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Suzie ended
the call she was on. Without thinking she checked the time on her
computer. She still had another forty-five minutes before her
cigarette break was due. Sighing she knew the next call would
automatically transfer to her headset.


As expected a
light on her phone blinked and she found herself stating the
company name and her name in a mechanical tone. The man had a broad
Scottish accent. She found herself struggling to understand him.
Having ascertained he was visiting London next week and wanted to
take his family to see a theatre show in the West End, she was
having difficulty deciphering exactly what show he wanted to see.
It was either the 'Ladykillers' or 'Les Miserables'...maybe 'The
Lion King'.


Part of her
wanted to hazard a guess, book the tickets, cross her fingers
hoping she'd conjectured correctly. Knowing all the calls were
recorded she couldn't risk playing the odds. Suzie needed the job.
If the call was played back and she was found to have not clarified
the show or repeated back the order to her ever-increasingly riled
consumer, she'd risk a customer complaint and formal warning from
her supervisor. Reverting to politeness, she asked the gentleman to
repeat the name of the show as a bad line was making it hard for
her to hear.


The
anticipated reaction was unsurprising to her. He began raving about
Indian call centres and their inefficiency. Once she'd let him run
his course on that topic, he directed his harsh tongue on her,
asking for her name. When she told him it was Suzie, he accused her
of lying, then told her she'd appeal more to customers if she was
honest.


The rant was
not her first, nor would it be her last. Though she'd developed a
thick skin, the words forever ignited a flicker of annoyance within
her. There was no point in protesting or correcting the man. She
closed her eyes and dug her fingernails into the desk to maintain
control.


He was right,
her name wasn't Suzie; it was Susmita. To her the it sounded
simple. Having grown up in the United Kingdom, she realised the
British were unaccustomed to the name -its sound and spelling. A
lot of people shortened their names for ease of use. Susmita felt
it best to adopt a plain name to customers. Her friends at
university had taken to calling her Suzie – it rolled off their
tongues easily. Apparently it was an abbreviation of the name Susan
or Suzanne. She never had an issue divulging her surname.


Blessed with
'Patel' as a last name, it was similar in its commonality to that
of 'Smith'. She was the only Suzie Patel working at the company,
but people seemed peeved when she gave her name as Suzie. As if she
was pulling the wool over their eyes or attempting to avoid taking
responsibility for the call. For the most part it was like water
off a duck's back, but occasionally she fought the urge to ask the
clients what exactly they thought she'd achieve by lying about her
first name.


The Indian
call centre complaint was more amusing to her. She was based in
London, although the centre was due to move to north England in a
few months to cut costs. It amazed her that because of her slight
accent people assumed she was local to her parent's origins. London
was a cosmopolitan city. England itself was multi-national. Why
moaning customers failed to ever comprehend that a foreign person
could be working in England was beyond her.


Instead of
terminating the call or being over-pleasant Suzie took a chance on
humouring the man. Given he was looking for a family show it was
either Les Mis or the Lion King. She started humming Elton John's
'Can You Feel The Love Tonight' over the line.


The Scot's man
was delighted, confirming it was indeed the show he wanted four
tickets for. While he was laughing, she processed the order, then
took his credit card details to complete the call as soon as
possible. The longer she stayed on one line, the less likely she
was to meet sales targets.


Hanging up,
she shook her head and watched the clock in the corner of her
computer monitor until she was released for a cigarette break.


Suzie didn't
actually smoke. It was merely an excuse to grab five minutes fresh
air from her sympathetic supervisor. Taking her mobile she saw
she'd had a text from her fiancé. She exhaled long and loudly, not
wanting to read it.


'What's
bothering you?' said a voice from the shadows.


From the
opposite side entrance of the building stood a young man in his
early twenties. Suzie had a feeling she'd seen him before, but
wasn't sure where.


'Working
nights is always a bother.'


'So work
days.'


Suzie smiled
at his instant solution.


'My problem
isn't quite that basic,' she said in a friendly tone.


'Fill me
in.'


He was quite
good-looking in his own way. Not stand-out or stunning, but
attractive. Just over five foot seven, many would consider him
average if they were being generous. Barely past the five foot mark
herself, he was tall enough for Suzie. He was rake thin and very
pale with black hair that had grown out and needed to be trimmed
and styled.


His lips were
pink, and his cheek bones were high enough to make him appear
gaunt. It was the dimples when he smiled and his hazel eyes with
visible gold flecks that made him eye-catching. Casually dressed in
black skinny jeans and a zipped up leather bomber jacker she wasn't
sure why he was familiar to her.


'It would all
be very boring for you I'm afraid,' she said honestly.


'Try me.'


'There isn't
the time. My break is nearly over.'


'Another time
perhaps?' he asked tentatively.


'Another
time,' she nodded her head.


'When?'


Her head
turned sharply at his soft determined voice.


'I've no idea.
If you're inviting me out shouldn't you be proposing a date and
time?'


He smiled
irresistibly.


'Do you always
work nights?'


'Yes, but only
till eleven,' admitted Suzie frankly.


'Are you more
likely to accept if I ask you out on a real date or something
casual like hanging out in your next cigarette break?'


Suzie giggled.
She liked him. He was laid-back and despite his keenness, he was in
no way, shape or form threatening in his pursuit of her.


'Do you often
work nights?' she asked.


'Depends. Not
every night. Maybe two or three a week. I finish at half eleven,'
he said openly.


'I work every
night except Sunday. I don't know how flexible your boss is, but
you can definitely catch me on my cigarette breaks. They're always
at 8.30pm. Same time every night.'


'I'll surprise
you then.'


'You do
that.'


'I will.
That's a promise Suzie.'


She halted
mid-turn.


'How do you
know my name?'


'Name badge,'
he said pointing to her polo shirt with the ticket company's logo
embroidered on it.


'And
yours?'


He unzipped
his jacket to reveal a black shirt with the insignia of the private
art-house cinema, off Leicester Square, emblazoned on it. The badge
he wore said 'Matt'.


'Surprise me
then Matt.'


'I will,' he
assured her.


Suzie skipped
back into the building. As she pressed the lift button to her
floor, she realised she hadn’t read the text from her fiancé.
Rather than dismiss the momentary relief she felt from life with
her late night liaison, she switched the phone off to deal with her
pending husband after work had finished.


***


No sooner had
she ended her shift and turned her phone on, then numerous
additional texts and voice-mail messages from her fiancé popped up
on the screen. She wanted to hurl the phone into the near-by park
to escape ever having to respond to the demanding man.


'Hey,' said
the voice from earlier.


'Hey
yourself.'


Suzie could
feel herself relaxing at the sight of Matt.


'I finished
work early to surprise you.'


'It worked,'
she said sincerely.


'It's Saturday
night. I know it's a drag after work, but I thought maybe I could
take you out for a drink or something. If you haven't other
plans.'


Suzie scanned
the screen of her phone. She didn't have other plans. Other people
may have had other plans they wanted to impose on her, but Suzie
didn't have any; certainly nothing she was committed to.


'It's the end
of my week. I can definitely do with unwinding.'


'Phew,' he
said, wiping his brow exaggeratedly. 'I know a little hidey-hole
close by where we can have some privacy, listen to some decent
tunes. It won't cost me a fortune to treat you and most importantly
it's quiet enough to talk properly.'


As they strode
off, Suzie instinctively found herself linking arms with Matt as he
ushered her to a members club in the basement of an office
building. Although tucked away in seedy Soho, the venue itself was
small and friendly. Suzie liked the vibe, it reminded her of
Matt.


'What was with
the phone rage earlier?' he asked, sitting down with two glasses
and a bottle of wine.


'Troubles at
home,' said Suzie vaguely.


'Ahh you've
got a boyfriend. Man troubles. Had I known I was just going to be
the nice guy to provide an ear to listen and shoulder to cry on I'd
have got us beer, rather than splashing out on sparkling white
wine.'


'I told you it
was complicated,' said Suzie ruefully.


'Tell
then.'


'You're a
Londoner Matt?'


'I am
indeed.'


'Then my story
is not a new one for you. My parents are from India. They'd like me
to marry within my own religion and race. It's a hard concept to
impress on a girl raised in state school education in London. Torn
between parental expectations and living my own life.'


'But you've
submitted to your parents wishes?'


'Kind of,'
said Suzie reverting to cryptic communication.


'Don't play
games. Be straight with me.'


'I'm in
university. University College of London has an Indian Society.
Naturally I joined in my first year. Met a guy. In our final year
he proposed
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