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1

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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