ‘You have a shift tonight.’


I shake my head. ‘No can do, Danny Boy. I swapped with Carina. I’m doing … a thing tonight.’


Danny straightens himself. He’s small so this is his way of asserting authority, to appear slightly taller than he is but still shorter than the rest of us.


‘It’s Friday night,’ he says. ‘You always work Friday nights.’


‘And Carina is covering my shift.’


He clears his throat.


‘What are you doing tonight? Hot date? Or finally doing your uni application? Which ones did you settle on?’


Danny splashes olive oil in his hands from a nearby plastic squeezy bottle and clasps them together. He returns to kneading dough, murmuring along to some Migos song playing on the kitchen speakers. Meanwhile, I’m hyperventilating at the mention of my uni application as it really is the iceberg to my luxury cruise liner.


I lie and say I have a family thing.
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The comedy club is in the cafe of The Station, the youth club none of my college peers would ever venture to, cos they all go to the one near college with more space and free music studios. I’m glad because I want to start incognito, find my feet before the people who know me see. The night is called LOLZ, because the youth worker who set it up was probably trying to be relatable. It’s cute. My stomach feels like it has a fizzing Berocca tablet in it, bouncing up and down and around.


I cannot believe I’m about to debut my stand-up comedy and I am terrified. I’ve been waiting for this moment for so long. My entire life even. Definitely the last six years. Which is, like, a third of my life so far.


Let’s say it again. For emphasis. Tonight, I am doing my first stand-up set ever.


I know you’re sitting here thinking, hold up, this person is hilarious. No way it’s her first time. She’s a seasoned professional … right?


OK, so here’s what you need to know about me: I’m seventeen and a comedy god … in waiting. TBC and all that. But I know I’m pretty funny. I have two and a half terms left before going uni. To most likely do law, of all things. I mean, I love an argument, I am titillated by debate, but a life in the law? Not my choice. It was Papa’s dream. He runs a corner shop and every evening tells us how tired he is and how much he regrets not becoming a lawyer, before reminding me he never had the opportunity.


Papa pinned all his hopes on my older sis, Meena, but then she failed him. And now it’s all down to me.


Before she left for London, Meena said, ‘Look, if I don’t conform, that sets the precedent for you to do whatever you want, innit.’


I wish I’d know then that this myth of the older sibling as rebel is a lot of rubbish, man. Seriously. Literally, Papa just decided, nope nope nope, double down on the strictness and expectation and oh hey, no pocket money for you; you earn it but never take your eyes off my prize.


Sorry for all the info-dumping, ladies and gentlemen. It’s not bad exposition, it’s just, I need to catch you up a little and rather than showing you how crazy life was before I decided to laugh it all away with stand-up, it’s just easier to tell you, you know? Is that bad comedy? Is referencing it even worse? Who cares? You’re laughing!


I have one of those origin stories that most actual proper comedians will relate to. I’m a dark-skinned Asian and that makes me the target of all sorts of racist jokes, terrible colourism and bad comedy. Especially in school where my class was filled with light-skinned brownies and white people.


This girl at school, Hannah, used to call me Miss Negative cos she said I looked like one of those old camera films. I can remember the chants: ‘Miss Negative, Miss Negative, click click click, it’s Miss Negative.’


I remember one day coming in to find everyone in class, even the brown boys, all with boot polish on their faces. Even the brown boys. I was so angry, I just lost it and started letting loose, telling them all exactly what I thought. The thing was, they all started laughing as I rinsed each of them. I discovered I could make people laugh. And if I was making them laugh, they weren’t making me cry. So pathetic, eh? My love of comedy, my love of joy-spreading comes from being bullied in school. It sucks, but ask any comedian and I guarantee the real oddballs are the ones who used humour to stop themselves being rinsed, beaten up, bullied or mocked. Cos if I was mocking them, I was de-arming them and charming them all at once. It’s so grim that it works like that.


They eventually stopped calling me Miss Negative because they were scared of what I might say back in return. Didn’t solve the racism and colourism, but it did save me a little, I guess.


About six years ago, a Spotify playlist I was listening to, made by a musician I liked at the time, went from a track by Best Coast to a track by Kareena Patel. From her stand-up album. It was jarring to go from Bethany Cosentino singing about wishing she had a boyfriend to hearing someone talk really fast about dumping a boyfriend because he compared the toilet seat being up or down to a glass being half full or half empty. She dumped him cos he was stupid.


I can remember that first line so well: God, I can’t even tell you how dumb this guy I was up until quite recently seeing is … Actually, I can and I will. Strap in …


And I laughed. Oh, how I laughed. I’d never even had a boyfriend before at that point. But I laughed.


And laughed. And laughed. And then I listened to it again. And I laughed, and laughed and laughed and I clicked on her name, Kareena Patel, and discovered a whole album of her talking to make people laugh.


Can you actually believe this was a job, ladies and gentlemen? My mind was blown. It still is. Someone paid her money to talk at people and make them laugh.


I got obsessed. I listened to everything of hers I could find, and then I found camera-phone YouTube videos. And she was just so effortlessly good. So funny. Everything she said was about her, her life, her parents, her inability to fit in, how she thought everyone around her was dumb, how she was the only one who could put the world back together. The way she left the microphone on the stand but used pauses to pace the stage. The way she always wore a black T-shirt and white Converse. The way she stood. The way she winked at the camera. The way she had the same immigrant-parent references as me.


I discovered more comedians just like her. All these amazing people who told jokes. Made people laugh. And most of all told the truth about themselves. That was the sad thing about me rinsing all those people who called me Miss Negative. I never even got to tell them how messed up it was what they did. Instead, I had to insult their looks, their aptitude, their rich dads buying their way through life. I then started filling out books with jokes, sets, riffs, stuff that I never said out loud. I have seven books filled with comedy that hasn’t yet seen the light of day.


When I decided I was going to do this LOLZ set at The Station – just to get the jokes out there – I grabbed my notebooks off my shelf and cobbled together the perfect set, almost so I could say goodbye to all these pages before heading uni.


I remember the first joke I ever made up. Before I even knew it was a career. Before I knew you could be paid to tell jokes. I told my dad one day over breakfast, as he made his world-famous scrambled eggs with haldi and chilli and spring onions and coriander, ‘Papa, what happened to the sheep that fell in the sea?’


He stopped and looked at me, hunched over the hob, about to pour chai into a cup.


‘I don’t know, bwana,’ he said. He loves throwing Swahili words into conversation to remind everyone he is Kenyan Indian. Even though bwana means mister, he still calls all of us that. It’s his way of showing affection. ‘What happened to the sheep that fell in the sea?’


‘It grew baaaaaaaa-nacles.’


I burst out laughing. I couldn’t stop. I was ten. I was creasing so much, shuddering till my laugh was silent and it was all in the shake of my shoulders. I held my hips, almost to stop my sides from splitting.


Papa stopped stirring and turned to me.


‘I don’t understand …’


‘Baaaa-nacles … Papa, do I need to … ?’


‘Bwana, how does a sheep fall in the sea? They’re not stupid. Why are they at the beach?’


I rolled my eyes. Papa, it’s not that deep. Why are you tearing apart my joke?


‘OK, OK, Papa, fine. What happened to the sheep at the bottom of the sea?’


‘What?’


‘It grew baaaaaaaa-nacles.’


I burst out laughing again. I was out of control. Papa smiled this time.


I continued, through my tears. ‘What happened to the cow at the bottom of the sea?’


Papa shrugged, shaking his head like I was nuts.


‘It grew moooo-ssels.’


Papa smiled, but he wasn’t really smiling.


‘And …’ I couldn’t breathe. This was the funniest moment of my entire life so far. ‘What happened to the goat at the bottom of the sea?’


‘I don’t know, Madhu,’ he said, using my name to show me enough was very nearly enough, quite frankly.


‘It died,’ I said, with the straightest face I could muster.


And he corpsed. My dad doubled over, laughing, dropping the sloppy wooden spoon of scrambled drippings on to the floor. He banged the worktop. Mum started screaming from her bedroom, cos she just loooooves shouting across the house, demanding to know what was going on.


And I laughed with him.


It was like he saw me for who I was.


God, I loved making him laugh that day. With a rule-of-three joke I didn’t even realise was one of the rules of comedy and everything. Years later, I read about what I had done. You set up the joke, you then confirm the joke and then you change the joke. So, man walks down the street, slips on a banana skin. He walks down another street, tries to avoid the banana skin and slips on it, and then the third time, man walks down the street, steps carefully over the banana skin but falls down a manhole. A rule of three, comedy nerds.


Then, two years later, I discovered Kareena Patel, and I knew. Stand-up was my life. I needed to listen to and watch everything. Thank god for the Netflix stand-up specials. Except the ones by white dudes who want to say offensive things and call the show ‘Triggered’ or something, like they wanna be an edgelord whose only function is to tell jokes designed to wind people up and then shout at them if they don’t find it funny.


As I enter the cafe, I realise that it’s busier than usual. There’s actually people in here for once. I purposefully chose this open-mic night for a reason. And that reason is, no audience. It’s a lot of pressure otherwise. A lot of pressure. I was expecting there to be, like, ten people here, basically five open-mic people, whatever mates they could muster and the compère.


I come to this event religiously and every time I think, This is it, tonight I’m going to jump up and do my jokes.


Except, I never do. I bottle it every week.


This time is different. I’m definitely doing it. I promise. Seriously. What’s changed, you ask? The UCAS deadline is approaching faster than a flicked bogey, and something within me went, It’s now or never, sis.


But as soon as I see the stage, I start to panic. There’s too many people. They’ll all be looking at me. The skin on my arms starts to itch.


‘Hey Madhu,’ I hear and turn to see who’s calling me.


Leila, the barista, comes over. She used to be in college with me, the year above. We never spoke until one day I made her laugh. She was once standing amongst a group of people I was talking at by doing impressions of a posh actor saying racist stuff on television. And she was laughing with everyone else, and I was very aware that she was the only brown girl present, and I desperately wanted the solidarity of her friendship. She nodded and I nodded as the circle dissipated.


We nodded at each other every time we passed each other, after that. Right up until her last day of college.


And then she was gone. And the brown-girl solidarity in the corridors was over until Shanai changed colleges to mine, cos – well, let’s just say, the school she was at did not want to change its name from Colston Academy, and that is messed-up, dude.


Leila and I didn’t talk until I started rocking up to LOLZ to watch the comedians.


It wasn’t even a barrier, that we hadn’t talked at school. That first time I went in, I saw her and she said, ‘Madhu, right? St Brendan’s Sixth Form,’ and I was like, ‘Hey Leila,’ and that was enough.


Brown-girl solidarity back in action. School just wasn’t the place for us. It needed us both to leave before we could be pals. Since that first time I came in, she’s been my bar buddy, watching over me as I studied the open-mic losers, making notes or writing sketches of jokes on my phone, chatting to me in breaks about her new girlfriend, about co-habitation problems, like cleaning the shower and other things I don’t have to worry about because my mother cannot delegate, so I don’t have to do anything at home.


She tried to convince me I should go up after I read her one of my jokes.


‘No thanks.’ I had said. Quickly.


‘You deserve to experience someone who looks like you telling the jokes you want to hear, instead of these indistinguishable white boys …’


She was right.


I’m going to tell you a bitter truth that too often goes unsaid in this world.


Men. Aren’t. Funny.


I have never met a man funnier than me. Than my friends. Than my mum. And she’s my mum. No one finds their mum funny.


‘You are definitely going up tonight,’ Leila says this time.


The definitiveness of it makes me panic a bit. And even though I arrived with every intention of going up, it’s like the bug eyes of Leila, through the expanse of her big glasses, make me crumble a bit. Like an ant through a magnifying glass on a hot summer’s day in a cartoon.


Can I do this? Should I?


‘OK,’ I say. Then, uncontrolled, I add, ‘Wait, I’m not sure …’


I’m already talking myself out of it. Not this week, my brain instructs.


‘You have to,’ Leila tells me. ‘This is the week …’


‘You’re not my real dad,’ I reply and look over my shoulder at the exit. At full acceleration, I could be there in under five seconds. I live my life a quarter mile at a time, Dominic Torretto-style. I’m not going up. Tonight’s not the night. It feels off. I need it to be my decision. Not anyone else’s.


‘Listen, Madhu …’


‘Listen, Leila, I’m not feeling it …’


Leila places a finger to my lips and I want to tell her to moisturise but she shushes me.


‘Sam just realised it’s all white dudes and Jazz who signed up for the open mic …’


‘So, all white dudes …’


‘Exactly,’ Leila says, laughing.


Jazz is a brown guy comedian who does not want anyone to realise he’s brown. The accent, the khakis, the shrill Asian auntie impression he does. It’s all for the whites. I tell ya. ‘I’m not being the token wimmins up there. They need to address that …’


The more it rolls around in my head, the more I think tonight is not the night. If I’m the only girl up there, it just adds a weird pressure for me. The first time needs to feel unpressured. Maybe I can sneak back into the restaurant before my replacement arrives and just work my shift. I don’t want to do Sunday anyway. Sunday afternoons in a pizza restaurant are the pits. Divorced dads slumped over their phones while their obnoxious kids throw all their food on the floor.


Leila thinks for a second. ‘You have to go up.’


‘It’s my first ever five minutes. I can’t. Seriously. They’ll be merciless. Also, I’m not being anyone’s token. I’m not ready …’


‘Let me tell you a secret,’ she says, serious face on. ‘No one is ever really ready. You know that bit in When Harry Met Sally when he goes, “when you realise you want to spend the rest of your life with someone, you want it to start right now”?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘That film is old enough to be my real dad.’


‘Madhu, come on. You have to …’


‘They’ll murder me.’


Leila shakes her head.


I turn to the door. Leila grabs my hand.


‘Sam, this is Madhu, a hilarious new comic. She’s going up tonight …’


‘I—’ I start to say to Leila, but Sam talks over me.


‘Oh, hey, yes, the girl comic. Thank you so much. That’d be awesome, thank you,’ he says in his most sincere voice, probably because he knows I’m ultimately saving him from looking bad.


He hands me a clipboard and asks me to sign my name.


This is madness. I swear.


I push the clipboard back to him. Leila takes the clipboard and starts filling it out herself. I try to pull it from her but she retreats to behind the counter. Sam, awkward and unsure whether the conversation is done, smiles and starts doing an exaggerated, bad moonwalk backwards.


I’m standing there by myself, thinking, What are you even doing?


Papa would kill me if he knew I was here.


Law degree, my brain reminds me.


I start edging towards the door, in full panic. My mind is racing. I didn’t want this to be a thing. I just wanted to scratch an itch. Get it out of my system. So I can go uni knowing I did it.


I remember listening to Kareena Patel talking about what she referred to as ‘the curiosity gap’.


‘Like, every time a waiter puts a plate in front of you and tells you to be careful because it’s hot, that’s like life in so many ways,’ she once said. ‘Because we can only really understand how hot, and what he means by hot and what we mean by hot through experience. And isn’t that the ultimate expression of life? What does not trying really mean? It means, I am willing to take the waiter’s word for it that the plate is hot. Do you want to live your life this way? I don’t. And three skin grafts later, you can barely tell, right?’


I see Jazz standing by the toilets. He’s got his earbuds in and he’s mouthing some words over and over. I’ve seen him three times and he’s done the exact same set each time. He’s probably gonna do it tonight. Why waste anyone’s time with fresh jokes? He’s doing hand signals to hammer home a punchline. I realise he’s listening to a recording of his own material.


Oh no, I think. I need to remind myself of what I’m going to say.


I run to a dark corner of The Station and sit down, flicking through my notebook, squinting in the light of my phone torch.


Sam clears his throat.


‘Jeez,’ I shout loudly, dropping my phone and notebook into the darkness of this unnecessarily dim cafe. My heart is pounding.


‘I don’t know how that happened,’ he says. ‘It’s so weird. Usually we have a girl …’


‘Maybe there’s, like, a big coven AGM or something?’ I reply.


‘Yeah, maybe. Look, if you’re here, you’d be helping out big time …’


‘Helping out?’ I say.


‘It’s just … it doesn’t look good …’


‘So, you want me to help you look good?’


‘Yes. Well actually, diversity is so important.’


‘Right …’ I say. ‘I’m not feeling it.’


Sam leans forward and closes his eyes like I’m really stressing him out.


‘You don’t have to go on,’ he says.


‘I know,’ I reply. ‘And that would suck for you more than it would for me. I’ve never been up.’


‘O-kay,’ he says, hesitantly. Before getting increasingly aggressive. ‘You’re right. We need you. Last time this happened, we got murdered by some sixth form college paper in their lead column.’ I cringe, because it was my college, and I know who wrote the piece. ‘And yeah, I know, Leila said it’ll be your first time …’ Sam carried on, ‘But look, it’s just like any other gig. You were going to go up anyway. What’s the difference?’


I hate that I’m giving him what he wants. I hate it. I hate that he’s pushing me into this.


I see my phone light up and I pick it off the floor, dusting it off. It’s a message from Papa. He’s sent me a link to a profile of a Conservative MP who started his career as a barrister. Also brown.


This is my life. This is what’s expected.


I delete the text. I never want to read about this evil Tory, ever.


‘Fine,’ I say eventually, leaving the longest pause I can. ‘I’ll be your token girl …’


‘And you’re brown as well,’ Sam says, smiling, thinking he’s in on a joke. ‘Tick. And tick.’


‘Are you serious, bro?’ I say. I look out to an imaginary camera, like I’m in The Office.


Sam holds his hands up to say he’s sorry, which is a power move because it means he doesn’t need to actually say the words ‘I’m sorry’.


‘Tick those diversity boxes,’ I say. Sam’s pen is hovering. He just needs me to say yes and tell him my name. ‘Tick. And tick. My name’s Madhu.’


I spell it for him. Twice. I add a circumflex on the ‘a’ the second time, just to be fancy.


He stands up and Leila comes over, offering me a high five. I look at her elbow, because that’s the way to ensure you never miss, and we give fives like pros.


‘Wear this,’ Leila says when Sam leaves, and shoves a black item of clothing at me. I open it up. It’s a sweatshirt that says, in huge white letters, TOKEN.


‘Oh wow,’ I say, laughing. ‘This is a lot.’


‘It belongs to my friend Jacob – he’s an artist who made it for such occasions as this. He left it here last night. I don’t think he’d mind.’


I look up at the stage and that familiar ouchy churn hits my stomach. Suddenly my bag, filled with the UCAS directory and the anvil of an unwritten personal statement feels too much to carry. I pull my bag off and as I place it on the sticky floor by my feet, I hear someone say, ‘Hey.’


I turn and see Jazz.


In his khaki trousers, sensible light-blue shirt and blue blazer. He looks like a young trust-fund bro rather than a young Jerry Seinfeld, which is probably the look he’s going for. Instead, he just looks like he’s wearing his dad’s clothes to his uncle’s last-minute wedding.


‘Jazz, right? Hi,’ I say, extending a hand. ‘My uncle has that exact same blazer.’


Jazz laughs. ‘I hear you’re finally going up,’ he says. ‘Sick uncle burn. Who did you come dressed as? A cool indie band member?’


‘Is that … an insult?’ I say, and Jazz laughs, realising his return burn failed. He steps back and puts his hands in his pockets like he’s about to offer me unwanted advice.


I nod. I nod again. And then to really ram the point home I say, ‘Yup,’ slowly.


‘It’s good you’re a woman because that’ll really distract from the whole two Asians thing,’ he says. Then he laughs. ‘One Asian is tokenism. Two is diversity …’


‘Three is white genocide,’ I say, and he laughs. ‘WHITE GENOCIDE,’ I scream, like I’m in a heavy metal band, offering Jazz the horns of the devil on my index and teeny tiny finger, and his hands are out of his pockets and on his chest as he laughs.


His face really opens up when he laughs. For a comedian, he never does, though. He’s so stiff and serious.


He has the floppy hair of the American comic, the white sneakers and khakis of the American comic. The delivery of the American comic. But the laugh of an Asian kid from the ends. A nasal ‘hihihihihihi’.


‘You should laugh more,’ I say. ‘You seem less like someone who dresses like my uncle.’


I laugh to show him I’m joking. I love you, Mukesh kaka! I’m just being silly!


‘As I said,’ he says. ‘Just really lean into the woman thing. Don’t steal any of my Asian thunder.’


‘Oh, to be complex and nuanced and both an Asian and a woman and just be … What a dream to have …’ I say and Jazz snaps his fingers, one, two, three, like we’re at a jazz poetry evening.


‘Good luck tonight,’ Jazz says, sweetly.


‘OK, Jazz, listen, go and stand over there. I’m not trying to be rude but I’ve literally never done stand-up before and I need to concentrate before I go humiliate myself.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ Jazz says, pumping a fist into a thumbs up. I laugh as he backs away like a malfunctioning robot.


Leila joins me and hands me a fizzy water.


‘God, he’s fit,’ she murmurs.


‘He dresses like my uncle,’ I reply.


‘I bet your uncle’s fit too,’ Leila says, sighing deeply.


‘Good evening and welcome to LOLZ, live from The Station …’ Sam says, before making a couple of jokes about being down with the kids to a smattering of groans and titters. The energy is low so he breaks into his rap about how to make the perfect sandwich. Why are white men so desperate to do knowingly bad raps to show they sort of know all the words to the Fresh Prince theme tune?


I’m getting more and more jittery because it’s fuller than usual. There are at least twenty audience members who are just here to attend. They are all facing the stage and they are quiet. I look over at Leila for comfort as she serves teas, coffees and cakes. She loves stand-up nights. No one orders drinks cos they don’t want the steam from the coffee machine to distract a comic who might then jump on the opportunity to make fun of them. She has literally nothing to do except learn Spanish on her phone app. Sometimes, if the silence falls just right, you can hear her whispering, ‘Yo como manzanas,’ into her phone.


I see her staring at the screen, mouthing some words.


I think about how to reply to Papa’s text. He was so proud when I said I was planning to apply to University of Bristol and King’s in London. He was happy because there was every chance I would stay in Bristol and live at home and commute. Meanwhile, I secretly knew that King’s was my top choice. Meena once told me that Papa was desperate for there to be a lawyer in our family because of an incident when he was newly arrived in the country. He got hit by a car when he was cycling to work. And he lost so much money because he could not go anywhere while he was in a cast. Luckily, the couple in the house where he lodged took pity on him and put him in touch with their son, a barrister, who helped him bring a case to court and he got his lost earnings back. It was a small intervention but it was a needed one.


‘This country only educates a few people to know how to use the system,’ he said. ‘The more of us there are, the more chance we have of using the system for good.’


He put the law on a pedestal. Everything became black and white. Mum once brought home a loaf of bread that she had accidentally forgotten to pay for. It remained in her shopping trolley when she loaded everything on to the conveyor belt. Papa marched us all back to the shop and got her to pay for it. The confused shop assistant took the 60p or whatever mostly because of his insistence, not because they cared. But to Papa, right was right.


And now his daughter was going to be on the right side of right.


If he knew where I was, instead of earning money for uni, he’d be so angry.


Jazz goes up first. He grabs the microphone off the stand. He paces, three steps to the left and three to the right, pretending to be working out what has annoyed him this week. His whole schtick is: ‘We should complain about the little things because the big things are completely beyond our control. Here’s a bunch of little things that annoy me.’ I probably know his set off by heart.


I mouth along as he begins.


‘Don’t you hate it when people text you to ask if you saw their email?’


A few laughs. A few titters. Not me. I’m still at college. Jazz too. We have never texted anyone, ‘Did you get my email?’.


‘You don’t have to reply to everything immediately. People used to write each other letters. And then send them. And then wait. Weeks, months, for a reply. No one was sending a carrier pigeon round with a note saying, “Did you receive my epistolary correspondence?”.’


People laugh.


He ends on his big joke about his mum FaceTiming him from her bikini wax once. The face she pulls. Oh, ha ha ha, the weirdness of a teenage boy talking about women getting their legs waxed; the ability to contort his face, normally so serious, into something ridiculous. It shouldn’t work. But it does.


A few other comics go onstage and I tune them out. I listen to my set on my earphones, practised in front of the bathroom mirror when everyone else was at work, and I try to centre myself. I’ve accidentally wandered into a battle royale with a banana I’m pretending is a gun. I’m not meant to be here. Maybe I am meant to be here. Maybe this is my goddamn origin story.


I’m staring at a text from Papa asking what I’m up to and when I’ll be home, as Sam starts introducing the next act. I’m listening but not in the moment of it.


‘Our next act describes herself as “someone who came cos it was Thursday open-mic night, this is my first ever set please don’t kill me …” You heard her, folks. Please do not … under any circumstances … kill her. The one and only, for the first time, Madhu Krishna!’


The light applause sucks me into the room, and I realise that Madhu Krishna is me. I run towards the stage like I just ran in late, and when I grab the mic people are laughing at me. I realise I’ve left my earphones in. Whoopsy poopsies. I whip them out and then do that awkward tuck into my tight jeans thing, leaving the entire length of one of the white wires dangling down to the floor. I then remember the jumper, and I put it on. TOKEN. People laugh. One person whoops.


I smile to the back of the room. Then I smile in Leila’s direction. Then … I … bow.


I have no idea why. Everything in me feels fizzy. Like when you pour out a shaken bottle of Coke and it’s still in tssss mode after a few minutes. Each bubble taking its turn to pop into the abyss.


I realise that from up here you can’t actually see anyone. I cannot see the crowd. Or the compère. Or even Leila. The spotlight is that white. It’s a bit of a blessing. Because all time has stopped. Everything has slowed down. All I can see is the bright light, literally like it’s the end-of-life tunnel. And all I can hear is the gulp in my throat, the chap-chap-chap of my dry mouth and the quarry of my empty brain.


I bow again.


A few more laughs.


So I smile broadly. Trying to remember my first line. Once I know the first line, the muscle memory might kick in. But why can’t I summon up the first line? What is wrong with me?


Come on, Madhu, what is it?


Something about my dad, about his weird impressions? His weird expressions? Something. Something about … no … wait. The more I try to think about the line, the more I panic because I’m not saying anything and the more I’m not saying anything, the more I’m wasting my five minutes. I try to visualise a page of my notebook. All the words are blurred.


There’s one laugh. A nervous one. Begging me to say something. Anything. The light is blinding and my mouth is dry and I have no idea what I’m doing up here. This time next year I’ll be doing a law degree and my life, inevitably, will be over and I just can’t be here. I cannot be here. I can’t be here. I can’t. This is useless. I am useless.


‘Come on then,’ someone shouts.


And I drop the microphone. I just drop it on the floor. It clunks and does that feedback wail you only really hear in the movies.


In the ensuing silence, I realise I have no option but to run, to get off the stage, to just go. But my body is frozen to the spot. I cannot move … anything. Not my brain, my hands, my feet. I am just stuck. I ball my fists, which feels like progress. People are laughing, like this is part of the performance. Maybe I should just pick the mic up and replace it on the stand and shout ‘thank you very much’, like it was meant to be … is what I think now I could have done, but we’re not in the bit where I’m telling you how I got here, we’re in the moment of the biggest humiliation my life has ever experienced.


I have failed.


I feel something push past me, bending as it goes. I realise it’s Sam, arriving onstage, picking up the dropped microphone and placing it on the stand. He clenches his clipboard under his arm and applauds me.


Which is just the worst bit. I’m being applauded for failing.


So I run. I run off the stage, grabbing my backpack from the stairs, and I head for the door. I don’t even hear what Sam says that garners such a huge laugh. All I know is that it’s at my expense.


I’m a failure.
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