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For Loz

Chapter 1

I’m in my studio when my mobile rings, and while the sound of heavy breathing is initially exciting, it doesn’t take me long to realize that it’s just Ashif.

‘How’d you get on with her?’ he asks, evidently panting from the effort of walking along the pavement, given the heavy footsteps I can hear in the background.

‘Who, Ash?’

‘You know – that woman who wanted you to paint that portrait of her.’ I can almost hear him grinning down the phone line. ‘Nude.’

Ash is my art dealer, although when I say dealer, in truth his family own the Indian restaurant on the seafront where I display my work in return for a ten per cent cut on any that get sold.

‘Ash, she was about seventy.’

‘So?’

‘And more importantly, she wanted me to be nude, as it turned out.’

‘Ah.’ There’s a pause, and then Ash clears his throat. ‘But you’re still doing it, right?’

‘What do you think?’ I say, realizing I probably already know the answer to that question. ‘Of course not.’

‘That, Ben, is the reason you’re still what’s known in the trade as a “struggling artist’’,’ sighs Ash, no doubt picturing his commission disappearing down the drain. What else he does for money, I’m not exactly sure, but there must be something, as given the number of pictures I actually sell, or how few commissions that come my way as a result of his dealings, I can hardly live on the ninety per cent I get.

‘Yes, well, as I’ve told you a hundred times, I’m not prepared to compromise my principles.’

Ash snorts loudly into the receiver. ‘And as I’ve told you a thousand times, principles are for people who can afford them. And right now, that’s not you.’

‘Well, if you wouldn’t mind perhaps qualifying some of these dodgy enquiries that you keep sending my way a little better, then maybe one day it will be.’

‘So what if you have to kiss the occasional frog? It’s a numbers game.’

‘No, that’s accountancy, and if you remember, I’ve given that up. This is art,’ I say, conscious that it sounds more than a little pretentious.

‘So, where does the term “painting by numbers” come from, then?’ says Ash, feebly.

‘Ash, that’s . . .’ I stop talking, and wonder again at the wisdom of letting someone who knows absolutely nothing about the art world represent me. ‘Never mind. What did you want?’

‘What did I want?’ repeats Ash, as if he’s forgotten the reason for his call. ‘Oh. Right. I was wondering what you were up to.’

I stare at the painting on the easel in front of me, which I’ve spent most of the day tweaking, but just can’t seem to get right. ‘Working, Ash. That’s what I do when I’m here in my studio.’

‘Ah,’ says Ash. ‘I did wonder. Anyway, let me in, will you? I need to talk to you, and it’s freezing out here.’

‘You’re outside? What the hell are you doing calling me on the phone, then?’

‘Well, I thought you might be doing her. Painting, her, I mean. That woman. And I didn’t want to interrupt you.’

‘Well don’t, then.’

‘Wait! I’ve got something important to tell . . .’

I click the phone off and slip it back into my pocket, then try to ignore the sound of banging from the front door, until it’s clear it’s not going to stop, before making my way along the hallway and down the stairs. My studio’s in the upstairs part of an old shop, one of a few in this part of Margate’s old town that the council is renting out for next to nothing to local craftspeople or artists like me in an attempt to regenerate the area, and, as I reach the ground floor, I can see Ash’s face peering in anxiously through a gap in the whitewashed glass.

‘Where’s the fire?’ I say as I let him in.

‘Well, it’s not in here, more’s the pity,’ he says, exhaling exaggeratedly, then nodding towards the fog breath he has produced. ‘Why on earth do you work in these conditions?’

‘Because they’re cheap, Ash. And Turner lived just around the corner, you know?’

Ash frowns. ‘Tina Turner?’

‘No, Ash. Turner. The painter?’ I shake my head slowly at Ash’s blank expression. ‘Besides, with you as my dealer, it’s all I can afford.’

‘Agent, please,’ he says, still a little out of breath from his walk. Ash is a little on the large side, but then so would I be if I lived above the Indian Queen. ‘Dealer sounds a little, well, druggy.’

‘Sorry, Ashif.’ I give him a mock salute. ‘Agent. And what’s with the suit?’

‘Why? What’s wrong with it?’ says Ash, picking an imaginary bit of fluff from his jacket.

‘Nothing. I just hope the judge was impressed.’ Ash got a new BMW a few months ago – a thirtieth birthday present from his parents – and already has nine points for speeding on his licence.

He opens his mouth as if to respond, then evidently thinks better of it. ‘Where have you been?’ he says, as I lock the door carefully behind him. Not that there’s much in here to steal, but last time I left it open, someone actually put a bin-liner full of old clothes inside, obviously harking back to the charity shop it once was. ‘I’ve been phoning you all afternoon.’

I follow him upstairs, retrieving my mobile from my pocket and looking at the screen, where Ash’s two missed calls are clearly visible. ‘All afternoon? I hardly think a couple of calls five minutes apart qualify as “all afternoon”.’

‘Yeah, but you never, er, don’t answer your phone,’ says Ash, frowning at his own bad English. ‘If you know what I mean?’

‘I’m sorry,’ I lie, having ignored his earlier calls on purpose, then point towards my painting. ‘I was just a little preoccupied with this. Plus I must have left my phone on “vibrate”.’

Ash raises one eyebrow. ‘Kinky.’

I can’t help but make a face back at him. ‘It’s about the only pleasure I get nowadays.’

‘Well, if you’d have taken up that old woman on her offer . . . ’

‘As if.’

‘For the millionth time, it’s pronounced “Ash-eef ”.’

‘Very funny, Ash.’

‘So have you never, you know, done it with someone you’ve painted?’ he asks, walking over towards the window and wiping the condensation off one of the panes.

‘Of course.’

Ash looks round in surprise. ‘You have?’

‘Oh yes.’ I nod. ‘Because that’s what always happens. In porn movies.’

Ash looks a little disappointed. ‘So, no one new on the horizon?’

‘Nope. The women I meet nowadays don’t seem to think that “Ben Grant – struggling artist” is much of a catch. And to be honest, it’s getting to the stage that whenever I do meet someone, even if I can be bothered to ask them out on a date, there’s a part of me that’s hoping they won’t turn up.’

‘Why ever not?’

I sigh. ‘Because it’ll just be the same again. We’ll have a bit of fun, and then it’ll start to go bad, and it’s back to square one. And I’m getting a little tired of it all.’

‘Yes, well, perhaps you shouldn’t have made Amy dump you, then, should you?’

‘Let’s not go down that particular conversational road again, please.’ Amy and I split up about a month ago, and there’s hardly been a day since then that Ash hasn’t reminded me of the fact. ‘And, anyway, I didn’t make her dump me. The decision was mutual.’

‘Mutual?’ Ash laughs. ‘As in she decided to split up with you, and you had no choice but to agree.’

‘No, because it was the right thing to do. For both of us. She wanted a commitment out of me. And I wasn’t prepared to give her one.’

Ash nods slowly. ‘I can see why she dumped you, then.’

‘Get your mind out of the gutter, please. A commitment.’

‘Why not?’

I shrug. ‘She just wasn’t the one. There was no spark. No thunderbolt.’

‘No? So why can’t you stop thinking about her, then?’

‘I don’t think about her, really. Just . . . well, about us.’

Ash raises both eyebrows, and takes a step backwards. ‘Us?’

‘No. Our relationship, I mean. Amy and me. And why it went the way of all the others.’

Ash gives me a weary look. ‘Because you weren’t prepared to marry her?’

‘Yes, but why? She was my twenty-ninth girlfriend, you know. That’s one for every year of my life. You’d have thought I’d have learned something about relationships by now. At least enough to keep one going.’

‘But you can always go back to her, right? I mean, you said she was keeping that particular door open for you?’

I make a face. ‘Yes, but it wouldn’t simply be going back to her, would it? It’d mean giving all this up.’ I gesture around my sparsely furnished studio, trying to ignore the cracked panes of glass in the window. While I’ve always loved art, in actual fact, I trained as an accountant, and worked as one up until last year, at a medium-sized firm here in Margate, which was where I met Amy. But, recently, I’d begun to feel more than a little restless – in both my job and personal life – so six months ago I decided to leave, to try to make a go of it as a painter. Leaving Amy came a little bit later, but I can’t pretend the two were unrelated.

‘Amy said that, did she?’

‘Not in so many words. But I think she always assumed that my painting was just something I needed a little time off for. You know, to get it out of my system.’

‘Get it out of your system?’ Ash laughs. ‘What, like glandular fever?’

‘I’m serious, Ash. Accountancy wasn’t for me. And if Amy couldn’t see that . . . Well, that just proves that she wasn’t either.’

‘But she wanted to marry you, Ben.’

‘No, Ash. She wanted to marry the me I wasn’t happy being. There’s an important difference. And this . . . It’s always been my dream. And you’ve got to go for your dreams, haven’t you?’

He walks over to the painting I’ve been working on for most of the day and studies it for a moment or two. ‘Ben, your trouble is that you’re a perfectionist, who expects everything to meet your exacting standards,’ he says, picking it up and turning it through a hundred and eighty degrees, before placing it back on the easel. It’s an abstract, with one large blue rectangle next to a smaller, darker one, and I’m a little annoyed that it actually looks better that way up. ‘And if it doesn’t . . .’

‘You’re talking about my work, right?’

‘If you like.’ Ash grins at me, then picks the painting up again. ‘What’s it supposed to be, anyway?’

‘It’s a self-portrait.’

Ash squints at it. ‘Really?’

‘Of course not, Ash. It’s not supposed to be anything. It’s abstract.’

‘You’re telling me,’ he says, grimacing at the canvas.

I snatch it from him exasperatedly and place it against the wall, face-inwards. To be honest, I don’t sell many of these. It’s mainly the portrait work that Ash gets me that pays the bills – when it’s genuine portrait work, that is, rather than pervy old ladies who want to sit on me, rather than for me. And when the bills aren’t very big. ‘Anyway, as pleasant as this little artistic debate is, what was it you wanted to tell me?’

Ash thinks for a moment. ‘Come on. I’ll buy you a drink.’

I glance at my watch. It’s five-thirty, and although I’m due to be teaching my art class in an hour, the offer of a beer – and one I don’t have to pay for – is too good to turn down. ‘You’re on.’

‘Excellent,’ says Ash, as I follow him back down the stairs. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet. And we’ve just got time for a swift one before they arrive.’

I get a sudden feeling of déjà vu. ‘Don’t tell me – another potential “client” who wants me to show her more than my etchings?’

Ash smiles. ‘Well, you’re right about the “female” part.’

I stop on the bottom step, and lean heavily against the bannister. Ash has tried to set me up on a number of occasions, none of which have worked out. Our tastes in women, like our tastes in art, are a little different. ‘This better not be another prospective ex.’

‘No,’ says Ash, pursing his lips enigmatically. ‘At least, I hope not.’

‘So why do I need a drink before I meet her?’

‘You don’t.’ Ash looks up at me nervously, before making for the front door. ‘But I do.’

Chapter 2

Five minutes later, I’m sitting at a table in The Cottage, the pub just around the corner from my studio. On the wall next to the bar, a large hand-written poster is appealing for people to sign up for the pub’s five-a-side football team, but seeing as they’ve decided to call themselves ‘The Cottagers’, not surprisingly, there’s not many takers.

‘Here you go.’ Ash puts a pint down on the table in front of me, then – and not for the first time – glances anxiously at the door. Given how nervous he’s looking, I’m starting to get a little worried about what he might be up to.

‘Checking your escape route?’

‘What? No.’ He looks at his watch, then gulps down a large mouthful of lager. ‘Listen, Ben, I’ve got something to tell you. Well, it’s more of an announcement, really.’

When Ash doesn’t continue, I put my beer down and study his face, wondering what it is he’s having so much trouble saying. He’s perspiring slightly, and it’s hardly hot in the pub, so either the brisk walk here took more out of him than normal, or he’s really worried about something. For a moment, I wonder whether the ‘woman’ thing was just a ruse to get me here, and he feels he needs to be in a public place – with witnesses – before he can say what he’s got to say. But what? I know he’s not gay, and from what I can tell, he’s not been having girlfriend problems – particularly since as far as I’m aware he hasn’t had a girlfriend for the best part of a year – which just leaves one thing. And it’s the thing closest to Ash’s heart. Money.

‘Hold on, Ash. I can guess what this is.’

He looks a little surprised. ‘You can?’

‘Your cut.’

Ash reaches a hand up to his face anxiously. ‘Where?’

‘Your percentage, I mean. Of my sales. You want to negotiate.’

‘I do?’

‘I mean, I really appreciate you letting me show my work in the restaurant, and all that, but it works both ways, doesn’t it? Otherwise, you’d have to go out and get some other paintings to cover the walls, which you’d have to pay for, and . . .’ I stop talking, because Ash still hasn’t said anything, and then start to feel a little sick. Maybe that’s what’s happening. Perhaps his mum and dad have decided they don’t like my stuff any more, and want to replace it with something a bit more, well, Indian. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? You want to replace my work with some rubbish prints from IKEA, don’t you? Well, what’s it going to take? Fifteen per cent? Twenty? My firstborn child? Because . . .’

Ash suddenly holds both hands up, as if he’s trying to fend off a beach-ball. ‘Your firstborn child? I can’t wait that long. And, anyway, it’s nothing like that. I’m getting married.’

‘What?’

Ash nods. ‘Yes. Can you believe it?’ he says, evidently not quite believing it himself.

For a moment, I can’t think what the appropriate response should be, my relief at not losing my only exhibition space overshadowed by my complete and utter astonishment. ‘When? Why?’ I start to say, then fortunately manage to turn them into a hurried ‘Who to?’, before draining most of my beer in one gulp. ‘I mean, I didn’t even know you had a girlfriend.’ I shake my head, and then realize that as surprised as I am at his news, Ash is even more stunned at my reaction. ‘I’m sorry, Ash. What I mean to say is “Congratulations”, of course.’

He breaks into a relieved grin. ‘Thanks.’

We clink our beer glasses together, then regard each other across the table, grinning like idiots, until I actually have to ask. ‘But seriously, who is this woman? And what’s she like?’

‘Priti,’ he says, glancing at his watch again, and then at the door.

‘Is she?’

Ash frowns. ‘Is she what?’

‘Pretty.’

‘No, that’s her name. It’s spelt P-R-I-T-I.’ Ash reaches into his wallet, then hands me a photograph of an extremely attractive girl dressed in a sari. ‘Although as a matter of fact, she is.’

I whistle appreciatively. ‘You’re telling me. She’s Indian, right?’ I say, studying the photo closely.

‘No, Ben. That’s her at a fancy dress party. Of course she’s Indian.’

I shake my head incredulously. ‘Well, you certainly managed to keep that quiet. And why haven’t I met her?’

Ash shrugs, then adjusts his tie. ‘I’ve only met her a couple of times myself, to be honest.’

I nearly drop the photo into my beer glass. ‘What? And you’re getting married?’

Ash snatches Priti’s picture from me and carefully slides it back into his wallet. ‘Well, okay, maybe more than a couple.’

‘How many more than a couple, exactly?’

‘Including today?’

‘Yes, Ash,’ I say, finally understanding who today’s mystery guest is going to be, and why Ash is so nervous. ‘Including today.’

‘Well . . . Three.’

‘Three? And when was the last time you saw her?’

Ash frowns into his glass, as if the answer’s in there. ‘I dunno. Must have been five or six . . .’

‘What? Days ago? Weeks?’

‘No. I must have been five. Or six. I can’t remember. But that’s not so surprising, seeing as we don’t live in the same country.’ He takes another sip of his beer. ‘But my mum and dad have been planning this for ages – they were friends with her parents before we moved here – and we’ve been emailing and speaking on the phone for the last few months, so it’s not as if we’re complete strangers.’

As Ash’s voice tails off, I stare across the table at him, still trying to get my head around the whole concept of what I assume is his mum and dad shipping a girl in from India for him to marry. ‘So your parents have . . . arranged the whole thing?’

Ash nods. ‘Well, yes. That’s why it’s called an arranged marriage. She’s arriving today for a visit – to see where I live, and everything. And assuming we get on face-to-face, then we probably will. Get married, I mean,’ he says, matter-of-factly.

‘And you don’t think it’s a bit . . . Weird?’

‘Nah. My lot do it all the time.’

It’s my turn to glance nervously at the door. ‘And she’s on her way here? Now?’

Ash unbuttons his jacket, then does it up again, obviously preferring to keep his stomach covered. ‘Yup. My folks picked her up from the airport this afternoon. We’ve got a big family meal planned this evening, then she gets to meet the cousins tomorrow.’

‘But you haven’t seen her yourself yet?’

‘Nope. But she’ll be along any minute.’

‘Hang on. So you haven’t seen her for the best part of, what, twenty-five years?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you’ve arranged to meet her here? This evening?’

‘Yup.’

‘With me?’

‘Well, I wanted to make a good impression.’

‘Don’t you think you’d have made a better one by picking her up from the airport yourself?’

‘Nah. She thinks I’m a businessman. So I said I had a

client meeting.’

‘With your only client.’

Ash grins. ‘I may have neglected to mention that particular fact. But you’re a famous artist around these parts.’

‘Well, that’s very nice of you to say so,’ I say, swelling a little with pride, ‘but I hardly think that’s true.’

‘Maybe not,’ says Ash, immediately bursting my bubble. ‘But she doesn’t know that, does she?’

‘And what does she know about you? That you’re . . .’

‘Like I said, a businessman,’ repeats Ash. ‘And a

successful one.’

‘I was going to say “fat’’,’ I counter.

Ash pats his stomach self-consciously. ‘Yes, well, I’ve been trying those diet milkshake things, and they don’t work.’

‘That’s because you’re supposed to have them instead of meals. Not as well as.’

‘I was hungry.’ Ash sighs. ‘Besides, I’m not fat. I’m big-boned.’

‘I hope you haven’t told Priti that.’

‘Why not?’

‘You don’t want her to be disappointed on her wedding night.’

‘Very funny.’

As Ash fixes his gaze on the pub door, I don’t quite know what to say. For all his outward anxiety, Ash seems to be treating this as a pretty normal sequence of events. ‘Listen. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to be meeting her on your own?’

‘You’re joking. I’d be a nervous wreck.’

‘As opposed to the cool, calm, collected person sitting in front of me?’

Ash grabs a serviette from the dispenser on the table and dabs at the sweat on his upper lip. ‘Is it that obvious?’

‘No, Ash. You look fine.’

‘Great, because this is important, you know? And I’d hate to mess it . . .’ He suddenly stops talking and breaks into a huge smile, and when I look over my shoulder, I can see the reason why. Priti looks just like her photo – although she’s not dressed in a sari this time, but a pair of jeans and a duffel coat – and to Ash’s obvious delight, she certainly lives up to her name.

Ash waves at her – a pretty unnecessary gesture, seeing as he’s the only other Indian in the pub, and in fact, apart from me and the barman, the only other person in the pub – and as she walks over to our table, he leaps out of his chair with an unusual athleticism.

‘Hi,’ he says.

‘Hi, Ashif,’ replies Priti, smiling shyly up at him. Her accent’s quite strong, and a little hard to place, although of course, having never been to India, it wouldn’t make any difference to me even if I could place it.

Ash half holds a hand out, not sure what the correct greeting is – although I have to say I’d be just as clueless given the circumstances – and they do an awkward little dance, before Priti grabs his arm and kisses him lightly on the cheek. I can’t help feeling like I’m intruding, and wonder whether I should just sneak away, but don’t think I’d be able to get past Ash, so instead, after I’ve left a suitable pause, just clear my throat awkwardly.

‘Oh yes. Sorry,’ says Ash, looking round suddenly, as if he’s just remembered that I’m here, ‘Ben, this is Priti. Priti, this is Ben.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ I shake her outstretched hand, and concentrate on speaking very slowly, in the hope she’ll understand me. I know that they’re bilingual in a lot of India, but Ash doesn’t always speak to his parents in English, so I can’t just assume that Priti’s going to be fluent.

‘Hello,’ says Priti, breaking into a broad smile, and almost immediately I can see why Ash is so smitten. ‘Nice to meet you too.’

‘Let me get you a drink,’ says Ash, looking like he’s in need of another one himself.

‘Thanks. A half of lager, please.’

‘Lager?’ says Ash in an impressed tone, as if Priti’s just admitted to being a fan of the same football team as him. ‘Right,’ he adds, winking at me, before scampering off to the bar like an excited puppy, albeit a rather well-fed one.

As Priti watches him go, I find myself staring at her, wondering what kind of woman would up sticks and move halfway round the world to marry someone she’s only met a couple of times. But Priti doesn’t look desperate – far from it, in fact. As she sits down in the seat opposite, I’m conscious that I’m still staring, so I quickly sit back down myself.

‘Not too chilly for you, is it?’ I ask, noticing she hasn’t taken her coat off. ‘Here in England, I mean, rather than this particular pub.’ Great. Thirty seconds after meeting her, and I’m already talking about the weather. And I wonder why I’m single.

‘Oh no,’ says Priti, sitting down at the table. ‘I’m used to it being colder, actually. Plus, it’s nice to get away from all that rain.’

‘Ah yes,’ I say, assuming she must mean the monsoons. ‘So are you finding it weird? Being in England, I mean? And in Margate.’ For some reason, I adopt a funny voice when I pronounce the town’s name, maybe to make it sound exotic.

Priti shrugs. ‘No. Although is it always this quiet here?’

I peer around the pub’s gloomy interior. Even though there’s just the four of us in the place, Ash still seems be having trouble attracting the barman’s attention away from whatever minority sport he’s watching on the big-screen TV in the corner.

‘This is actually quite busy for a Friday night,’ I say, realizing it must contrast somewhat with the billion or so in Priti’s homeland.

Priti laughs. ‘You’re kidding?’

I suddenly realize that I shouldn’t be saying anything that might put Priti off – after all, it’s not just Ash she’s come here to check out – so decide to change the subject. ‘That’s a lovely accent, by the way,’ I say. ‘Where exactly are you from?’ But when she replies, her answer is somewhere I’ve never heard of.

‘Dhundhi?’ I try to pronounce it in the same way she just has. ‘Whereabouts is that?’

‘On the east coast.’

‘Ah,’ I say. ‘I’ve never been to India.’

‘Oh?’ Priti looks a little surprised. ‘Well, Ash and I might visit for our honeymoon. Assuming he’ll have me, of course,’ she adds, more for the returning Ash’s benefit than mine.

‘What are you two talking about?’ he says, carefully placing a half of lager down on the table in front of her.

‘I was telling Ben we might go to India. On honeymoon. After we’re, you know, married,’ she says, as if testing out the last word to see how it feels.

Ash picks his pint up, and regards her over the top of it. ‘So, the wedding’s still on, is it?’

‘For now,’ says Priti, nervously holding her glass out for him to clink his against. ‘Although you’ve still got to get through the rest of the weekend.’

As the two of them gaze shyly at each other over the tops of their respective drinks, and although surely it should be Priti who’s jet-lagged, it’s me who’s more than a little confused. And I must be looking like I’m feeling, because Ash puts his beer down and frowns across the table at me. ‘Something the matter, Ben?’

‘No, I’m sorry. It’s just . . .’ I’m wondering where to start, when Priti interrupts me.

‘Ben was just asking me about home. And how it compared to Margate,’ says Priti, giving the word the same emphasis that I did.

Ash shrugs. ‘Well, that’s one of the reasons you’re here this weekend. To see if you like it.’

‘We could always live there,’ suggests Priti. ‘Move in with my parents.’

‘And leave my favourite client, just when he’s on the verge of the big time?’ Ash digs me in the ribs. ‘Besides, I wouldn’t understand a word anyone said.’

I’m even more confused now – although admittedly, that’s partly because I didn’t know I was on the verge of the big time. ‘But I thought you spoke . . .’ I stop talking again. What’s the language called? ‘Indian?’

Ash smiles. ‘Ben, for the millionth time, there’s no such thing as “Indian”. It could be Gujarati, or Urdu, or Hindi, but technically . . .’

‘Okay, okay. Sorry.’

Ash turns back to Priti. ‘And it’s not as if your parents live a million miles away, is it? I mean, they’re even planning to drive here next month for the party.’

I look at the two of them in turn. ‘Party?’

‘Oh yes,’ says Ash. ‘We’re planning a big engagement party next month. At the restaurant. Which you’ll be coming to, of course.’

‘And your parents are going to drive?’ I ask, ignoring Ash’s kind invitation. ‘All the way?’

‘Oh yes,’ says Priti. ‘You can do it in a day.’

Ash swallows a mouthful of beer. ‘As long as you don’t take the scenic route, and use the bridge. Which your parents are happy to do, now that it’s free.’

Priti pokes him playfully on the arm. ‘They’re not that tight. After all, they’ll be paying for the wedding.’

‘Which is going to be here too, right?’ I say, still wondering what I’m more astonished about – the fact that anyone would consider driving here from India, and that they could do it in a day – or that someone’s gone and built a bridge.

‘Oh yes,’ says Ash. ‘Who wants to get married in Scotland? It rains all the time, for one thing.’

‘Like I was telling Ben,’ says Priti.

‘In . . . Scotland?’

Ash shakes his head. ‘Keep up, Ben. Where Priti’s from?’

‘But . . . Dhundhi?’

‘Dundee,’ says Ash. ‘That’s right.’

‘Of course,’ I say, finally recognizing her accent as from north of the border. ‘And the bridge would be . . .’

‘The Forth Road Bridge,’ says Priti.

‘Right. That’s, er, what I thought. Obviously.’

Priti looks at me for a second, then starts to laugh.

‘You didn’t . . . India?’ she says, in between gasps. ‘A bridge?’

I feel myself start to redden. ‘No. I mean, yes. But Ash hadn’t mentioned, well, anything about you until about five minutes ago. And I thought these arranged marriages were all about . . . Well, I don’t know what I thought, to be honest,’ I say, to no one in particular, before picking my beer up and pretending to be interested in something floating in the glass.

Ash smiles. ‘Think of it like an introduction service,’ he says. ‘Like I said, we knew each other as kids, and our families have kept in touch over the years, and they get on well . . .’

Priti nods. ‘And so it’s natural to see whether we might hit it off as adults.’

‘Exactly,’ says Ash, smiling across the table at her.

‘Plus, Ash’s parents made it worth my while,’ adds Priti. ‘Financially. Which is really where the arrangement part comes from.’

‘What?’ I stare at the two of them in disbelief. ‘So Ash’s mum and dad paid you to . . .’

‘Of course they didn’t,’ says Ash quickly, as Priti starts sniggering.

‘You should have seen your face,’ she says, although I’m not sure whether she’s referring to me or Ash.

‘I’m sorry about Ben,’ he says. ‘He’s an artist. He doesn’t know much about the real world.’

‘Of course. You’re the painter,’ says Priti, struggling to regain her composure. ‘Perhaps you could paint me?’

‘In the nude, maybe?’ says Ash. ‘Sorry. Bad taste joke,’ he adds quickly, when he sees Priti’s expression.

I excuse myself and head off to the toilet, leaving an embarrassed Ash to explain what he meant, hoping for his sake that he hasn’t fallen at the first hurdle. But my fears are unfounded, as by the time I come back, they’re gazing into each other’s eyes like lovestruck teenagers.

I finish the rest of my beer quickly, then clear my throat. ‘Well, as much as I’d like to stay here and play gooseberry, my art class beckons. Priti, it was lovely to meet you. Ash, thanks for the beer. And congratulations. Both of you.’

‘Thanks, Ben,’ says Priti, standing up, and giving me a peck on the cheek. ‘Great to meet you too. And I’d love to see your work sometime. Maybe you could do a picture of the two of us?’ She smiles down at Ash.

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘A wedding portrait, maybe?’

‘Thanks, Ben,’ says Ash, as I make my way towards the door. ‘But I was kind of assuming we’d get a photographer.’

Chapter 3

Still a little stunned at Ash’s news, I pull the pub door shut behind me, then make my way up the High Street, and I’m taking a short cut through Boots – not because I want to take advantage of the fact that it’s late-night shopping, but because I could do with a blast from their heating – when I spot an attractive girl about to walk in through the opposite door. And when I say attractive, I don’t mean in a pretty, er, Priti kind of way – even though she’s Asian too – but rather jaw-droppingly stopme-in-my-tracks attractive; long dark hair that offsets her coffee-coloured skin, a cute nose, and full, kissable lips. For a moment, I don’t know what to do. I could hold the door open for her, of course, but she might turn out to be one of those raging feminists who then decides to punch me in the face for being sexist enough to imagine she couldn’t possibly manage this big heavy door without male assistance. Alternatively, I could just walk on through, thus making her wait, which would give me longer to stare at her. But by the looks of her, she’s in a bit of a hurry, and whilst I quite enjoy bumping into attractive women on the street – especially since it’s the only physical contact I get with the opposite sex at the moment – given the speed she’s going, I might come off worse.

I make an executive decision to hold the door open, and stand to one side, bracing myself for a verbal onslaught, or a physical one, or even worse, a complete lack of acknowledgement, but instead, the girl smiles at me, and actually says thanks. And her smile is so warm, so genuine, so intoxicating, that perhaps foolishly I mistake it for more than just politeness, and so after I’ve waited for a couple of seconds, I turn round and follow her back into the shop. I’m single, after all, as Ash’s recent announcement has reminded me, and besides, I owe it to myself to check her out.

As the security guard gives me a funny look, I quickly make the ‘I’ve-forgotten-to-buy-something’ face, and head off in the direction the girl’s gone, although when this turns out to be along the ‘feminine hygiene’ aisle, I have to make a quick detour. But when I emerge from the ‘skincare’ section, she’s nowhere to be seen. Hurriedly, I peer around the store, but there’s no sign of her, and I’m just thinking about giving up and heading outside when I spot her, now dressed in a long white coat, emerging from a door behind the pharmacy counter and taking over behind one of the tills.

There’s a queue of customers, which I instinctively join the end of, while wondering what my approach should be. Only problem is, I don’t have a prescription like the rest of them seem to be clutching, so I quickly step back out of the line and stand there, looking at the cold remedies, while trying to work out what to do. I’ve got to see whether that initial smile was anything more than that, which means going over and talking to her, but about what? I’ve never been good at this chat-up lark, and especially under pressure. And I know why: it’s the fear of rejection – the worry that the moment I lay myself bare, she’ll send me scampering shame-faced from the shop, my ego crushed by a simple ‘no’. Because by suggesting something like a coffee, or a drink, or even dinner, what I’m really saying is ‘I want to get to know you better, then have sex with you, with a view to maybe us spending the rest of our lives together.’ And that’s a scary thing for anyone to propose – even when it’s disguised as a latte at Starbucks – and especially when you’re making that proposal after something as simple as a smile.

Mindful of my earlier conversation with Ash, I realize that I have a decision to make, and it’s one that every single single man makes at least once a day – do I risk the humiliation of crashing and burning in an attempt to rid myself of my unattached status, and what’s worse, risk it when I’m pretty sure any new relationship’s going to go the same way as all the others? Well, given how attractive she is, and the alternative, there’s really just one answer to that.

I pick up a bottle of Night Nurse and pretend to study the label, while actually studying the queue. Amid the coughing, spluttering, and limping line – and God knows what medicine they think they’re going to get to help them – there do seem to be a few people who are just buying deodorant, maybe because the queue here is shorter than the one at the tills at the front of the shop. But that raises another issue – do I risk my own wellbeing by queuing up with this unhealthy lot? Given that I need an excuse to talk to her, I don’t seem to have any choice, so I grab the nearest toiletry and rejoin the end of the queue. But then it occurs to me that simply walking up and paying for a tube of Lynx shower gel isn’t going to do the trick, so I put it back, then pick it up again hurriedly as I edge closer and closer to the till.

I’m desperately starting to wonder how much conversation I can eke out of the purchase of a packet of Nurofen as well when I have an idea. There’s a sign above the counter that says ‘Ask Your Pharmacist’, and while I know they don’t mean ‘for a date’, this at least gives me a chance to have an actual conversation with her. So, in theory, all I have to do is invent an ailment. But what? Because thinking about it, there’s a very short list of ailments that will show you in a positive light. A simple cold or flu, maybe – but trouble is, I don’t sound like I’ve got any symptoms. What about something not wrong with me, but with my dad. Or my mum? No – I can’t use her, and risk coming across as a mummy’s boy. And if I pretend I’m here for either of them, will she think that I’m a caring son, or more likely, that I still live at home? Best not to risk it. In that case, I need to come up with something that’s amusing. The bad curry I had last night? No. Insulting her national cuisine might not be the best idea.

There’s only one person in between me and the till now, and I’m starting to panic. Excessive sweating? No – not good, especially since the combination of the store’s heating system and my heavy coat means that I actually am, and the last thing I want to do is draw attention to that. My mind is playing tricks on me, suggesting the most embarrassing ailments. Athlete’s foot? No – she might think I need the cream for another itchy area. Piles? Best not. The runs? The runs! That’s it. Or at least, a sports injury. Women like sporty guys, right? And although apart from the odd game of tennis, the most sporty I get is when I watch the football with Ash, it might just work.

Happy with my plan, I slip the shower gel back onto the nearest shelf, and when I eventually get to the till, surreptitiously check the name badge pinned to the lapel of her white coat – Seema Mistry – and prepare to launch into my story. But as she looks up at me, my mind goes blank.

‘Can I help you?’

‘Er, yes,’ I say, followed by ‘yes’, but an octave or two lower than my first, nervously squeaked reply. Trouble is, I can’t think of how, and the only thought that leaps to mind is why didn’t I hold on to the shower gel? I look around, but it’s too far away to reach without me losing my place in the line. What if I buy something else – something that at least doesn’t have aloe vera in it – that suggests I’m a real man? But what? ‘I’d like to buy some, I mean, I need . . .’ I stop talking, because she really is very pretty. And, more importantly, I can’t think of anything.

Seema smiles at me sympathetically, then taps the glass counter in front of her. Where the condoms are.

‘What size?’ she whispers.

‘Pardon?’

‘Condoms,’ says Seema, slightly louder this time. ‘What size do you need?’

This takes me by surprise, not only because I’m pretty sure I hadn’t said anything out loud about actually needing some, but also because I’ve been buying condoms for fifteen years, and never knew that they came in different sizes. But all of a sudden, it strikes me that buying a packet of condoms is an excellent idea. Two, maybe, to suggest that not only am I getting a lot of sex, but I’m responsible as well, and what’s more, if I go for ‘ribbed’, it’ll make me out to be a considerate lover too. But then again, it’s embarrassing buying condoms at the best of times. And especially from a girl you fancy.

‘Er . . .’

‘Yes?’ says Seema.

There’s a murmuring from the queue behind me, and I realize that I don’t have long. Maybe I should just go with the condoms after all. But the Who-Wants-to-Be-a-Millionaire? million-pound question still remains, and it’s a lot harder to answer than anything I’ve ever seen on the programme.

‘I’m not sure. I mean, I’d like to say “large”, obviously. But being honest, I’m probably more of a medium. Not that I’ve ever had any complaints.’

Seema looks at me levelly. ‘What size packet?’

I’m a little stunned at her directness. I mean, I know she’s a medical person, but surely this is a bit, well, forward. ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to explain.’

‘Well?’ says Seema, patiently. ‘Three? Six? Twelve?’

I want to say that I’ve never actually measured it, but I’m sure most women would know that to be a lie. ‘Er . . . Do you mean in “inches”?’

‘No,’ says Seema, producing a selection of differentsized packets of Durex from beneath the counter. ‘How many.’

‘Ah,’ I say, although aargh might be more appropriate. ‘Well I, er, don’t actually need any. Condoms.’

‘You don’t?’ says Seema.

‘No. I wanted some advice.’

‘Advice? Are you sick?’

‘Not exactly,’ I say, although I’m beginning to worry that yes, I am. ‘I’ve got a, um, sports injury.’

Seema looks at me suspiciously. ‘Really? What have you done?’

Don’t say groin strain. Don’t say groin strain. ‘It’s a, er, groin strain.’

Seema raises one eyebrow. ‘How on earth did you get that?’ she says, tapping the top of the largest condom box with her index finger. ‘Or daren’t I ask?’

As I try and come up with a valid scenario, one of Seema’s colleagues opens up the next-door till, and the people in the queue behind me move across to that one. Which of course means I’ve got no reason to hurry up. Even though now, I actually want to.

‘No, it was from playing . . .’ Playing what – the piano? ‘I mean, I was in the gym. And I, er . . .’ I stop talking, as I’m in danger of getting myself into more trouble. What’s more, it’s clear that Seema’s not buying any of this. ‘So, what would you, you know, advise?’ I say, pointing at the ‘Ask Your Pharmacist’ sign above her head, just in case she thinks I’m acting inappropriately.

Seema thinks for a second or two. ‘Well, generally, with any kind of strain, we advise something called RICE.’

I’m a little confused. ‘What – like Basmati?’

‘No,’ she laughs. ‘It’s an acronym. R-I-C-E stands for rest, ice, compression, elevation. Though given that it’s your groin, I think we’d better forget the ice, compression, and, you know . . .’

‘Elevation?’

Seema nods. ‘Exactly. So just make sure you rest the affected area.’

‘Oh. Right,’ I say, trying to ignore the fact that the way she’s looking at me suggests she doesn’t think that’ll be a problem. ‘Thanks.’

‘So you won’t be wanting these, then?’ she says, nodding towards the bumper pack of Durex.

I give the box a cursory glance, then suddenly feel guilty that I haven’t bought anything, though why, I don’t know. It’s not as if Seema owns the shop, or is on commission, or anything. ‘No, I’ll take them anyway. For when I’m, you know . . .’

Seema picks up the box and scans it through the till. ‘Better?’

‘Yes. Better. And thanks.’

‘For the condoms?’

‘No. The advice.’

‘It’s what I’m here for,’ says Seema, although perhaps a touch ironically, before extending a hand towards me.

I take it, and give it a shake. ‘I’m Ben. Nice to meet you,’ I say, realizing that now’s my chance, and if I am going to ask her out, then I won’t get a better opportunity. But whether it’s from a lack of confidence from all the failed relationships in my life, or the knowledge that I’ll have to buy my toiletries from Superdrug from now on if she turns me down, or simply that I’m overwhelmed by how attractive she is, I just can’t get the words out.

Reluctantly, I let go of Seema’s hand, but she keeps it extended. ‘It’s nice to meet you too, Ben, but I was actually after your nine pounds ninety-eight.’

‘Oh. Right. Sorry. Of course.’ I feel myself blushing, and hurriedly fish around in my pocket for a ten pound note. ‘Here.’

‘Thanks,’ she says, handing me my change, along with the condoms, which she’s mercifully put in a plastic bag. ‘And in the meantime, take care of that groin.’

‘Sure. Will do. Bye.’

She smiles. ‘Bye, Ben.’

Reluctantly, I turn and start to walk away from the counter, only remembering that I should perhaps be limping when I’m halfway out of the store, and when I look back over my shoulder to see whether I’ve been sussed, I guess the answer must be ‘yes’, because Seema’s smiling to herself, while shaking her head.

When I get outside, I peer into the bag to see exactly what it is I’ve ended up spending nearly ten pounds on, but the first thing I notice is the use-by date on the box. Even though it’s a good two years away, given the way things have been going, my first thought is that I might end up having to throw most of them away.
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