
 

 

 

 
Outside, small patches of mist bearded the lamp-posts and a gang of pigeons 

turned weary circles on the grass like prisoners in an exercise yard. A woman 
hurried past with a small child in her arms. The child screamed and kicked its 

legs against the kidnapper. The woman produced a plastic rattle with which to 
gag her victim. Nazneen pulled the end of her sari over her hair. At the main 

road she looked both ways, and then went left. Two men were dragging furni-
ture out of a junk shop to display on the pavement. One of them went inside 

and came out again with a wheelchair. He tied a chain around it and padlocked 
it to an armchair as if arranging a three-legged furniture race. Nazneen 

changed her mind and turned around. She walked until she reached the big 
crossroads and waited at the kerb while the traffic roared from one direction 

and then the next. Twice she stepped into the road and drew back again. To 
get to the other side of the street without being hit by a car was like walking 

out in the monsoon and hoping to dodge the raindrops. A space opened up be-

fore her. God is great, said Nazneen under her breath. She ran.   
 

A horn blared like an ancient muezzin, ululating painfully, stretching his vocal 
cords to the limit. She stopped and the car swerved. Another car skidded to a 

halt in front of her and the driver got out and began to shout. She ran again 
and turned into a side street, them off again to the right onto Brick Lane.  

Then she turned off at random, began to run, limped for a while to save her 
ankle, and thought she had come in a circle. The buildings seemed familiar. 

She sensed rather than saw, because she had taken care not to notice. But 
now she slowed down and looked around her. She looked up at a building as 

she passed. It was constructed almost entirely of glass, with a few thin rivets 
of steel holding it together. The entrance was like a glass fan, rotating slowly, 

sucking people in, wafting others out. Inside, on a raised dais, a woman be-
hind a glass desk crossed and uncrossed her thin legs. She wedged a tele-

phone receiver between her ear and shoulder and chewed on a finger-nail. 

Nazneen craned her head back and saw that the glass above became dark as a 
night pond. The building was without end. Above, somewhere, it crushed the 

clouds.   

  
* muezzin - A muezzin is the person appointed at a mosque to lead and recite 

the call to prayer for every event of prayer and worship in the mosque 

* ululating - howl or wail as an expression of strong emotion 

* dias - raised platform 

Extract from Brick Lane by Monica Ali. 

 
At the tender age 18, Nazneen’s life is turned upside down. After an arranged mar-

riage to a man 20 years her elder she exchanges her Bangladeshi village for a block of 
flats in London’s East End. She struggles to make sense of her existence. The extract 

below describes a lonely Nazneen leaving the flat and beginning to explore London’s 
East End. 


