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This is a true story, although some identities have been disguised.





PROLOGUE


There are many things about my past I find it hard to recall; to this day I cry when I remember all the things that were done and said to me. My memories are not a comfort to me, a place to retreat to; they are a curse.


My mother was everything to me, and I spent my childhood determined to give her no cause to think me anything other than her most dutiful, best behaved, hardworking daughter. A daughter worthy of calling her own, one she could properly cherish. A daughter who deserved her love.


Some years ago, when I finally told someone about my past, and she’d got over her astonishment, she said, ‘You must have been adopted. There simply can’t be any other reason; no mother would treat her own daughter that way. Why don’t we track down your social services file, find out who your real mother was, see what we can find out about your background?’


It seemed so simple, so right. Of course that was what must have happened; why had I never thought of it before? It would explain so much, and answer all my questions. I took up the idea eagerly, and so it was that the two of us found ourselves a few weeks later, in an office, tears pouring down my face as I looked through a file that had just been handed to me that explained that, no, I wasn’t adopted, that I’d been taken in by the social services when my family couldn’t cope and returned to the family some years later when they wanted me once more. I’d wanted so much to be happy about my childhood and I’d thought this was going to be the way to reclaim those years; instead I felt as if I’d been mugged by my own past. It was my own flesh and blood who had hit me, beat me, whipped me, abducted me, forced me into marriage, scarred me, ignored me, humiliated me, and, worst of all, failed to love me. I could get over almost everything but not this: I was a little girl, and I wanted the one thing they wouldn’t give me. I deserved love.
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I had been taken from my father and placed in a children’s home when I was six months old. My mother was ill after I was born, and returned to Pakistan with my brothers and sisters, but why I was left behind, and why my father didn’t travel with her, I don’t know. I had been taken from my father’s house when the neighbours heard me crying all day and night. My father, I read in my file, suffered from mental illness, and was not considered capable of looking after a tiny baby on his own. When my mother returned, with the rest of the family, I remained in care.


Living in the children’s home was the best period of my childhood; I felt a happiness there I wasn’t to know again until I became an adult.


My memories of the home are frustrating; while I can hazily recall my routine there, I don’t remember much about the people I was with, or my nursery school. Days and weeks are a blur; I can remember seasons, like it being cold and snowing in winter, and hot and bright in summer, but that’s all. Sometimes the recollections steal up on me: when I was reading one night, I had a flashback to a time when someone read the same story to me – I could hear the person’s voice speaking the words just ahead of mine. As no one had ever read to me in our family when I went to live with them, the voice I heard was probably that of Auntie Peggy, the woman who looked after me in the children’s home.


The clearest memory I have of being in the children’s home was the Christmas I got a Sindy doll. I was six, and I was in the big sitting room with the other five or six children and a mound of presents, the excitement building as we waited for our gifts to be handed out to us. First for me was a box wrapped in red shiny paper: a Sindy. A fierce feeling of delight surged through me as I unwrapped the box. I loved that Sindy doll, but when I left the children’s home to live with my family, I left her behind. I suppose I remember that Christmas because, later on, I missed that doll.


I never felt short of love in the children’s home. Auntie Peggy, who was a small, chubby lady with a round face and friendly eyes, and who smelled of soap, flowers and warm bread, gave me love. She wore her hair short; in the winter she’d tuck it under a scarf and there’d be a little bit of fringe that poked out, waving in the stiff breeze that came off Cannock Chase.


Walking, or rather running about on Cannock Chase was also something that I remember vividly. There was a large black Labrador at the home, Jet, and he would come for walks with us on the Chase; running everywhere, chasing sticks or birds or just the air, he would return so fast as to send us giddy with laughter and excitement. I loved burying my face into the thick fur at the back of his neck, and patting him on his sleek head.


Inside the house, I can remember only the dining room, where we ate, and the kitchen, the big sitting room, where we watched TV, and my bedroom. In the kitchen I would sit on the counter, spoon in hand, scraping out the bowl after helping to bake cakes. I had to be careful not to get dirty, though, and always wore my apron when I was in the kitchen. All our aprons hung on pegs by the doors; mine was blue.


My bedroom had three single beds and was decorated with posters of David Cassidy and the Bay City Rollers – my favourite was the singer, Les McKeown. By my bed was a cabinet on which I kept the things I treasured: Sindy, a little china dolphin I’d bought in a shop in Rhyl (my souvenir from our trip to the seaside), a book borrowed from the playroom, and pine cones, collected from the nearby wood. If I lay down on my pillow, and the curtains were a little open, I could see all these items just before I drifted off to sleep.


One of the other beds was Amanda’s. She’d been in the home as far back as I could remember, although she was six months younger. Amanda and I were inseparable, and did everything together, as best friends should. We were in the same class at school and when we were in the playroom at the end of the corridor, and the two boys in the room next door to us tried to pinch our toys, we stuck up for one another. The two boys would get found out and they’d argue with the staff and say rude things to them; as punishment they’d have to miss TV on a Saturday morning.


We loved the huge garden at the back of the house, and played out there every chance we got. Even in winter, when Amanda and I would have to have help pulling on – and off – the rubber boots we had to wear, it was where we longed to be most of all. We had slides and swings and grass to roll about on, bushes to hide in, secret corners where Amanda and I would take our dolls for games in the afternoons. In the summertime, we never wanted to come in at all.


During the week, for school, I wore a skirt that came to my knees and a cardigan that had little red buttons on it; when I was very young, Auntie Peggy had to do up the buttons for me. It was only a small school, I realise now, and the playground was tiny, but to me it seemed like the whole world.


We would be woken up at half past seven every morning by Auntie Peggy, and we would wash and get dressed – I could manage without any help by then – before coming downstairs for breakfast, where the cereal bowls and plates for toast were already laid out on the table, with little glasses for juice next to each place. Amanda had trouble telling the time, but I’d learned and I was very proud to be able to tell her – if we woke a little early – when Auntie Peggy would come to wake us up.


At school I was teased about my stutter. I had to learn to speak more slowly, to let my brain finish thinking of all the words I was going to say before I spoke. Auntie Peggy used to make me laugh, saying that my brain was running ahead of me, and I’d giggle as I pictured my brain running down the road. With time and a lot of practice, learning to take a breath at the right moments, or singing through the difficult sounds, I managed to get my stutter under control and in due course it didn’t bother me any more.


A further problem showed up: my feet. I was born with a problem that had to be corrected, and I had operations on my feet into my teens. I can only vaguely remember this but my file spells it out: ‘Still walking with feet well apart … if necessary [Sam will need] plastic splints. Her feet have gone over at the ankles.’


As I was a bit older than Amanda, I was allowed to stay up a little later in the evenings. Although I’d be almost asleep, lying on the settee watching Crossroads, I would protest if anyone tried to tell me to go to bed. When I went up to our bedroom, I learned not to wake Amanda by closing the door properly, turning the handle so that the lock didn’t bang, just like Auntie Peggy had shown me.


At the weekends we slept in, although we were always ready to come downstairs long before the staff were ready for us. We didn’t have to get dressed until it was time for lunch, so we could sit in front of the TV and play with Jet.


In the afternoons we’d put on our boots and coats and a member of staff would take us round the corner to the sweet shop, where we could spend our pocket money. Then we’d walk on to Cannock Chase, where we would stay for the rest of the afternoon, as long as it wasn’t too wet.


The Chase was where I was at my happiest during my childhood. Mile upon mile of woods and open land, it seemed like a magical place to Amanda and me; it seemed to us that it went on for ever and ever. There were little muddy streams to lie beside and stare into; tiny dips in the ground where we could hide and stare at the clouds rushing past over our heads. It seemed to have its own colours and its own smell, which I’ve never found anywhere else, and it was the perfect place for us to run about, playing chasing games and hide-and-seek and our very own games, like spot the goblin, which we’d play sitting down in the trees and which was really about us screaming loudly with excitement.


Jet also loved the Chase and he’d run along with us, and when we were tired out he’d sit down next to us and pant as loudly as we did. We’d throw sticks for him and he’d run and bring them back to us, every time.


When we eventually came home we’d be very hungry for our tea. We’d have to wash our hands and we always had lovely teas on a Saturday – burgers and chips, with ice cream for pudding, perhaps. Sometimes it was banana sandwiches, which I hated, so I was given cucumber sandwiches instead. Other times we were treated to bacon sandwiches. I always loved the puddings and cakes.


On Sundays, we’d dress nicely and go to church. Afterwards we’d stay behind for Sunday school, which I enjoyed; the tunes we sang stuck in my mind and I’d often sing them on the way home: ‘Morning Has Broken’, or ‘All Things Bright And Beautiful’.


I remember one special day when we were allowed to help ring the bells. At the back of the old church was a tower, and we were carefully led up the steep stairs to the long ropes that were connected to the bells high above. The grown-ups showed us how they pulled on the ropes, and how there was a soft bit for them to hold on to so that their hands didn’t get sore. They tied string to the ropes and explained how we could pull the string to make the cord come down, and that we had to let it run through our hands when the string was pulled back up so that it wouldn’t make our fingers sore. When we pulled the cords, we weren’t doing much; the grown-ups standing beside us pulled the ropes at the same time. But we made the bells ring, and the noise when they started was so much louder than when we were outside the church, that Amanda and I clamped our hands to our ears and shrieked with delight.


I felt safe, and well looked after: food was ready at lunch-time, my best friend sat beside me at school, Jet always brought the stick back when it was thrown across the Chase. Every morning Auntie Peggy would wake me, every evening she’d check on me after my bath, make sure I was tucked in, and give me a kiss goodnight. If I fell, she picked me up; if I grazed my knee, she cleaned it and put a plaster on it. She was so good to me I was sure she must be my mother, as mothers were always good to their children in the stories we read. She laughed when I said this to her one day and told me, ‘No, I’m your Auntie, Sam, just like I am to all the children here.’


Once I was outside playing tag with Amanda, who was chasing me and although I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, I fell and grazed my knee. It hurt and I started to cry. I hobbled inside to tell Auntie Peggy.


‘Brave girls don’t cry, shh, stop crying, blow on your knee, and watch all the pain disappear.’


I didn’t want to stop crying but I did as she told me.


‘That’s a brave girl; see, all the pain’s gone now.’


I beamed at her; I liked being the brave one.


Every now and again my dad would come to visit me in the home. Him coming and then going didn’t seem weird to me at all; he would arrive, speak to the staff in the office, come out and ruffle my hair, and hand me some sweets from of his pocket before heading off. Dad was taller than anyone else in the home, but he was always smiling, and his teeth gleamed white against his dark skin. I have no memory of what he said to me; I only remember the treats, really. He’d put his arm round me, and speak sweetly to me, and I’d pull sweets and chocolates out of his pockets – which we both laughed at – that I would keep for later to share with Amanda. He would talk to Auntie Peggy for a while, and they’d both look at me as they said things I didn’t listen to, but to me he was a distant figure; he had nothing to do with my life there. He was my dad – that’s about all I can remember of his visits. As I never knew when to expect them, they weren’t something I looked forward to, or dreaded, or anything of that sort. It seemed the way of things to me: you fell, and you scraped your knee; dads arrived, sweets in their pockets.


There was one exception to my routine: sometimes, when I came back from playing outside, the third bed, next to my own, would be made up with sheets and blankets. I would rush downstairs, and knock on the office door, where Auntie Peggy would be waiting for me with my sister. Having Mena to stay was more exciting than anything in my life – more than Christmas, more than the seaside. I had someone of my very own to be with, and it made me feel special.


The first time she came to stay, I was puzzled by the changes in my room and wondered who this strange girl with Auntie Peggy was. She seemed so different to me; she was smaller, and wore a sort of long dress over a pair of baggy trousers. Her hair, though dark like mine, was pulled back into a long pigtail, and her eyes were wide open; she clung to Auntie Peggy as though she were about to be set adrift in an open sea. I was very happy to see another girl to play with but she seemed so shy.


‘Sam, this is your sister Mena,’ said Auntie Peggy. ‘She’s come to stay with us for a little while. Come and say hello to her.’


My sister? Of course I knew what that meant but I didn’t know anything about her. I smiled at Mena, who stared warily back at me. I reached out and held her hand. ‘Hello,’ I said. She continued to stare back at me.


‘Why don’t you take Mena up to show her where she’s going to sleep?’ said Auntie Peggy. ‘We’ve put some clothes into the bottom drawer in your room. Why don’t you help Mena to get changed? She might like to play and won’t want to get her nice home clothes dirty.’


What did she mean, her home clothes? She was home, surely? But grown-ups said funny things sometimes, so I turned and, keeping hold of Mena’s hand, took off up the stairs.


I was so proud. My sister – my own sister. Nobody else in the home had a sister staying with them. I was lucky to have her here with me, and I felt very excited. First I would show her my room, show her off to Amanda, and then we would go outside and play on the swings. Perhaps she knew things to do in the woods that I didn’t.


We went upstairs, and she sat down on the bed and let me get some clothes out for her, telling me what she would and wouldn’t wear. We settled on some trousers, because she didn’t want to show her legs, and a bright top with long sleeves. Amanda came in and stood by the door, so I told her to come and say hello to my sister. Then we ran downstairs and out into the garden, my heart almost bursting with excitement and pride. I showed her the swings, and she climbed carefully into one. Mena didn’t know how to swing her legs to make it move, so I stood behind and pushed. ‘Not too hard! Not too hard!’ she shrieked, frightened by the speed and the height. I wanted to sit in the seat next to her and swing too, but she couldn’t make it move on her own and didn’t want anyone else pushing her.


‘Come on,’ I said, running across the grass, ‘Let’s play hide-and-seek.’ Amanda had to look for us together as Mena didn’t want to hide on her own. Even playing tag with her was difficult because when she was ‘it’, I had to run slowly to let her tag me because she wasn’t a fast runner. But I didn’t care; she was my sister, and I knew I had to look after her here, where she was a stranger.


I never asked why she was here; where she came from; and whether or not she’d known she had a sister before today. This was my home, my world, and she’d come to stay with me. Just like Dad came to see me and brought sweets, so Mena came and stayed in my room with me.


Mena was older than me, a whole two years older, but I felt that I had to show her everything, and teach her everything. She seemed shy to me, and not at all brave; Amanda and I liked to tell stories about the goblins on Cannock Chase when we were in bed, but Mena was frightened by them and made us close the window, so we learned not to tell those kinds of stories when she was around. She came, perhaps, twice a year; I don’t know for sure how long she stayed but it might have been for a few days or a whole summer.


Living in the home had made me brave, because I knew of nothing to fear. I was never cold; I was never hungry. My clothes were always clean and the welcome I received, when I came home from school, was always warm. My life was perfect.


Until the day I met my mother.
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It must have been in the holidays: I wasn’t at school, and Mena was staying with me. It was her last day before she went away again and we knew Dad had driven up to collect her, so we both went down to the office when it was time for her to go. This time, though, Dad wasn’t alone, and he didn’t bend down to rub my cheek and give me a sweet as he usually did; instead he lifted up my hand and pressed it against the palm of the woman who was with him. She was thinner and a little shorter than my dad, and she wasn’t smiling at me but instead seemed to be studying me intently. She wore the same sort of funny clothes that Mena had on when she arrived at the home, before she changed into jeans. She also had a scarf wrapped around her hair. I thought she looked very serious and smart. ‘Sameem,’ said my dad, ‘this is your mother. Say hello.’


My mother made no move to draw me towards her for a hug; her hand held mine in a thin grip, and I looked up at her. ‘Hello,’ I said politely. Was this the right thing to do? I had no idea. The stories we were read all had mothers in them, but they were with their children, and they hugged and kissed them goodnight, like Auntie Peggy did with me. My mother didn’t seem to want to hug or kiss me, and instead was simply looking at me. Suddenly she turned to my father and garbled out some noises – it sounded harsh and strange and a bit frightening, so I backed away a little. Mena was right behind me and as I moved I bumped into her; she didn’t seem to want to come in front and hug Mother either. Mother’s hand held mine more tightly, and she turned back to me and spoke more soothingly. Her other hand reached out towards me, and, with Mena pushing me from behind, I stepped forward to hold that one too. She spoke again to my father, who then smiled at me and said, ‘She says you look so different to how she remembers. You look all grown-up and big.’ I smiled warily at her; what was she going to do next?


She looked over my head and spoke some more of those strange words, saying something to Mena. Mena stepped around me, and spoke back to her, then turned and went upstairs. I would have gone with her but my mother kept hold of my hand. I remember that more than anything else, and a new sensation swept through me; that was the moment when I felt different. I had a mother, I’d never had one before, and she had come to see me. I looked up at the woman again, and she looked down and – for the first time – smiled at me. I smiled back. When she spoke this time, it didn’t sound harsh or strange; it was Mother speaking, so how could it? I replied, ‘Okay,’ as I didn’t understand anything she’d just said, but it seemed the right thing to do. Before I knew it, Mena was beside me, once again dressed in her away clothes, and they were gone. I didn’t mind them going – after all, this was my home; but from then on, my mother was the most important visitor I had. Amanda’s mother never visited her at all. Having my sister visit me made me feel like a princess; having my mother come to where I lived made me feel like a queen. So I idolised her; and when she came to visit, I was always happy to go and sit next to her and hold her hand.


That my mother only came when Mena had to leave didn’t trouble me at all; it was my dad who came to see me alone. All those years Dad came and visited almost every week, but Mother only came when Mena was going home.


It would work this way: I would go and stand by her, and hold her hand, and Mother would look down at me, bend her head towards me, and say, ‘You all right?’ I’d say, ‘Yes,’ and that would be the extent of our conversation. Dad would smile encouragingly at me. Once Mena had changed her clothes, the three of them would be gone. I never wondered why they always left me behind, because here was where I was supposed to be.


When I was seven, Mother started coming to see me more often, when Mena wasn’t there, and so I saw her on my own. Because these visits were just for me and made me feel different to everyone else in the home, I thought Mother was perfect. The funny spicy smell I noticed when I hugged her didn’t bother me; the fact that we couldn’t say more to each other than ‘You all right?’ and ‘Yes,’ didn’t bother me. She was Mother and could do no wrong. I’d sit beside her on the large settee – ‘Beja beja’, she’d say, and I’d know that meant ‘Sit here’ – and I’d hold her hand and smile.


The stories I’d read in books told me what a mother was, and they always seemed perfect. Auntie Peggy was perfect already, as far as I was concerned, so my Mother must be even better. I’d already decided that I adored her, and loved her, so never mind that everything about her seemed different; I just accepted those differences. Having a mother, and loving her, seemed like the most natural thing in the world.


Just as it seemed natural that I would be going home in a few months’ time.


‘Sam,’ said Auntie Peggy one day, ‘I have something important to talk to you about.’ She had found me playing in the playroom and taken me back to my bedroom to talk to me. She sat on the bed next to me and took my hands in hers. There was something unusual about the way she was speaking, her voice was all shaky, but I didn’t know why. ‘You’re going home,’ she continued.


‘Home? But I’m home now.’


Auntie Peggy smiled. ‘No, I mean your family’s home. You’re going home to live with your family.’


‘My family?’ I wondered what she meant.


‘Yes. You have three brothers, and another sister as well as Mena.’


I just stared at her. A whole family! But I’d be leaving here – what would that mean? I blinked quickly as my eyes filled with tears. ‘Will Mena be there?’ I asked. She nodded. ‘Will we all be coming back here? Will you come and see me?’


She chuckled. ‘No, silly. You’re going home for good. I have to stay here with Amanda and all the other children.’


I didn’t know what ‘for good’ meant, but having a family – and going to live with them – was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to me. I remembered when another girl in the home, older than me, had gone back to her family, and how happy it had made her. Over the next few days, I imagined I was her, and that I was as happy as her, while I made plans for all the things I’d do with my family.


I’d lie in bed at night and talk to Amanda about the games we’d play together. ‘I hope your brothers aren’t like the boys next door,’ Amanda said.


No, I told her, we’d be a family, and get along and be happy like in all the books I’d read. And in all the images in my mind of the games we’d play, and the lovely big house we’d live in to fit all my brothers and sisters, Amanda was always there, because my best friend would have to come and visit. ‘And I’ll come and stay with you, here,’ I said, ‘so you’ll have to keep my bed tidy and ready for me.’


When the day I was to leave came round I was ready, with a case packed with my clothes. I had a bath and I put on my best dress, to look smart. Auntie Peggy made a special effort with my hair; then I went downstairs to wait.


After what seemed an eternity, a car drove up and Mother stepped out. There was a grown-up with her I didn’t recognise, driving the car. Mother spoke to Auntie Peggy for a moment or two, then reached out a hand to me and said something in the language I didn’t understand. But I put out my hand to hold hers and let her lead me to the car.


The grown-up got out of the car and put my small case in the boot. He was thin, with hair down to his shoulders and a thick, curly moustache. ‘I’m Manz,’ he said to me. ‘I’m your brother. Into the car with you.’


My brother seemed so old – I couldn’t imagine playing games with him. I shyly murmured, ‘Good morning,’ as I’d been taught to do. What had seemed exciting the night before began to feel strange and a little scary. Suddenly I felt very small, and then I heard a voice behind me say, ‘Goodbye, Sam.’ Auntie Peggy stood by the front door, with Amanda beside her.


I pulled my hand from Mother’s grip and ran back to them both. I was confused. I should be happy yet I’d got a knot in my stomach and tears filled my eyes. I was happy to be going to my family, but I hadn’t realised how sad it would make me to go away from Amanda and my home. I reached up to hug Auntie Peggy. I heard her say, ‘I want you to be a good girl,’ and I whispered back, ‘I will, I promise,’ not knowing what that promise would cost me.


Next I hugged Amanda, and she was crying as much as me.


‘Don’t cry,’ I said, ‘I’ll come back and visit you.’


Then the man who put my case in the boot said snappily, ‘Come on, we have to leave now.’ Mother took my shoulders and pulled me away from Amanda. With a sad look back, I followed Mother down the path to the car.


The man held open the back door on the passenger side and motioned impatiently at me. I hesitated and, taking a deep breath, got into the car. I knelt on the seat and looked out of the window at Auntie Peggy and Amanda, and waved really hard as we drove off. We turned the corner and they were nearly out of sight, but I kept looking back and waving.
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Mother and my brother Manz took me home with them to Walsall. I had never been so far out of the children’s home without a grown-up I knew beside me, but I wasn’t worried as I had Mother sitting there in front of me.


We drove for some time. Mother and Manz didn’t speak to me on the way back to the house, but instead talked to each other in their own language. I was too uneasy to ask questions, so instead I sat and stared out of the window as we travelled along. Sometimes I sang a little, to myself, quietly. Leaving the home had been such a shock – even though I’d known it was coming, of course I hadn’t known how I’d feel – that I was happy to sit waiting till I was spoken to; it all seemed too much to me.


The car slowed down as the traffic built up. ‘We’re nearly there,’ said Manz from the front, without looking round at me. The houses around us changed, the people changed. Everything seemed smaller, less tidy, although it was more colourful. In fact there was more of everything, except grass and trees. Shops spilled out on to the pavement, and the people forced their way past each other to get from one to another. At their feet were little children; I pressed my face up to the window of the car – perhaps they would all be my friends.


The car stopped outside the smallest, messiest house. The garden was overgrown and full of weeds; I couldn’t see into the house as the curtains were closed across the windows. I knew I shouldn’t be, but a little bit of me was disappointed. I stepped out of the car and faced the house. The front door was a sickly green colour, with paint peeling off in places, revealing the wood underneath. Mother started walking up the garden path, while Manz pulled my case out of the car. I followed her. Mena was there, hovering like a ghost by the door, dressed in her dress and baggy trousers. She seemed thinner than I remembered, and although from her smile I could tell she was pleased to see me she didn’t run out to greet me, to welcome me to this house. It wasn’t my home; not yet. But I so wanted it to be my home, and in my excitement and nervousness I reached up with my hand to clutch Mother’s. ‘Ami,’ I began.


‘Chalander,’ she said, brushing off my hand. I was shocked – not at what she said, as I had no idea what the word meant, but more at how she said it. Nobody had ever spoken to me like that; no adult at the home would have spoken to a child that way. But there was so much going on around me, with Manz barging past me with my case, and Mother heading through the door, that I was rushing to say hello to Mena before I could think about Mother’s abrupt change of mood.


Mena flung her arms around me; I hugged her back. It was a relief to have someone to be nice to me, and I felt a warm glow beginning to melt the knot inside my stomach. We pulled apart and smiled broadly at each other. I was just about to say something to her when Mother again said something I didn’t understand in her new, sharp voice. Mena jerked back from me and pulled me towards her, into the house.


Mother walked down the dark hallway and through a doorway into the room beyond. Mena walked slowly after her, and I went with her, noticing the gloom all around. The room we went into was almost bare of furniture; there was no carpet. Along one wall was a low leather settee, tattered and frayed in places; on it sat a stranger, an older girl in the same kind of clothes as Mena. By the window – with the curtains drawn across, blocking out the light from the street – stood a small wooden table. I was puzzled by everything: why was no one nice, why was it so smelly, dark and dirty? But I wanted to fit in, so I thought it better that I didn’t ask.


Mother sat down on the settee next to a little boy, and didn’t look to see what I was doing, or show me to my room, or anything. She said something to the other girl, who turned and spoke to me; at least, she looked at me as she said something, but I didn’t understand a word. I looked at Mena questioningly. The girl on the sofa sighed heavily, and stood up; walking over to me, she looked down and said, ‘My name is Tara, I’m your eldest sister. You’re to call me Baji,’ she said. ‘You must go and change; we don’t wear clothes like that’ – she gestured dismissively at my smartest dress, which I had been so proud to put on that morning, and I felt a sudden wave of shame pass over me as I looked down at my dress – ‘here. We don’t like to show our legs. You’ll have to try to fit in better.’


And she turned and walked back to the sofa, where she sat and stared at me in an unfriendly way, which made me feel worse. My face started to burn with the humiliation I felt, and I thought, I must have done something wrong, but I don’t know what. I was torn in two: I wanted to know what I’d done, but didn’t want to be snapped at by Mother like she had just done at the door.


Luckily Mena came to the rescue. She tugged my arm, and said, ‘Come on, I’ll take you upstairs and get you changed.’


Then another, slightly older lady came in. She looked at me and said something to Tara – Baji – who replied, gesturing towards me carelessly. ‘Okay,’ I said, wondering what else Tara expected. The lady walked over to me, and I did as I knew I should: ‘Hello,’ I said, hoping I didn’t sound as upset as I felt. She was wearing the same sort of clothes as everyone else in the room, but she had a scarf around her head as well, and her hair was tied in a thick plait round the side. She smiled at me, the first person to do so since Mena welcomed me in. She said something to me that I didn’t understand.


Tara spoke from the sofa: ‘This is Hanif. She is married to Paji, and you’re to call her Bhabi.’


I just smiled at Hanif, puzzled and anxious. I didn’t know what Tara meant. Who was Paji? Was Hanif another sister? No one in my family was as I’d imagined them to be: they were all so much older than me, none of them had noticed the nice dress I’d worn specially for the day, and – apart from Mena – no one had spoken a friendly word to me.


At that moment Mena reminded me, ‘Come on, time to change.’


I wanted to tell her how glad I was that she was here, that this time I was the one feeling a little less brave, but she walked out of the room ahead of me and went quickly up the steep stairs. I followed her; there were three doors, one facing us, one to the left and one to the right. It was dark as the doors were shut and there was no window. Mena went ahead into the room on the left. It wasn’t as smelly as downstairs, because the window was open, and I saw that there were two large beds, a wardrobe, and a dark, threadbare carpet on the floor. The walls had nothing on them but greenish-looking patches by the ceiling.


I said, ‘What’s wrong? Why’s everyone so cross?’ but Mena ignored me.


Instead she pointed to the bed next to the window and said, ‘You’ll be sharing with me. Baji sleeps in the other one.’


There was no sheet on the mattress; instead there was a pile of old blankets heaped at the foot of the bed. There was one pillow, which looked grey and covered with stains. I didn’t even want to sit on the bed, let alone sleep in it. I wondered if I could go back to the home and get some sheets and my nice blankets to sleep in. And my posters to put up on the walls, so that the place seemed less bare.


The excitement of the journey here had worn off, and instead I felt like crying; it was all so different to what I’d expected. Also, I didn’t want to share a room with Tara, who seemed scary, and old, to me at least. ‘How old’s Tara, Baji, I mean? And who sleeps in the other rooms?’ I asked; perhaps there would be a nicer bed I could sleep in somewhere else.


‘Baji’s nearly twelve. Saber sleeps in the room next door. But don’t go in there; he hates people going into his room. And Hanif and Paji sleep in the other room.’


That name again. ‘Who’s Paji? And where does Mother sleep? And who’s that little boy downstairs?’


Mena laughed. ‘Hey, slow down; don’t worry, I’ll explain everything. Mother sleeps downstairs. She gets out of breath walking upstairs so she sleeps on the sofa with Salim.’


I didn’t understand, and just shook my head.


Mena came and put her arm around me. ‘Don’t look sad,’ she said, trying to sound comforting. ‘I’m glad you’re here to talk to. I know you don’t understand the language, so I’ll teach you, and if you’re good, you’ll be fine.’


The echoes of what Auntie Peggy had said to me before I left came to mind: be a good girl. I gave Mena a small smile.


‘Look, sit down,’ she said. I sat as gingerly as I could on the revolting bed. ‘Baji means “elder sister”, so that’s what we call Tara,’ Mena carried on. ‘Paji means “older brother”, and that’s Manz, who drove you here. Hanif is his wife, so she’s our sister-in-law, and that’s what Babhi means.’


‘Why doesn’t anyone like the way I dress? What’s wrong with this?’ I touched my best dress, which now I just felt rotten about.


‘It’s because we’re Muslim, Sam. Muslims dress like this – like me,’ said Mena. She could see I looked even more confused, and sighed. ‘Okay, I forgot you don’t know this. Muslims are like Christians in that they believe in God, but they believe different things, and one of those is how we dress. You’ll have to find out the others later.’


I remembered what we said in Sunday school: ‘I believe in one God, one Church,’ and I felt a sense of relief. At least something made sense. ‘But I’m Christian,’ I said, and was about to add that that meant I could wear my dress, but Mena interrupted hurriedly.


‘Shh, Sam, don’t say that.’ Mena grabbed my shoulders and gave me a tiny shake. ‘Keep your voice down! If anyone hears you say that, they’ll be angry and they’ll hit you.’


‘What?’ Surely she must be joking. ‘They hit you? Why?’


She looked towards the closed door, then leaned closer, almost whispering. ‘Once, I didn’t clean the floor properly and Mother hit me, and then Baji beat me after that. I just keep out of everyone’s way now.’


I stared at her. I’d been hit, once, at school; a boy had pulled my hair, which I hated, so I’d turned round and slapped his face. He had punched me back before a teacher came and stopped us; we both missed swimming class that week. But that was a boy of my age; a grown-up hitting me was something I couldn’t imagine. But before I could reply, Tara called up from downstairs. ‘Mena, bring Salim downstairs when you come to eat.’


‘Who’s Salim?’ I asked Mena.


‘He’s our youngest brother. He’s starting nursery this summer.’ Mena pointed out of the door. ‘He’ll be next door. Let’s get you changed and then we’ll take him down.’


‘Next door? Saber’s room, right?’


She nodded.


‘So how old is he?’


‘He’s twelve, two years older than me,’ she said, standing and picking up some clothes left at the foot of the bed. ‘Come on then, I’ll help you get changed.’


I took off my dress and folded it up before putting it on the bed, and then with Mena’s help dressed in clothes she held out to me. I’d never worn an outfit quite like this before, and I felt peculiar; they looked like dressing-up clothes – a bright orange long dress with matching trousers. Mena tied a scarf over my hair. There was a mirror on the wardrobe door, and I looked at myself in it. Was that really me? I looked a little bit more like my mother and sisters, and that made me feel more at home. But the scratchy fabric itched and the long sleeves and long trousers were uncomfortable.


‘Is that okay?’ Mena smiled hesitantly at me, as if she wanted me to like the clothes for her sake.


‘It’s all right, I suppose,’ and I managed a weak smile back.


She headed out of the room and opened the door of the other bedroom, and brought out Salim, the little boy I’d seen downstairs. ‘This is your sister, Sam,’ said Mena, and Salim looked at me, without saying anything.


‘Hello,’ I said, smiling, and he smiled a little back at me. Mena ruffled his hair and they turned to go down the stairs and I followed, walking down the stairs carefully, as the dress was so long I thought I’d trip on it.


When we got to the kitchen, I asked Mena where the bathroom was. She pointed to the back door. ‘Out there.’


A toilet outside? I was horrified. In the garden where everyone can see you? Mena noticed my reaction, and took me outside; I stumbled on the doorstep, but, to my immense relief, Mena pointed to a door next to the one we’d just come through.


‘There,’ she said. ‘Be quick, dinner’s ready.’


I cautiously pushed the door, which creaked scarily as it swung open, and peered inside. It was dark and smelly, and I could make out a toilet near the back wall. I stepped into the cold room and tried to find the light switch by patting my hand on the wall. Immediately I snatched it away, as the wall was damp and sticky. ‘Come on, hurry up,’ urged Mena. There was a faint ray of light coming from a small window; that would have to do.


When I’d done my business, I closed the door behind me and shivered – but not just from the cold. ‘Where do I wash my hands?’


‘In here,’ replied Mena. Back in the warm kitchen, I ran my hands under the cold water; Hanif, busy with plates and cutlery, looked me up and down and then said something to Mena. I wished she’d spoken in English so that I could understand her, but Mena translated. ‘She said you look nice now.’ They both smiled at me.


I didn’t feel nice. There was no soap for my hands to wash off that sticky feeling from the walls, and the trousers were loose at the top so that I kept having to hitch them up. I felt very uncomfortable.


Mena was talking to Hanif, so I searched for something to dry my hands on. There didn’t seem to be anything, so I quickly brushed them over my clothes. I looked around the kitchen; there was no table, just a worktop covered with flour, jars and bowls. The stove was on, and some large saucepans were steaming away, but the top was thick with burned-on food.


‘Right,’ said Mena. ‘Time to eat.’ And she handed me a plate. ‘Do what I do,’ she said. First she took what looked like a pancake off a pile by the side of the stove, and then Hanif scooped something out of one of the pans. ‘That’s chicken,’ explained Mena. I did the same, politely saying, ‘Thank you,’ to Hanif when she’d served me, which made her laugh.


The two of us went into the room that I’d not been in to yet. As we walked in, a powerful smell hit me, one I didn’t recognise. The closest I could think of was the smell of Jet’s fur on rainy days, or the piles of wet leaves we ran through on the Chase, and I wanted to turn round and go out. But Mena walked on in and, as I hadn’t had any lunch when we were driving from the home and so was very hungry, I went in too.


The room was almost as cold as the toilet outside, but at least there was a light that Mena turned on. We sat down on the only thing in the room, a black settee that was very spongy, and balanced the plates our knees. We always ate at the table at the home so I wasn’t sure I could manage this well enough, and I waited to see what Mena did.


Mena put her plate on her lap, broke off a piece of the pancake, dipped it into the sauce, and ate it. ‘What are you waiting for?’ she mumbled, her mouth full.


‘What do I do?’ I said. ‘Where are the knives and forks?’


‘Just pick up the roti with your hands, break some off, and use it to scoop up the food. Look, like this.’ And she put another mouthful of food, heaped on to the pancake, into her mouth. ‘Hmm,’ she said appreciatively.


I picked up the roti, tore some off as Mena had done, and dipped it into the chicken on top, and into my mouth.


Ouch! It was like putting a fire in my mouth. My whole face suddenly flooded with heat, and I wanted to get rid of this awful taste, but because I was trying to be good I didn’t spit it out. I flapped my hands furiously and Mena saw, jumped up, said, ‘I’ll get you some water,’ and rushed out. I had just managed to swallow when she came back with a cup in her hand, and I grabbed the water from her and downed it all.


‘Ew!’ I said. ‘What was that? I can’t eat that.’


I heard laughter; Tara and Hanif had followed Mena to see what the fuss was, and were chuckling at me.


‘It’s curry,’ said Mena.


I’d never eaten anything like it. I was used to the food we all ate in the home, like sausages, or stew. And chips – I loved chips.


Hanif and Tara said something to each other, and then went back to the kitchen. ‘What did they say?’ I asked Mena. I hated not knowing what was being said – I imagined it was about me.


I was right. Mena looked at her knees, and said, ‘They said they don’t know what else to cook for you so you’ll have to get used to it.’


‘But I don’t like it! Isn’t there anything else?’ My lips seemed to be boiling, I touched them carefully.


‘No, there is nothing else. I know you don’t like it,’ she said, then sighed. ‘Look, just eat the plain roti; don’t put any curry on it.’


I tore a piece off the roti that didn’t have anything on it, and put it carefully in my mouth. Without the curry, it tasted better, a bit like dry toast. ‘I can manage this,’ I said.


‘You’ll have to get used to it, you know, Sam. Don’t worry, it’s not so hard to eat when there’s rice,’ she added, when I pulled a face. ‘Tonight, though, I’ll eat the rest for you, okay?’ Mena offered.


I handed it to her, and wondered why there wasn’t more to eat, while she cleaned my plate. At the home, there were always slices of bread and butter when we’d finished what was on our plates. I didn’t ask if there was any pudding; it wasn’t polite to do so. I was cold, and being hungry didn’t help; I wondered if I might be having a nice hot bath, later, as that would make me feel better, but I hadn’t seen a bathroom yet and I didn’t want to find out that it, too, was outside in the dark. After Mena finished, we went through to the kitchen to put our plates in the sink.


Tara shouted from the room where she was sitting with Mother, ‘Wash up.’


‘Okay,’ said Mena. Auntie Peggy never asked us to do that, nor did she let us speak so bossily to each other; she said it wasn’t polite. Mena washed up and placed the dishes on the drainer, while I stood beside her, watching. I needed her to explain everything that was going on around us so that it wouldn’t seem so daunting. Besides which I kept drinking water to ease the burning in my mouth, which was finally fading away. When she’d finished washing the dishes, she shook the water from her hands and then wiped them on her dress.


At the home I was used to knowing the time, with clocks both upstairs and downstairs. It helped me know what I should be doing next. I hadn’t seen one anywhere in the house yet, so I asked Mena, ‘What’s the time?’


‘I don’t know,’ Mena said with a shrug. ‘It’s not bedtime yet because Manz hasn’t come home.’


‘Isn’t there a clock?’


‘We don’t need to know what time it is.’


I wanted to ask her why, but I had so many questions. I hadn’t seen my brother Saber at all yet, for instance. Where had Salim gone? Where did he eat? Why didn’t the family all eat together? Mena and I went into the room where we’d eaten and she explained more about the comings and goings in the house. I asked her loads of questions but she could only answer some of them.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BELONGING

Sameem Ali






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





