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Introduction


I’ve seen you on a Sunday morning, nipping out to get a pint of milk or to grab a newspaper, thinking no one would notice the oversized coat you grabbed in a hurry, your mismatched pyjamas or your dog-eaten trainers. Your regular appearances throughout my childhood provided me with years of entertainment. I came to know a lot about you; whether your politics leant to the right or left, whether you were gay or straight, and whether you were plagued by cash-flow problems or had enough disposable income to indulge your penchant for Cadbury’s Creme Eggs.


I don’t work for the secret services, nor do I have special access to you and your family’s data. I come from a hidden world: I am the daughter of shopkeepers. For more than a decade we, a family of five, ate, slept, lived and worked in a corner shop. We served you and you gave us business but there was a world beyond the counter that you never knew.


My childhood story is about more than just transactions involving pints of milk and packets of cigarettes; it’s integral to the story of Britain itself. It encompasses war and colonialism, the nation’s love–hate relationship with immigration, its fluctuating economic fortunes, and it shines a bright light on what people really thought about the politics of the day.


Choose any city upon our clouded hills and you will find us there. We are dotted all over Britain, but the humble corner shop attracts little attention. They have existed on our streets for more than a hundred years, and walking in and out of one may be as normal to you as brushing your teeth, but this tiny space represents all of Britain’s highs and lows, past, present and future. The shabby shelving, the chaotic displays of greetings cards and the tins of dog food tumbling to the ground actually represent the cornerstones of community life. The corner shop is a place where daily politics are still deliberated, where the brief exchange of money sparks a priceless debate about the front-page headlines. Regardless of our race, age or gender, the corner shop remains the one place where we all rub shoulders with each other, as well as with the dutiful shopkeeper.


Pete was a regular in our shop. A builder from Reading, he would prop up the counter, chatting to Mum, hoping to catch a glance of hazel-eyed Emily the supply teacher as she came by to collect her copy of Woman’s Own. Emily would often leave the shop a shade of rose blush under her long, flowing blonde locks and smile embarrassedly at Mum, who would act as if she had seen or heard nothing of the shameless flirting that had taken place. Pete never did get far with Emily, but from a six-year-old’s perspective it was marvellous entertainment. Almost as entertaining as minding the shop floor when sixteen-year-old Mark would tiptoe to reach the top-shelf magazines, insisting he was eighteen, only to be turned away when he brought his copy of Playboy to the counter. If only his mum hadn’t paraded him to all and sundry outside the corner shop when he was born sixteen years and three months earlier, then my parents might not have known and might have dutifully fulfilled his teenage need for a porn mag.


Understanding customers’ daily habits became a fact of my childhood. It opened up a secret door to all the goings-on around me. When I began writing this book I knew that, as a former corner shop kid, I was still bound by a particular code of conduct. Because not only is every shopkeeper and his family entrusted with the supply of your groceries and the delivery of your non-crumpled Sunday paper, we are also the custodians of your personal secrets. We must never reveal the clandestine habits of our customers – unless, of course, we change the names of the people concerned to write a book. So Mark, as I am now calling you, your teenage addiction to porn mags will not be revealed now that you’re a sitting member of Parliament. Don’t worry: your secret is safe with us.


From the forties to the noughties and beyond, the trusted corner shop was there for all our daily needs, and for many families like mine, it was also their introduction to modern Britain. Perhaps your shopkeeper resembles my mum and dad; born in India, they faithfully served as shopkeepers in Reading for more than twenty years. Or maybe the person behind your local shop counter is from Poland or Afghanistan, with his or her own story of immigration and survival.


Whoever the person behind the counter is, they have taken on a role that remains essentially unchanged. I grew up in 1980s Britain, and corner shop life was a window onto a time when the country was dealing with racial tension, recession and the policies of Margaret Thatcher. Maggie, as I’ll refer to her in this book, was herself the daughter of a shopkeeper, and she too would have learnt much about the people she served in her father’s shop in Grantham in the 1940s. While in power, Maggie presided over a monumental shift in the way we shop – and also dealt the biggest blow to corner shop existence with a repeal of the Sunday trading laws. As this book reveals, the key to survival for a shopkeeper is appreciating how a wolf can arrive dressed in sheep’s clothing.


The big supermarkets disguising themselves under the banners of ‘little’, ‘local’ and ‘express’ have as yet been unable to replicate the unique bond between shopkeeper and customer, where a smile will always greet you whether it’s 6.30 in the morning or 11 o’clock at night, and where they know your name and your favourite tipple. It’s all part of being in the corner shop club. The death of the corner shop has been predicted by many along the way, but in the face of stiff competition the years of unconditionally serving a nation at all hours of the day are paying off. There are currently 30,000 local independent shops across Britain and the corner shop market is expected to increase by 17 per cent to £44 billion over the next five years. Not bad for an industry based on making small talk with you as you peruse the aisles in search of that emergency bag of sugar.


I spent most of my formative years embarrassed by the mundane activities of shop life, and I’d often daydream of a time when we as a family might break free from the rigmarole of early morning wake-up calls. I would try and convince my schoolmates that my parents were in ‘business’, but my little lie would be blown apart when they walked into the shop to be greeted by my so-called high-flying business parents demanding 10p for a sickly coloured ice-pop that would turn the tongues of Caversham’s children bright blue.


Then something changed, and as I got older I fell in love with it. My hang-ups about being a corner shop kid have been enthusiastically replaced by a sense of awe for the little place that was home. I realised that my upbringing was part of an extraordinary story that very few people really knew much about. Walking in and out of a corner shop doesn’t tell you what life is really like inside one of the country’s most familiar places. To be part of its history fills me with an immense pride, knowing that for decades it has served a nation unconditionally and continues to do so on a daily basis.


My memories of life in a corner shop are so vivid that I doubt they will ever leave me. I haven’t forgotten your late-night sojourn to the shop in dirty boots just as we’d cashed up, which meant our bedtime was delayed while Mum and Dad mopped muddy footprints off the floor for a third time that day. But those footprints were just one small mark in a much greater picture: people all over Britain have such affection for this bastion of British life. We all have a corner shop story to tell.


A work colleague fondly recounted tales of his Italian immigrant family, two generations of corner shop owners in London. Pete nostalgically remembers the bestseller in his father’s shop: the Snowball. At tuppence a cup, thousands of shoppers would devour Vic Difolco’s lemonade topped with scoops of ice cream that became a notorious must-have on the streets of Bermondsey in the late 1960s.


Kate, my publisher, shared the story of how when her flatmate was locked in their bathroom it was the local shop that was the go-to place for some kind of door-opening device to rescue her. In a surprise addition, the shopkeeper offered his services and managed to successfully rescue the flatmate from the confines of the bathroom. And my sister’s mother-in-law, Brenda, remembers her mum counting out the ration coupons at the counter of their local shop in 1953 and safeguarding a month’s supply of cheese before four-year-old Brenda devoured the entire lot in one sitting.


The corner shop is a unique kind of place – somewhere you can grab a random Christmas decoration in July, or always find vanilla essence (it’s past its sell-by date, but at least they have some!). It’s also somewhere that can leave you with a lot of questions: Why is it that trying to find something as ordinary as half a dozen eggs becomes a quest that rivals an episode of The Crystal Maze? Who runs a place like this anyway? How can they survive? What is that smell? And how do they stay awake?


The humble corner shop is at times the most foreign of places, yet also the most British of institutions. Look beyond the advert-filled shop windows and broken doorframes and you’ll discover a human story that is every bit as remarkable as the history it rests upon. It’s time to salute the unsung corner shop, working doggedly every day to make a profit from your countless pyjama-clad visits.
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Asian Invasion


‘Invasion’, noun: An unwelcome intrusion into another’s domain


 


 


No one in the history of mankind has ever said, ‘When I grow up I want to own a corner shop, work for fourteen hours a day, seven days a week and never take a holiday.’ Or that holidays are overrated, right? And that the best use of one’s spare time is to spend it helping out in a corner shop, offering services for free and learning the skills needed to keep a nation happy. And yet that’s exactly what my parents, and so many like them, spent their working lives doing. It wasn’t, however, a lifelong ambition fulfilled or a dream that became a reality – being a shopkeeper was purely down to a set of circumstances that had presented itself as a tidy package at the right time.


In the summer of 1964 the Delhi sunshine was predictably unbearable, tapping Dad on the shoulder, trying to warn him about the choices he was about to make. But they went unnoticed as the twenty-four-year-old continued to plot the course of an overseas adventure to a place of mediocre food and bad weather.


Dad didn’t take much notice of what might lie ahead in a foreign place called England. He hurriedly filled out a form that was to change his and his future family’s life forever. A two-page document sealed with the crest of the British High Commission in India took Dad around an hour to complete before he rushed to meet his friends at the local wrestling club, where they would contort their bodies into vulgar shapes and then slam into each other for fun.


There are certain skills you need to be a corner shop owner, but none of them were listed on the employment form that Dad filled out; rather, it resembled a dinner invitation:


 


The British government humbly requests the pleasure of your company to help secure the future of the British economy, and we will not take no for an answer.


 


Of course, it wasn’t written quite like this, but the urgency for attendance was palpable with every printed word. Britain was in need of help to bolster its workforce in the factories that were expanding across the land, and the Commonwealth was deemed a good place to begin a huge recruitment process. Dad was far from alone, scribbling away on a few sheets of cheap white paper: thousands of men and women across the Common-wealth were all wrangling with the same bureaucratic exercise.


The most detailed part of the application form was reserved for a section labelled ‘Proof of UK Residency’. Get this bit right and it would allow you to skip towards the promise of a new adventure. In this respect, Dad had every reason to be excited and just a little bit smug. He knew his application was a done deal thanks to his sister and brother-in-law, who were already living and working in the UK.


The years spent jostling with his mates in the wrestling club were about to be put to good use. He secured an employment voucher in 1965 by convincing a bunch of faceless officials that he was the right man to do some honest manual labour, and his passage was smoothed by his relatives in the UK vouching for his credibility in the way only family can. Under different circumstances, their glowing reference might have aroused suspicion. But Commonwealth workers were in demand, and no alarm bells rang.


It’s also possible that a UK immigration official took pity on him when the proof of residency revealed he’d be staying with his sister in the ‘glamorous’ location of Slough. My aunt was an animated writer with a vivid imagination and in her letters to Dad she loved to tell a positive tale about the new turf she called home. It would be years before he discovered for himself just how glamorous a location Slough really was . . .


Dad had a carefree notion that he was going to check out what Britain had to offer for a few years and then return home with a bucketload of experience and pick up life as before. In January 1965 he boarded a dodgy Middle East airliner that was packed like a tin of sardines, wearing a smile that hid a bag of nerves. A new generation of soon-to-be shopkeepers were boarding planes, one after another, carrying return tickets that they would never use.


It was a bleak winter’s day when Dad first set foot in a country that was, he thought, quite unremarkable on the face of it. But within weeks of being here, this skinny Asian lad from the Punjab would witness one of the greatest displays of pomp and ceremony a nation could muster. Eighteen days after he arrived the country fell into a period of deep mourning. It was not lamenting the arrival of thousands of immigrants who were about to change the face of Britain forever (that would come later): the country was saying goodbye to a fallen hero.


Winston Churchill suffered a stroke and died on 24 January 1965. The nation’s grief was for the death of not only one of its greatest prime ministers, but also – as one commentator remarked at the time – of Britain’s imperial past. Here now, though, stood an army of thousands of immigrant workers, including my father, who were about to contribute to British society in a way that would surely make Churchill proud. The government had decided to use its colonial ties to encourage large numbers of workers and their families to come to these shores, squeezing Britain’s imperial legacy for every shred of possibility to help in the reconstruction of the economy after a costly war.


How the tables had turned: almost eighteen years after the British had left India and ruthlessly split her in two, here they were, her former rulers and colonial masters, asking India to help repair a serious gap in the UK job market. If only the Indians had been more gung-ho they would’ve told them to stuff their plea for assistance up their colonial backsides. But new India and its neighbour Pakistan were not in a position to be so cocky. Both countries were still finding their feet and navigating uncharted waters after a vicious and costly separation.


The partition of India had seen Britain orchestrate and preside over the greatest mass migration in modern history, the like of which has never been seen again. The scars were still raw. Dad had crossed over from what is now Pakistan to India at the age of four. The whole family had had no alternative other than to completely uproot their lives. They were living in a new uncertain chaos that unfolded during the brutal partition of India. They were refugees, but they didn’t know it.


The plan to split India apart was a hurried and ill-thought-out one, devised by the British to bring about independence and provide a quick exit to the rule of the British Raj. In practice, it drew a line straight through the heart and soul of a nation and split apart our ancestral home of Punjab. Hindus like Dad living in the newly formed Pakistan were pushed across the border in their millions and on the other side, millions of Muslim families were being forced the other way into new territory. Based solely on their religious background a mass exodus of people took place at the India–Pakistan border, with catastrophic consequences. Neither the British nor the rest of the world could have predicted the ensuing bloodbath.


The true extent of the sectarian killings during the time of Partition remains unknown, but conservative estimates put the loss of life at around two million people. And Dad was one of at least fifteen million Indians who were displaced at this time. He was also one of many who witnessed the death and destruction of Partition first hand. To observe the injustices of the world inflicts a wound that nestles itself deep within, never to be spoken of again.


And even twenty years later, any chance to escape those memories and dull the pain was to be grabbed with both hands. After all, escape was an easier option than facing up to catastrophic childhood trauma. Though he never spoke about what he witnessed, Dad would always tell his three daughters that we had no idea how lucky we were when we’d complain about him making us mop the shop floor.


Trauma often results in a wry sense of humour and Dad loves to tell us his favourite story about how he ended up spending the best years of his adult life serving a community from behind a shop counter: ‘Let me tell you the one about the hand that strikes a nation and is responsible for the displacement of millions of people. In a sick twist of fate, the same hand reaches out desperately seeking a solution to its own domestic crisis and asks me, a young lad, to help!’


The tale is about as amusing as mopping the shop floor is when you’re a teenager.


 


There is an art to floor-mopping and my parents spent years perfecting it. I’d compliment them further on their skills if only it had made the slightest bit of difference to excusing my sisters and me from doing the chore. It didn’t! Mopping the floor at closing time became our domain as soon as we were taller than the mop stick and had acquired the strength needed to squeeze the dirty water from the mop into the galvanised bucket with its welded wringer. It is one of the most mundane chores of shop life, and it always took at least forty minutes to diligently scrub away every trace of the hundreds of dirty feet that had crossed the threshold earlier.


Then there was always one customer who within seconds of us completing the task would beg to be served a desperately needed packet of cigarettes. My parents always obliged when the customer used their charm: ‘Oh please, Mrs Sharma, it will only take a minute.’ But that minute would feel more like an hour when each footstep slowly turned a gleaming floor to a messy mix of bleach and footprints. God only knows why the late customer would feel it necessary to zig-zag the shop floor instead of using the most obvious straight-line route to the counter. Their departure would see them almost always choose an entirely different path to the exit, browsing the other items on the way as if we had all the time in the world to wait for this inconsiderate chancer. This long-winded goodbye would demand that the process begin again with another mop of the entire shop floor from start to finish.


Floor-mopping skills were not on the hurried invite issued to Dad in 1964, but they remain part of an unwritten set of corner shop duties that is passed down through the generations. Fortunately, I could share the pain of this roster of tasks with my two sisters and, crucially, being born last meant I could dodge some of the most laborious jobs by claiming I just didn’t have the strength to manage them.


 


But I am getting ahead of myself. In the 1960s, when the government sought to bring in foreigners to the labour market, it was to work in the jobs where native Brits were lacking. What the country didn’t need at that point were more shopkeepers – there were plenty of white folk already doing a sterling job in the general stores of Great Britain.


There was, however, an urgent need of assistance in the country’s factories, textiles mills and hospitals. A sense of enthusiastic despair underpinned the recruitment drive. There was no other choice: the government was stuck. Luckily, the RSVPs started rolling in. People took up the call to arms in significant numbers and the government at the time didn’t seem too concerned by the influx of immigrants and more preoccupied with getting the job done.


The increase in the number of immigrant workers wasn’t a result of the locals being unwilling to do the jobs that were available; in fact, there was little need for them to apply at all. Between 1950 and 1973, unemployment averaged around 2 per cent and there were fewer than a million people out of work.* The country was enjoying a period of almost full employment, and for its citizens to be in work and out of trouble would usually produce some respite for the government. Economic growth brought an increase in wages and people enjoyed a spectacular rise in income. Prime Minister Harold Macmillan said Britain had ‘never had it so good’. 


But demand was outstripping productivity and the fear of the silence of an empty production line was sending shivers down the spine of a country that could no longer continue to turn out achievements such as Brunel’s railways and Telford’s roads; industrialisation had created the technologies, but there were simply not enough workers to man it. Britain was in trouble, and the problems began long before an ethnic minority group could be blamed for stealing all the jobs from British workers.


There was a solution, however: shift work. Working round the clock was seen as an effective way of maximising productivity, but such a prospect created a whole new issue – who on earth would want to work all hours of the day and night?


Like a school kid avoiding class, Britain’s workforce refused to take on the extra work. Why break your back when you could happily sit on your sofa with the heater on, enjoying a cup of Ovaltine? Any person willing to work through the night for little in return was either stupid . . . or on to something. Perhaps the nation should have known then what was to come. ‘The early bird may catch the worm, but the night owl can catch a customer in the wee small hours’, as the old corner shop proverb goes. If you were open to the idea of going beyond the parameters of daytime work, you could potentially cross the threshold to a world where pennies become pound notes. British employers soon realised they’d have to bring in labour from overseas to make the concept of the night shift a reality, and the recruitment drive went into fifth gear.


In the 1960s, New Commonwealth citizens were admitted into Britain at the rate of about 75,000 people per year.* Every single person that walked off those planes into the UK was here for a reason, and that reason was money. Both for the government with its labour crisis and for the immigrant embarking on an adventure, this was a clear-cut business transaction: the workers would get jobs, and the authorities would see the Great put back into Britain.


 


Thanks to the British Nationality Act of 1948 citizens of the British Empire were given the right to live and work in the UK. Formally known as British subjects, all nationals of Commonwealth member states were now part of a family with a shared common citizenship. My mum and dad were not therefore subject to immigration control and could enter and stay in the UK without restriction. The law would soon change, requiring immigrants to have a strong connection to Britain through birth or ancestry, but they got in before the government decided to do away with the employment voucher programme that brought Dad here.


The door to Dad’s new life was bright green, just one of many in the rows of Victorian houses in the Berkshire town of Slough. Unremarkable in design, this red-brick terraced house was home to four other family members who had already staked a claim to the best rooms inside. Dad was given the back room; one he thankfully didn’t have to share with anyone. At the time, it suited him just fine.


He wrote regular updates to his parents in India, telling them how very much he missed them, and detailing the new world in which he found himself. Not wanting them to worry, he would be sure to sign off on a positive note, reassuring them that all was well.


He lied. He missed walking the mud-clad streets of Delhi, dodging stray dogs and bumping into familiar friendly faces at every corner. Running an errand back home would take at least an hour, as he’d be accosted by passers by asking after the family and enticing him to partake in a quick cup of chai and a chat. He was never alone, and basked in the warmth of being part of an extended family that stretched for miles around him. Having graduated in English from Punjab University, he passed his days working as a labourer in the family’s construction business. The work was not for him but he didn’t mind the man hours he put in as something inside told him it would be a short-term arrangement. He knew the world was most definitely his oyster and he’d been excited by not knowing what lay ahead. The memories put a bittersweet smile on his face.


For three years after he arrived in the UK, he struggled to suppress the aching loneliness and his memories of a pleasing world of friends and family that he had left behind. As time passed he became more certain than ever that he’d soon be heading home for good, so he decided he would throw himself into the experience of British life, as it was merely temporary. The British government was banking on many immigrants feeling the same, but somehow it didn’t work out that way.


Whatever pain Dad was feeling, by the time we came along there was no evidence of it, and he continued a life-long adventure on the shores of Britain, accumulating children, grandchildren, three corner shops, a free bus pass and a firm sense of what it means to be British.


 


You don’t just rock up to a shop and think about walking in and taking over. Well, you could, but that would be naïve. To be a shopkeeper takes guile, guts and resilience, and if ever there was a training camp for running a corner shop successfully, the factory floors of 1960s Britain were it.


The employment voucher scheme placed Dad in a role at a metal industries plant in Sunbury-upon-Thames, where his isolation was compounded by being just one of two Asian lads among a workforce of hundreds of men.


The faceless bureaucrats didn’t appreciate the three-bus, two-hour commute to get there, nor the fact that this twenty-four-year-old who had never stepped foot inside a factory had no idea what a sheet-metal worker’s job would entail. Fortunately on this first day he was told rather apologetically that he would now be placed on a different production line as a spray painter. Dad could not hide his delight and, thanks to the genius of a dentist in the 1930s who invented the spray gun that revolutionised painting on a large scale, he didn’t mind it. The spray-gun application was much faster than the brush method and Dad was thankful for the leg-up.


Day after day the large metal sheets would chug along the production line and stop at a point where Dad would spray each one in either off-white or grey before pressing the button that would pull it from view, destined for an unknown location. Many of the metal sheets that Dad spray-painted still hang high above the heads of passengers in Terminal 3 of London’s Heathrow Airport. Look closely and you might spot an ‘I WOZ ERE’ etched into one of them by a certain young Asian man in 1965, trying to amuse himself while colleagues kept their distance from him because he looked so very different.


If you were an immigrant in Britain at that time, the chances of gaining a promotion over your white counterparts were slim. Discrimination was widespread, and when the economy began to slow down in the late 1960s it was invariably black and Asian workers who lost their jobs first. For those who did remain in work, Commonwealth migrants often did twice the amount of shift work as their white British colleagues, and generally earned significantly lower wages.


After three years of non-stop painting, with the three-bus commute from Slough to Sunbury both taking its toll and chewing into his £3 weekly salary, Dad decided it was time to try something that would pay proportionally better for the hours he put in. His search took him just a stone’s throw away from his front door.


Slough’s expansion in its early years seemed to be the source of much frustration for a future poet laureate who took great issue with the town’s economic ambitions:


 


Come friendly bombs and fall on Slough!


It isn’t fit for humans now.


 


Asian immigrants clearly didn’t agree and the town proved a popular choice because of its close proximity not only to the capital but also to Heathrow Airport: there was no need to travel far when you were unsure of where to lay your hat. The town was also the source of thousands of jobs, since several companies had chosen Slough Trading Estate – the first and still the biggest of Europe’s business parks – as their global headquarters. Unlike Betjeman, who was seemingly struck by the ‘menace of things to come’, Dad took advantage of all that Slough had to offer.


Mars confectioners had – and still have – their headquarters in Slough, and Dad had heard great things about the company, which apparently offered a good salary, sick pay and security in retirement. He applied for a job and within a few weeks received notification that his application had been a success with a warm welcome note from the general manager:


 


Welcome to Mars. We are delighted to have you with us. We hope you find your work here as rewarding for a job well done as it is financially. You will have the satisfaction of knowing you are part of one of the most progressive companies in the country, as well as one of the biggest in the confectionery industry.


 


The sunshine that radiated off the welcome note made Dad feel instinctively that he was finally in the right place. He would spend the next twenty-five years enjoying every moment of being in the Mars family, with promotion and career progression opportunities in abundance.


However, to begin his Mars career sitting among rows of women as a packer in the Opal Fruits section was a less than glorious introduction: it was usually only women who carried out the low-level work packing sweets on the factory line. What would later prove to be one of our shop’s bestselling products was passing through Dad’s hands, but at that point he was completely oblivious to the fact that soon he’d be presiding over the company’s sales figures rather than preoccupied with its rainbow-coloured packaging.


Dad’s time with the womenfolk was brief, and just like the other male packers that had gone before him, within two weeks he was on his way up to giving the women orders as a machine operator. Most of the women on the packing line would spend a lifetime in the role, rarely able to climb the factory ladder to the more prominent position of machine-minder or chargehand. It was, as Dad pointed out, a sorry state of affairs, as many of the women were incredibly dedicated to the job and, given the chance, they would have made excellent leaders.


It remains a point of great amusement for my friends that I grew up above a sweet shop run by one of my parents, while the other one worked in a chocolate factory. I was by all accounts the luckiest girl in the world.


 


Mum’s invite to the UK was less of an urgent call to duty than the one her husband had received. She walked off the BOAC flight to London in 1970 to join her new husband with excitement and trepidation. Mum had fulfilled the Indian tradition of meeting her life partner through an arranged marriage. The tradition requires a vetting process whereby parents and other relatives decide on a life partner that they deem suitable for their child. The suitability is usually based on religion, education, looks and family pedigree, and, having been vetted by her family, Dad was considered to be an ideal suitor for Mum. She fortunately had the opportunity to either dismiss or agree with the union, and she willingly accepted the proposal. In doing so, though, she had also accepted that her life was about to change considerably.


As a clerical worker Mum had been enjoying living and working in a capital city that at the time was embarking on a new phase of industrialisation. The West still seemed far away but it was making its way to India, with hippies seeking enlightenment and budget travellers and wealthy jetsetters all swayed by the exotic romance of India. But as India attracted foreigners to its shores, the natives were leaving in their thousands.
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