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Foreword


East is East


I began writing East is East in 1982 in my first year in drama school. It had never occurred to me that I might ever end up becoming a playwright but realising early on that there were so few parts for Asian actors, plus a dramatic turn of events at home, pushed me to start writing what eventually would become East is East.


Jobs for Asian actors at that time were few and far between and mostly consisted of race-crime victims and corner-shop owners, even then only as backdrops to the main event. The only real storylines that interested the programme-makers always centred on arranged marriages, where the girl was being forced into a relationship not of her choosing. Though this was an important issue, and still is today, in my case, it was my brothers who were the victims and the perpetrator was my father, who himself had chosen to marry an Englishwoman.


The dramatic event on the home front was that my mother had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at the age of fifty-five. It seemed that every time I returned home to Salford, the disease had progressed and huge chunks of our lives were being eaten away and lost for ever. She was the only common denominator between my father and his estranged children, so even more reason to start writing things down before it was too late. I don’t think I ever asked either of my parents any pertinent questions about their relationship. Why they did the things they did? Why they married? Why did he decide to marry an Englishwoman, even though he already had a wife and two daughters in Pakistan, whom he always considered his family?


A million questions any writer should have asked for research. But I wasn’t and I didn’t. It’s not what we talked about in my family. In fact, we really didn’t talk about anything. We never questioned my father or any of the decisions he made. The TV blared loudly in the corner, and we did as we were told.


As my older siblings decided that my father’s way of life wasn’t the life they wanted, there would be conflicts and banishments. My mother always defended our right to make choices and would be on the receiving end of my father’s physical abuse, all of which I witnessed. It wasn’t all doom and gloom: you learn to live the life you have, because it’s the only life you know and it’s actually perfectly normal to you. We knew what buttons not to press with my father, but inevitably they did get pressed.


Writing East is East took place over a number of years, through drama school and my first acting job with the Tara Arts Theatre Company, an Asian theatre group, where I spent some of my most formative years as an actor. Tara was an ensemble group that devised all its own shows, then toured them up and down the country, playing to diverse audiences. I didn’t know it but I was learning my craft, and how to formulate arguments and develop characters, all of which would add to East is East. It went through a couple of drafts and then got slung in the back of a drawer. I was too busy being a celluloid tart to think about writing.


It was always something I did as a hobby in between acting jobs. Never ever something I showed to anybody. It had a play-reading in 1986 at the Albany Empire purely because I was taking part in a playwriting competition as an actor. I mentioned it to the director and he got me to bring it in. When I got the title role in Sammy and Rosie Get Laid by Hanif Kureishi, which was being directed by Stephen Frears, once again my whore’s eyes turned to dreams of Hollywood and stardom. East is East went back in the drawer.


Cut to: 1995 and my friends had set up Tamasha Theatre. Sudha Bhuchar and Kristine Langdon-Smith had been approached by the Royal Court to do a joint production. Kristine and Sudha suggested a two-week workshop to look for and develop new Asian writers. Sudha asked me if I still had East is East.


I did. We did the workshop. I fell in love with writing. The play was chosen. It opened at Birmingham Repertory studio on the 8th October 1996 and the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs on the 19th November 1996. Eventually we were allowed downstairs at the Royal Court in March 1997.


Notes on Falling Leaves


I don’t know why I choose the subjects I write about, I think they choose me. I never set out to write plays with messages, I’m not interested in telling an audience what to think. I prefer my characters to present the truth according to the world they inhabit. I don’t always agree with what they say, but it’s important that they say it. Sometimes they may say things we’d rather not hear, that may be offensive to some, but that’s life. For me the most enjoyable drama should attempt to stimulate argument, thought and debate.


Notes on Falling Leaves took me out of my comfort zone. It became a much more abstract play than I had originally intended. As I mentioned earlier, my mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at an early age and eventually the disease claimed her life after three years. I always found it difficult during the family visits to see her. In my mind, I was never quite sure what it was I was actually visiting… It sounds a harsh and unfeeling statement, but it was made from a place of safety, that I could observe from. I never saw any sign of recognition and really didn’t want to be around her, as I found it too upsetting. I didn’t know how to engage with her on this level.


The first draft of the play started in a very conventional manner. Set on a ward similar to my mother’s, about a group of women all suffering from Alzheimer’s. What struck me about the ward was that the women had led full and active lives. One had been a concert pianist, another a high-ranking official in the Salvation Army, and one woman had been head of Manchester libraries. Then, of course, there was my mother and all she had been through in her life (see East is East).


The idea was always to discover what happened to the women they were. Was there anything left of their personalities? I had the idea that they came alive at night, when no one was around. A magic hour when they became themselves once again. The pianist would play, the Salvation Army officer would talk about God and her faith, the librarian would read, and my mother – my mother would make tea and talk about her children.


It was all very nice and lovely and magical. But was also a lie. It said nothing of what they were going through and felt totally dishonest about the disease that was slowly destroying them. After about thirty pages of this Hans Christian Alzheimer’s nonsense, I frustratedly deleted it – but was left with a small passage of dialogue. The dialogue was the character of the Mother. There was something in what she said that struck home. I felt that she suddenly had a voice that had expression from wherever her personality had retreated to.


Here was a woman who still had feeling, who was still being affected by the world that was increasingly fading around her, striving to communicate. From that point on I realised that it could be only about her. Her understanding of the world she lived in and what was happening to her through what was left of her personality. And me. About my feelings towards her. About a journey we took together, that altered both our lives for ever.


The play had to be raw, ugly and visceral. I remembered that journey we took. To the doctor’s, when we were told she had Alzheimer’s. How our world suddenly changed. The tables turned and I wasn’t a child any more. She was asked to wait outside. And then they told me. I was nineteen and felt completely useless, alone with this awful knowledge. Outside the world was light and sunny, but the walk back home was dark and would continue to get darker.


In the play, the Mother and son make the same journey, which is seared into both their minds. And heard from both their perspectives. For the Man, it becomes a journey he recreates, the night he returns to the family home for the last time, with a girlfriend he barely knows. Back to a house that is completely familiar to him, nothing changed, everything in its place. But untouched, it sits empty in the shadows, silently waiting the return of the family that will never return.


All the Way Home


Yet another piece inspired by family tragedy!


My eldest brother had been diagnosed with cancer and was dying. In his last months we’d all try to make it back to Salford to visit him. It was strange, as it was the first time all ten siblings had been together since childhood. Some of us had been estranged for many years. The Salford we knew had changed. The last bits we recognised were literally being pulled down around our ears. It was no longer the place we grew up in, and, for most of us, escaped from. I say escape, because that is what it felt like. It didn’t mean that we hated Salford, quite the opposite, we all carry a certain nostalgia for the time we lived there. But it would be wrong to think we have the same kind of relationship now. We all change and look at things differently. Particularly with the relationships we have with our past. The Salford we knew was gone, particularly so for the people who left. Not so for the people who stayed behind.


There was such a sense of heightened reality at this time. Everything seemed so vivid, to me. Colours, what people said and the way that they said it. The clichés of death and dying that haunted that environment. The wet dreary weather, the endless stillness as I stood and watched the gush of water from a tap that overflowed into the kettle. The sound of a washing machine, as it filled the silence of a sombre conversation. I felt that I was waiting, not for a death, but a judgement. People asked if I’d spoken to my brother, as if he were going to impart some great critique of my life to date. Had something happened that I wasn’t aware of? Had I said something untoward? Even complete strangers were looking at me knowingly, as if saying, ‘You’d better go and get it off your chest.’


One man had the gall to tell me he hadn’t spoken to my brother, his best friend, since they fell out over East is East! He said it in such a way that it was obvious he held me responsible for this rift. The accusation was left hanging in the air between us. Time stood still, yet again, as I registered the fresh shaving-cut on his chin, the smell of tobacco on his breath and the death’s-head earring hanging from a hairy lobe. The mind boggles as to what their argument was about. Nonetheless, he stood there taking the moral high ground, idiot-like in his expectation, waiting for some kind of apology. Now, here was his big chance to face the creator of the film that initiated the argument, that had destroyed an obviously much-cherished friendship.


‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that was a bit fucking stupid,’ and walked away.


I can only hope that brought him some kind of closure.


All the Way Home is about the clash of the past and present. How the past is always a major contributor to our present and our future. How it informs who we are, the paths we choose to follow and the mistakes we make. It’s a play about a family and their struggle to come to terms with each other. How, inevitably, while facing the death of one of their own, they are compelled to confront their own lives and those of their siblings. Forced to evaluate each other through their own disappointments. What is it that brings them together? What are the things that remain unsaid, boiling below the surface, as they move through the rituals of death? What is it that makes these things eventually erupt?


To Sir, With Love


I was asked, quite by chance, if I’d be interested in adapting this wonderful book. What really resonated for me was the subject of education, of how we teach our children – not just the basics of reading and writing, but how we send them out into the world to become part of society. Something I believe is sadly lacking in today’s world. So many of the theories we have about education today can trace their DNA back to the work of Alex Bloom, the Headmaster of St George-in-the-East, the school on which To Sir, With Love is based.


Some of Bloom’s ideas were revolutionary, but, like most geniuses, Alex Bloom was largely ignored by his own education authorities. However, many of his theories were put into practice by educationalists across post-war Europe.


To Sir, With Love is also about our history, the history of Empire and Commonwealth, subjects so many of our young people know little about. It’s the key to understanding who we are and what our place is in today’s Britain.


E.R. Braithwaite understands this: it’s why his story has such relevance to young people of immigrant backgrounds at a time when the Government is telling us how to be British citizens.


It’s important for young white Britain to know that black and Asian Britain has been part of the make-up of this country for centuries. That we are descendants of races who have fought and died for the freedoms that this country now enjoys. We are an essential part of British history and an indivisible part of the fabric of her society, not just as former subjects from across the seas, but as active participants of this nation’s history.


This is one of the lessons Braithwaite used to fight the racism he found in the classroom and which was levelled at him. It was important for him that his kids knew they had a useful place in society, and that their participation in that society was imperative if it was to continue to grow and flourish.


We all have to understand each other’s histories and stories, because it’s only when we do, that we discover that there is so much more that binds us than divides us.


Ayub Khan Din


Cortijo Cabeza Baja, 2014
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ACT ONE


Scene One


Saturday. The action takes place in Salford in 1971, prior to the outbreak of war between India and Pakistan over the independence of East Pakistan. The KHANS are an Anglo-Pakistani family of eight. The contrast of cultures should come out in the set dressing, wallpaper, oilcloth, a coffee table with a picture of the Taj Mahal, a lazy Susan which is always full of washing.


The set is made up of a fish and chip shop, a parlour, living room, and a kitchen with a shed attached. The parlour should be more upmarket as it’s used for entertaining. When the play begins we find ELLA and ANNIE sat in the living room talking, drinking tea and smoking. They’re very good friends who go back a long way. ANNIE is like a second mother to the kids.


GEORGE (off). Come here you dirty little baster…


ELLA. Hey, hey, hey… What the bleeding hell has he done now?


GEORGE. Done? I tell you what he bloody done, missus. He bloody make a show of me. All a time. All your family alway make a bloody show of me. Four year I been going that mosque, now I can’t look mullah in bloody face now! Because he – (Points to SAJIT.) got bloody… tickle-tackle.


SAJIT goes over to ANNIE.


ANNIE. What’s to do, cock?


ELLA. What are you going on about you big daft get? What bleeding tickle-tackle?


GEORGE. I tell you, stupy why you no listen. Your son bloody got it… (Indicates his crotch.) here, tickle-tackle.


ELLA looks over to ANNIE, ANNIE looks at ELLA, they both know something.


MEENAH. The mullah saw it, Mam. He went bleeding barmy!


ELLA. Less of the bleeding you.


GEORGE (to MEENAH). Oi, you, who bloody asking your bloody ’pinion? What you doing looking boys in the first bloody place, don’t trouble with me ’cause I bloody fix you!


ELLA. Just what did he see, George?


GEORGE. Bloody everything, how he can go mosque again, when he got bloody tickle-tackle?


ELLA. Are you saying he’s not been circumcised?


MEENAH. What’s circumcised, Mam?


ELLA. You shop, now!


Exit MEENAH.


GEORGE. Why you not bloody fix this thing when he was baby, same as others?


ELLA. Well someone’s got it wrong somewhere ’cause they were all done, all six of them.


ANNIE (backing ELLA up). I’m sure she’s right George, he was in the same ward as our Clifford in Hope Hospital when he had shingles.


GEORGE (exasperated). Look, I know what I bloody talking about, I see you sees, mullah see, all bloody all mosque seeing. You no believe me, you bloody looking.


ELLA. Sajit, come here.


SAJIT (starts to cry). No, you’re gonna hurt me.


ELLA. I’m not gonna hurt you, I just want a little look, that’s all.


SAJIT. Get stuffed!


ANNIE. Oi! – language.


GEORGE. Take bloody off!


ELLA. I’ll stuff you in a minute you cheeky little bleeder, now get here and get ’em off!


SAJIT. I don’t want to.


GEORGE. Hey baster, I bloody fix you, you talk to you mam like that. You already cause me enough bloody troubles today.


ANNIE. Come Saj, let me have a look, I’ve seen it all before. Go on, I’ll be dead quick.


SAJIT. Orrrr.


ANNIE. Come on, I’ve wiped your shitty arse before now.


ELLA. Let Auntie Annie have a look.


SAJIT. Alright, but you’ve got to be quick.


He opens his pants for her, she has a quick look.


ANNIE. He’s right you know, Ella, it’s still there. (To SAJIT.) This is one little fish that got through the net.


GEORGE. You see, is your bloody fault.


ELLA. How the hell was I supposed to keep count, you could have remembered.


ANNIE. Nowt to worry about, George, you can still get him done.


ELLA. I know who I’d like to get done.


ELLA and ANNIE laugh.


GEORGE. Is not bloody funny you knows, you just bloody fix. This tickle-tackle very embarrassing you see, Annie. I have important arrangement to make, and I can’t now see, ’cause of this. All men think I bad my son having this thing, has to be cutting.


ELLA. What arrangements?


GEORGE. You not need to know my bloody business, missus.


SAJIT. I’m not going to the doctor!


GEORGE. You can’t have this thing puther, it no belong to you, not our religion see, is very dirty. No worry about it, I buy you nice watch.


ELLA. Look cock, it’s just a little operation, it’ll be over in a day.


ANNIE. You won’t feel a thing.


SAJIT runs out.


GEORGE. Come here, baster…


ELLA. Leave it, he’ll only get more upset.


ANNIE. I’ll go and talk to him.


ANNIE goes out through the kitchen to the shed, where SAJIT has locked himself in.


ELLA. Why bother with all this now at his age?


GEORGE. What you talking about? You know nothing about my religion, no try a understand. You no bloody care your children have no God. Your son no Muslim with this thing, when he die he go straight to hell.


ELLA. He’s not gonna be sent to hell, just because he’s got a foreskin.


GEORGE. You see, I try to explain to you, but you no bloody listen.


ELLA sits back and lights a fag, she’s heard this lecture before.


ELLA. I’m always bleeding listening, can’t get a word in edgeways with you.


GEORGE. All your bloody children run a wild, but I telling you, missus, no more, because I’m fixing them. I bloody show them.


ELLA. You tried that with Nazir and look what happened.


GEORGE. I tell you, if I see that boy Nazir in my house, I bloody kill him baster.


ELLA. Your house? Whose frigging name’s on the rent book!


GEORGE. Maybe your name, missus, but my shop money pay bloody rent, in’t it?


ELLA. Oh yeah, and what do you think I do in that chippy from eight thirty in the morning till twelve thirty at night, count the mushy fucking peas!


GEORGE grins slightly, these arguments happen all the time, and this one has reached its point.


GEORGE. How bloody hell I know what you do all day, every time I look, you sit with Annie, talking, smoking, drink a tea, smoking, drink a tea, talking. Nobody serve my bloody chips.


ELLA. We work hard in that shop, and as for being sat around well you’re a fine one to talk, ever since this trouble started in Pakistan, you’re never away from the telly.


GEORGE. I have to take interest you sees, family in Azad Kashmir, near bloody border. Bloody make me worry, in’t it?


ELLA. The answer’s no.


GEORGE. What you bloody talking about ‘no’. (Grins.) I not bloody ask anything.


ELLA. You don’t need to, I can read your bleeding mind like the back of me hand, so you can piss off if you think you’re bringing her over here.


GEORGE. I not understand why you talk to me like this my darling.


ELLA smiles.


ELLA. Never mind darling, if she steps foot in this country, I’m off, and I’ll take the bleeding kids with me.


GEORGE. Why is big problem, first wife always treat second wife like sister. All live together happy.


ELLA. You think you’re funny don’t you? Well, she’ll have nowt to be happy about if she walks in here, ’cause I’ll wipe the smile right off her friggin’ face!


GEORGE (smiles). I just joke with you, you my only wife in England.


Enter ANNIE.


ANNIE. He’s locked himself in the coal shed again.


GEORGE. I tell you, this boy bloody stupy I think, no full shilling. Every time I walk in street with him, he talking to bloody self. Every time he turn corner, he bloody cutting, cutting. (Makes a scissor-cutting motion.) Bloody mentals.


ANNIE. Has he had the coat off yet?


ELLA. No. Won’t let anyone go near it, it’ll have to come off soon, though, ’cause it bleeding stinks.


GEORGE. I thought bloody dog shitting in house. No, it bloody Sajit. I rip baster thing off him soon.


ANNIE. Leave it, he’ll come out of it, it’s just a phase. Our Clifford had one with a bit of plasticine and a pumice stone.


GEORGE. Why he alway go hide in bloody coal shed? Kid in a Pakistan no like this.


ELLA. No, you’re all so perfect over there aren’t you.


GEORGE (wags his finger at ELLA). You not bloody start with me again missus or I send bloody invitation to Mrs Khan number one, in a Pakistan. I say, ‘Come bloody quick, second wife give me bloody troubles.’


ELLA (taking it in good humour). Piss off.


GEORGE. I go butcher now, buy some chicken, you and Annie open up, I be back ’bout five.


ELLA. If you go past the shop, tell our Abdul to come and get Sajit out of the shed, we’ve a delivery at two and it took us half an hour to dig him out last time.


GEORGE goes out.


ANNIE (checks to see GEORGE has gone). You bleeding knew about Sajit didn’t you?


ELLA. I did, but it had gone right out of me mind, he was supposed to be done, but the hospital cancelled it ’cause he got flu. George never found out, and what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.


ANNIE. You knew he’d find out sooner or later, you daft sod.


ELLA. Oh yeah, and when was the last time you saw George washing a baby or wiping a shitty arse? You know Saleem had such a hard time of it when he was done, I don’t think I could have listened to another one of ’em screaming in pain.


ANNIE. Mm. Now you’re gonna have to.


Beat.


ELLA. That bastard’s up to something, I don’t know what yet, but I can feel it in me bones.


ANNIE. Has he started buying material?


ELLA. Every time he comes back from the market he’s got another six yards.


ANNIE. What does he do with it?


ELLA. Presents. He sends it to Pakistan for them to make clothes, then they send us Sinbad waistcoats and he puts them in the trunk in the attic. He bought some silk the other week, bloody nice stuff as well, yards of it, must have cost a bomb.


ANNIE. It don’t come cheap Ella.


ELLA. He’s a bastard, sends silk to her in Pakistan and I’m lucky if I can afford a bit of net curtain for the bleeding parlour!


They both laugh.


Chip-shop door opens.


Scene Two


The boys and MEENAH run into the chip shop, throwing MANEER’s skull cap between them. TARIQ jumps onto the counter with it. SALEEM starts to mop the floor, MEENAH follows him round with a couple of old rags on her feet drying it off. TARIQ tosses the cap back to MANEER and stretches out on the counter.


TARIQ. The thing is Maneer, even if your cap is religious, people round here just think you’ve got a tea cosy on your head.


All laugh except MANEER.


SALEEM. Where’s that little twitching twat, he should be here doing this. I’ve got a still life that’s got to be handed in by Monday.


TARIQ (posh voice). Oh have you Saleem, what a bleeding shame. And you’ve still the fish to cut and batter.


MEENAH. Me dad’s going ape shit over there.


MANEER. He looked dead embarrassed in the mosque, I thought he were gonna cry.


TARIQ. Tough. Look, whatever happened with Twitch, it got us out of that place quick, and that’s alright in my book.


SALEEM. You only go once a week, you ought to try it every night, and do project work for college.


TARIQ. You sit on your arse drawing all day with felt-tip pens. You don’t know the meaning of hard work yet, just wait till Genghis finds out you’re doing an art course, and not the engineering he thinks you’re doing. I tell you mate, you’ll be behind this counter servin’ chips before the paint’s dried on your palette.


SALEEM. Yeah, well he won’t find out unless someone tells him, will he Tariq?


TARIQ. Don’t look at me, it’s Maneer you’ve got to watch, he’s the one sharing hat tips with old Genghis, aren’t you, Gandhi?


MANEER (heard the same old jokes before). Yeah right Tariq, funny, now will you get off the counter so I can clean it.


Enter ABDUL carrying two baskets of potatoes.


ABDUL. Tariq, do as you’re told and let him clean it. You can start chipping these spuds. (To SALEEM and MEENAH.) Haven’t you two finished yet?


SALEEM. Yeah, alright Abdul, we’re doing it, God you’re beginning to sound just like me dad.


MEENAH. He’ll be kicking our heads in, in a minute.


The others start to laugh.


(Mimicking GEORGE.) ‘Hey you move baster, I bloody kill you!’


ABDUL. Just get it done alright, Meenah?


TARIQ (to ABDUL). What time are we supposed to be going to Bradford tomorrow?


ABDUL. Poppah Sadeq’s gonna pick us up at nine.


MEENAH. Are we all going?


ABDUL. No, just us two.


MANEER. But it’s a first Sunday, we always all go to Bradford on a first Sunday.


ABDUL. Well, not this time.


TARIQ. Ask me dad if you can go instead of me, Gandhi. Last place I want to be this weekend is Bradistan.


ABDUL. The spuds, Tariq.


TARIQ. I don’t see why I should go and meet more relatives, I’m related to half of Bradford as it is.


We hear knocking at the door, TARIQ pulls aside the net curtain on it.


Me dad!!


Everyone starts to panic. SALEEM picks up the mop and bucket and runs around the other side of the counter where he starts to batter the fish. TARIQ leaps over the counter and chips potatoes in the chipper at an alarming rate. MEENAH shuffles around maniacally trying to dry the floor, while MANEER wipes everything in sight.


Enter GEORGE.


GEORGE. Abdul, go over to house, Sajit in a coal shed.


MANEER. Dad, can I go to Bradford tomorrow as well?


GEORGE. No. You coming with me to mosque here, we go to see mullah, you come as well Saleem, and you, Meenah.


SALEEM. I’ve got college work to do, Dad.


GEORGE. This more important. (Looks at TARIQ’s hair.) Why you not cutting you bloody hair when I tell you? You looking like bloody pansy. Get bloody cut.


TARIQ. Right Dad.


GEORGE. Short back-a-side. (To SALEEM.) And why you wear this stupy clothes? Where suit I buy you in market for you wear a college? I not made-a bloody money you know mister.


The others can barely hold in their laughter.


SALEEM. Me mam took it to the cleaner’s, dad.


GEORGE. You bloody lucky go a college. I come to this country with nothing. Now what I got?


MEENAH. You’ve got a chip shop Dad.


GEORGE. I got own business see. You better chance than me see, go a college. So you sees, if you hair is tidy, and you looking smart, teacher looking see. Maybe help find job after. Always plenty job for engineer. Lotta job in a Pakistan, do good business there. Build house in Islamabad, very nice bungalow there.


SALEEM. Yeah, erm, long way off that though Dad.


GEORGE. You never know. Life change all a time, never know what bloody happening sees. When I first come a this country, in 1930, I here one year maybe and I make bloody film.


MEENAH, TARIQ and MANEER can barely keep straight faces. ABDUL has to get away.


MEENAH. What film was that Dad?


GEORGE. Maybe is name was Sabu Elephant or The Drum. Alexander Korda make film or maybe he brother.


TARIQ. Were you the star Dad?


GEORGE. No bloody star stupy, I shouting in crowd. ‘I kill bloody English.’ One day my friend say come make film, they wanting Indian. So I go. Mr Korda, very good man, one day, we all sit down eating, and he come in with woman who play actor. She say not want to eating with these people. He say, then you bloody get lost, ’cause I wanting to eat with them. Then he send her bloody away.


MEENAH. He sounds alright him Dad.


GEORGE. He very good man, look after see. No many people treat like this, ’cause we Indian.


MEENAH. I thought you’re a Pakistani, Dad?


GEORGE. I Indian when I come here, stupy? Then I Pakistani. After English leave a India. Then it India and a Pakistan. Half a half, see. Why you laughing?


MEENAH. We’re not laughing Dad, are we?


TARIQ. No Dad.


MANEER. No.


Beat.


GEORGE. I very strong when I young, very fit, I use bend a bars. People say you looking same as Errol Flynn! I go now, Tariq do two basket potatoes.


GEORGE exits.


TARIQ. Errol Flynn? More like Charlie bleeding Chaplin!


They all start to laugh.


Scene Three


Some days later. It’s early morning at the KHANS’ house. ELLA comes from the kitchen with a tray full of cups and three packets of chocolate biscuits. She picks up a letter, opens it and lights a fag. Enter GEORGE carrying a plastic bucket, his head to one side, it’s the piss bucket. ELLA winces at the smell. GEORGE goes out to empty it.


GEORGE. I bloody tell Tariq empty this. I bloody kill him, baster.


ELLA. Letter here from the doctor, said he can get Sajit into Salford Royal on Tuesday. He’s got to have a check-up later today. So you’ll have to open up.


GEORGE. Good.


ELLA. Your tea’s here, do you want biscuits or I can make you some toast?


GEORGE. Just half a cup, and biscuit. (Exits.)


ELLA pours tea from one of the cups into her own. She picks up a paper and reads. Re-enter GEORGE.


Any news about war in a Pakistan?


ELLA. Yeah, I’ve just read something here: ‘There has been further unrest in Dacca, capital of East Pakistan, since the arrest of Sheik Mujib. West Pakistan has now declared martial law.’


GEORGE. More problem now I think, these people no good. Bloody India stir up trouble for a Pakistan.


ELLA. Well they only want their democratic rights, it’s not much to ask for is it.


GEORGE. They bloody ask a India to come, maybe take Azad Kashmir. Kashmir, belong to Pakistan, whole country Muslim see. Mountbatten and bloody Nehru fixing it basters.


ELLA. If you’re going to the fish market, we need some more plaice, we ran out last night.


GEORGE. I tell you, we go be lose half bloody country now.


ELLA. Only the east side. You said yourself they weren’t proper Pakistanis, so I don’t know what you’re so bothered about. Better get some more cod as well while you’re at it.


GEORGE. Of course I bloody worry, family in Azad Kashmir, on border. They be in danger.


She goes over to the door and opens it.


ELLA. Well you’re not, so think yourself lucky. (Shouting.) Abdul, Tariq, Maneer, Saleem, Meenah, Sajit, get up, your breakfast’s ready!


Pause.


GEORGE. Mr Shah be coming Sunday week, for visit.


ELLA. Oh aye, I thought you didn’t like him?


GEORGE. Stupy, I never say I no like him, his family live near my village, nearly like family see. He been here twenty year, got double extension.


ELLA. How many are coming?


GEORGE. Mr Shah and a wife… He have two daughters you know, same age as Abdul and Tariq.


ELLA is instantly suspicious.


ELLA. Oh yeah.


GEORGE. That’s why they coming here, we celebrate engagement.


ELLA. Bloody hell, George! I knew you were up to something, why didn’t you tell me, for that matter, why haven’t you told them?


GEORGE. Why I need to tell you my bloody business. Is my decision, no yours. Or bloody kid. I their bloody father, they do as I say. Anyway, we sort out on Sunday. I go now, tell Tariq do five basket potatoes.


ELLA. You’re gonna have to say something before then.


GEORGE exits. ELLA is by the door, she shouts.


Abdul, Tariq, Maneer, Saleem, Meenah, Sajit get up now!


ELLA sits down and lights a fag. Enter ABDUL. She is not sure if she should say something.


ABDUL. What time is it Mam?


ELLA. Five past seven, you’d better hurry or you’ll be late for work.


ABDUL. It’s alright, Steve’s giving us a lift on his bike.


ELLA. Oh be careful on that thing, he’s like a bloody madman on it. Did your dad say anything the other day about Bradford?


ABDUL. No, just asked who was at Jahan Khan’s.


ELLA. Did he mention anything about Mr Shah?


ABDUL. No. Nothing. They don’t live in Bradford.


ELLA. I know.


Beat.


Did anyone there mention the Shahs?


ABDUL is growing suspicious.


ABDUL. Why? What’s going on, Mam?


ELLA (reluctant to say anything). He’s just told me he’s gonna get you and Tariq engaged.


ABDUL. You what!


ELLA. To the Shahs’ daughters.


ABDUL. Why didn’t he said owt to me?


ELLA. He’s only just told me.


ABDUL. All he talked about last night was being a good Muslim and the trouble in East Pakistan! He said nothing about getting me bloody married.


ELLA. I don’t know, perhaps he thought you might do a runner like Nazir.


ABDUL. Why is it always Nazir! I’m not Nazir. Why does he never trust me, Mam? He makes decisions about my life as if he owned it.


ELLA. He thinks he does.


ABDUL. Why didn’t you say something to him!


ELLA. What makes you think he’s gonna start listening to me?


Pause.


ABDUL. I don’t want to talk about this now, I’m going to work!


He storms out slamming the door.


ELLA. Abdul! I don’t bleeding believe this family. (Goes over to the door.) Tariq, Maneer, Saleem, Meenah, Sajit, get up!


Beat.


If you’re not up in five minutes, you’re dead!


She sits down and lights a fag. MEENAH enters.


MEENAH. Morning. (Takes a cup and biscuits.)


ELLA. About bleeding time too.


MEENAH. You’re bright and cheerful this morning, Mam.


ELLA. Less of the cheek as well, gobby.


MEENAH. What’s wrong with our Abdul?


ELLA (taps her nose). Mind that. Drink your tea and get over to the shop, the floors need mopping.


MEENAH. Can I go to the school club tonight with Judy and Mary? Mary’s mam said she’d take us and bring us back?
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