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To Robina, whose life was sadly taken away, and to Mum and Dad,


who I now know wanted what they thought to be best for me.


 


In memory of Marianne Gentle.










This is my story. However, some of the names and personal


information about other people in the book have been changed to


protect their identities.










Since Shame was first published, Jasvinder has had many letters and emails from readers. Here are a few extracts from the hundreds of messages she has received. 


 


 


‘Shame brought me an empowering stepping stone to make a change, and experience life outside four walls. When every other option failed, Shame became my guidance to map my escape and gather my belongings in order to achieve my dreams.’


 


‘I read Jasvinder’s book when my family disowned me. I didn’t know how to cope so I looked online and this is how I came across Jasvinder Sanghera’s name. I felt so alone and got some comfort from reading her book. It made me see there is a life after, I could relate to her story, it gave me hope.’


 


‘I have just finished Daughters of Shame. I am a retired teacher and I could not believe my lack of knowledge. I will be recommending this book to my friends still teaching. I think this book should be required reading for every teacher, social worker, police officer and MP.’


 


‘As a British Asian father of two wonderful children, the lights of my life, I hang my head in shame when I read or hear about these monstrous crimes, committed against these helpless young girls. I salute all of you, brave ladies!’


 


‘I would first of all like to say how deeply moving I found Jasvinder’s book Shame, her honest and vivid narrative of events that took place was truly powerful. I respect her perseverance to continue to fight for girls who are pressured into forced marriages.’


 


‘I have almost finished reading Shame and now find myself asking how I can make a difference through my work within my home community which is a small town. I plan on giving the book to my three daughters to read once I have finished to enable them to consider the content and develop their views as our next generation.’


 


‘I have just completed reading your book Shame. I have never been so moved, nor motivated to begin a campaign such as Karma Nirvana.’


 


‘I’ve just finished reading Daughters of Shame as well as the previous book Shame. I just wanted to say how inspiring I found the stories featured! Having grown up in a white community, I was pretty detached from the Asian communities despite the fact I’m Indian! So, as a 16 year old it really shocked me that forced marriages and this type of abuse still occurs in Britain today. Moreover it was the fact that this happened to girls my age and even younger.’


 


‘I am writing to you as I have been reading your book Shame. I am a doctor and I quite often read books that I think will help me understand my patients better. I thank you for your honesty in the book. It has touched me. I feel it will help me to understand many of my Asian patients better and I hope that I can help them more with a new insight into arranged marriage and abuse.’ 


 


‘I am 14 years old and I have just read the book Shame by Jasvinder. I cannot put into words how much it touched my heart. I am not Asian and I could not believe the struggle that people go through. I can’t imagine somebody my age at school just leaving one day to get married and then have children. It has opened my eyes to the world and I would just like to say thank you.’ 


 


‘I have read the book Shame, and I am in the middle of reading Daughters of Shame. I was SO moved by both books. I would like to just say that I am so proud of what women like you actually do to help young men and women. I feel I should thank you as a human for being there for all these people, I wish I could do such a credible and FANTASTIC job.’


 


‘I have read both of your books. They are translated here in Serbia. I don’t know how to start, I confess that this is the first letter that I have sent to a writer. Well, I decided to write to you because I was very touched by your books. I cried when I read them and I felt the pain of all these girls. I don’t know how to describe the impression the books left on me. I want to congratulate you for the persistence and strength that you have shown.’ 


 


‘You are a guiding light to so many women in the Asian community. I thank you immensely for sharing your honest truth and story of bravery with your readers. The impact will resonate with me for many months ahead. I am so grateful to have been blessed by your story of courage, self-determination and how this organization came to be – thank you Jasvinder, you are an inspiration to so many.’










Foreword


3rd June 2012


We both stood at the bottom of the staircase of the grand hotel where we had spent the night, amazed, enchanted, as our beautiful daughter made her way down towards us, her red and gold dress radiant in the morning sunlight, its trail spread out behind her.


It was as if time stood still.


There was no need for words. I knew that our faces told Natasha everything we wanted to say.


When she was still some distance away from us, I turned to Jassey and whispered, ‘Thank you. We made this happen.’


His eyes were as glazed as mine. He just nodded, then stepped forward, offering Lisa his arm, and escorted her to the wedding car.


 


More than anything, I have wanted to give my children the life that was kept from me – and to save them from the pain that still lurks in the darker shadows of our cultural heritage.


In the process, perhaps I have veered towards a kind of extremism myself. If I said it once I must have said it a thousand times: ‘Lisa, when you decide to marry, whatever you do, do not marry an Asian boy.’


By the time she had turned eleven, she was already well used to what I fondly believed to be my protective wisdom, but her huge brown eyes would still widen in shock. ‘Mum! You cannot say that! It’s racist!’


It was the only acceptable response, of course. I had brought her up to treat everyone with respect – unlike my mother, who saw any culture other than our own as devoid of honour, and to be shunned at all cost. I can still picture her sitting bolt upright in her chair, back stiffening as she delivered the message that still makes me sick to my stomach: ‘The worst insult you can ever bring to our front door is that you are behaving like a white woman.’ England was my home, and yet she seemed to believe that all it stands for – freedom, independence and democracy – was cause for shame, not celebration.


Heaven forbid, was I now turning into my mother? Was I sowing the seeds of prejudice and division which I had fought so hard to banish? Were my fears, deep down, any different from hers? Had she been attempting to protect us in the same way that I have sought to protect Lisa, Maria and Joshua?


During the run-up to the ceremony I had other fears too. My heart still raced at the thought of what the Big Fat Indian Wedding carried with it.


My past would be put under a microscope. Nothing would escape their scrutiny.


So when they looked at me, what would Lisa’s future husband and his family see?










Prologue


It wasn’t too bad in the phone box. It wasn’t like the city phone boxes I was used to where you had to hold your breath against the stench of wee and fags. I was glad to be inside it because I’d felt quite conspicuous walking through the village. There were other people wandering about, going up to the pub or buying their tea in the little corner shop, there were kids skidding around on bikes, but there were no other Asian people. Jassey noticed that too, he mentioned it to me. He was leaning up against the wall outside now and I could feel him watching me through the glass. I looked up and smiled at him, pretending I was still fumbling for ten-pence coins in my purse.


     I took a deep breath to steady myself. I’d been wanting to make this call for so many weeks now; I’d ached for the sound of familiar voices, for news, for reassurance that all was well. That morning I’d woken up and found the longing was so great I couldn’t stand it any longer, I couldn’t go another day without speaking to someone from my family. I wanted to talk to my mum, to hear her voice ring with pleasure and relief as she said my name, to know that she and Dad were missing me.


     I couldn’t admit this to Jassey, but I wanted Mum to tell me to come home. On the drive out from Newcastle I’d had this fantasy that she would say, ‘Stay right where you are, putt, we’re coming to get you.’ Putt means darling. My dad used to say it to me sometimes. I wished I could hear him say it now. In my imagination I was sitting on the back seat of Dad’s old Cortina, Mum looking round to check on me, Dad with his eyes on the road as he drove me safely back to Derby.


     I looked at my watch. It was just after 7 p.m. I knew Mum would be standing in the kitchen, stirring something on the cooker. I could almost feel the heat and smell the turmeric. Lucy would be in the living-room watching telly. I wondered if the teachers at school had asked her where I was. And Dad would have gone to the foundry. Had he told his friends about me running away? They’d know anyway, of course; in the two months since I’d left home the gossip would have filtered through from our Sikh temple, the gurdwara. I hoped I hadn’t hurt him too badly. I hoped he missed me as much as I missed him.


     Jassey tapped softly on the glass and mouthed ‘go on’. I shivered; the evenings were getting cooler and I’d forgotten to bring a jacket. There were goose bumps on my arms and a trickle of cold sweat running down the middle of my back. My heart was beating double time and I could feel the courage draining out of me as I lifted the receiver and fed in the first of my coins.


     Mum answered almost immediately. I said, ‘Mum, it’s me  . . .’


     She was off straight away, screaming and crying down the phone, and the voice I’d yearned to hear was harsh and shrill. ‘What have you done to us? How could you do this? You’ve shamed us. Why should we suffer this disgrace?’


     My dreams of a happy family reunion were instantly shattered. I’d been so stupid. Shame and dishonour were what Mum dreaded more than anything. I should have known she wouldn’t forgive me that. But some stubborn part of me was still determined to defend myself. I was crying too by then, but I managed to say, ‘Mum, you know why I left.’


     But she wouldn’t have any of that. The way she saw it I’d defiled the family name by running off with a chamar. My mum always told me that chamars are the lowest caste, they are the people who pick up dung in the fields; some people call them untouchables. My family are jats; back in India jats are landowners and no matter that the only land my dad owns in Derby is the patch of grass behind our terraced house, being high caste was a very big thing for us. Through all the shouting and hysterics I couldn’t make out if Mum was most cross about my associating with someone of such low birth or the fact that I’d left my intended husband – ‘a good match, a jat, like us’ – in the lurch.


     ‘Thanks to you I can’t walk the streets of Derby any more; I can’t go to the gurdwara because people are talking. People spit at me.’ There was a pause; I thought she’d finished but she was just catching her breath. ‘You’ll get what you deserve for ruining your family. You’ll see. In a few months’ time you and your chamar boyfriend will be rolling round in the gutter, which is no more than you deserve. You will amount to nothing, nothing, do you hear me? I hope you give birth to a daughter who does to you what you have done to me, then you’ll know what it feels like to raise a prostitute.’


     I was so shocked by the viciousness of her attack that I was shaking. I couldn’t believe it was turning out like this. I wanted her to stop. I wanted more than anything for the conversation to take a better turn, for her to say something – anything – that showed she loved me or even that she cared a little. I wanted her to know that I loved her. My voice was thick with tears.


     ‘I’ll come back, Mum. I want to come back. But I won’t marry that man. I’m only just sixteen. I want to live my own life. I want to go to college.’ I was talking as quickly as I could, trying to get my explanation out, but she started shouting over me and her voice was full of scorn.


     ‘Live your own life then, and good luck to you. In our eyes you’re dead!’ And with that she slammed the phone down.


     My legs seemed to give way beneath me. I was still holding the receiver, staring into it as if I needed visual proof that Mum had cut me off. I slid down the wall and crouched on the floor of the phone box. My chest felt so tight it was as if someone was crushing me. I was literally choking on my sobs. Jassey came in and put his arms around me and tried to comfort me, but for all his kind words and kisses, I had never felt so alone. It was as if someone had taken all my childhood memories and ripped them apart. In the next few days the conversation played over and over in my mind until I thought I would go mad.


     ‘You’ve shamed us  . . .’


     ‘You are dead in our eyes  . . .’


     ‘You’ve shamed us  . . .’


     ‘You are dead in our eyes  . . .’


     Had I really done something so terrible that my parents could disown me? Had they really stopped loving me? Was it such a crime to want my own life?










Chapter 1


At five-thirty every morning my mum would put her prayers on, full-blast. ‘Ik-cum-kar, ik-cum-kar . . .’ The noise went wailing round the house and you couldn’t get away from it. You’d put a pillow over your head and think, stop, p-l-e-a-s-e stop, but you never blocked it out.


     There were four of us in our bed: me, Lucy, Robina and Yasmin, sleeping two at the top and two at the bottom. At bedtime we wriggled and giggled and it was ‘you kicked me’ and ‘move over’ and ‘that’s my space’ until we settled down.


     There were three other girls in our family. Bachanu, my half-sister, who stayed in India, when Mum came over, Prakash who lived in London, and Ginda, who was about ten years older than me. She slept in the other bed in our room. Ginda was a huge influence in our lives; you could almost say she brought us up. She used to look after us while Mum was at work, and on bath nights she would put us all in the tub together and wash our hair. We all had very long hair, and afterwards she would cover it with jasmine and almond oil which made it greasy and horrible. Your hair would be plastered flat on your head and I hated the feel of that, and the smell. Sometimes, as we got bigger, there wasn’t room for all of us in the bath and one person would have to take a bowl of warm water and wash down in the toilet outside. We all dreaded doing that in winter.


     Our first house had two bedrooms in it and my brother Balbir slept in the other one. Mum sometimes slept in there too, sometimes downstairs on the sofa. I’d left home before I wondered why there wasn’t a bed where she slept with Dad. They must have had a physical relationship: they had seven children together. But there wasn’t any sign of it by the time I was old enough to notice; I never saw them kiss one another, not even a peck on the cheek. They didn’t seem close; it was just like a practical arrangement. I don’t even remember them talking much beyond the questions and answers it takes to get through everyday life.


     Balbir was the one who had my mum’s attention. He was treated completely differently from us girls. Mum would prepare his food and encourage him to eat it, and she’d wash his clothes, whereas we were expected to wash our own clothes and get our uniforms ready and get our food when we felt like it.


     We never all sat down to share a meal. Mum would leave a big pan of curry on the cooker and it was help yourself and take it in front of the TV. We’d sit there cross-legged, balancing our plates on our laps. We had a black and white TV but when we were little we used to spread those transparent Lucozade wrappers across the screen to make it feel like colour.


     I was about seven when I started asking why everything was different for Balbir. Why is he allowed out on his own and we’re not? Why do I have to learn to cook when he doesn’t? Then I started questioning other aspects of our life. If Sikhs think everyone is equal, why do we look down on people of a lower caste?


 


Just near our house was a gurdwara, which was important to my mum because her faith was very strong. Our old house has been knocked down now, but the gurdwara is still there, a big red-brick building with silvery domes and tinsel decorations on the front.


     Mum left the house at six-thirty every morning and she’d feed the birds on the stretch of grass next to the gurdwara and then go in and say her prayers before she went to work. In the evenings she’d go again and she’d bring back holy water and sprinkle it around the house. My sisters and I would be watching Charlie’s Angels and she’d be sprinkling water all over us and lighting joss sticks and chanting.


     The gurdwara was – to me still is – the local gossip shop. You see the women standing in huddles with their scarves round their heads.


     ‘Did you know that Zeeta’s oldest son has got a wife coming over from the Punjab?’


     ‘Have you heard Hasina’s daughter-in-law has had another girl? I think Hasina is really regretting that match.’


     ‘What about Zainab Singh? Her mother caught her at the bus stop, talking to a boy. That was three weeks ago and Mira hasn’t let her out of the house since. I said to her, “Mira, you have only yourself to blame. Let her mix with white girls and she will pick up white girl ways.”’


     The worst thing you can say to an Asian girl is that she is behaving like a white person. We weren’t allowed to mix with white people because Mum said they didn’t have any morals or self-respect. She said whites were dirty people with dirty ways. That’s what all the women I called Aunty thought too, and everyone else in our community. An Asian boy might have a bit of fun with white girls – ‘white meat’, that’s what they’d say – while he was growing up, but when it came to settling down, his family would find him a good Asian bride. If an Asian girl went out with a white boy that was different, that was bad. Her brothers or her uncles would find him and beat him up and then they would beat her too, for bringing shame on the family. Then she would be ruined; no decent Asian man would ever want her. Everyone in the community knew that. I knew it by the time I was eight. No one handed me a book of rules but I knew the particular way in which I was supposed to act, walk, talk, even breathe. I knew that with every bad word said a reputation could die.


 


We lived in Northumberland Street in Derby. When I was small I used to stand at the top of the street and look down and it seemed so long. All the doors would be open and it was really busy and bustling; people would be wandering from house to house. Now the whole area is Asian, but then it was a very mixed community; there were Asians, Irish and Italian – Pakis, Paddies and Eyeties – all the people that nobody else wanted.


     There was a Polish woman we called Mrs Funny and another neighbour we called Mrs Nosey Parker because she was a real curtain-twitcher. We used to play ‘Knock out Ginger’ on her door. There was an empty house at the top of the street which we told ourselves was haunted; we used to run round it to scare ourselves silly. There were hardly any cars and we played hopscotch and skipping on the pavements and we used to run away from a bad-tempered dog that always seemed to be sitting in the middle of the road. At one o’clock we’d hear the siren from the foundry telling the day shift it was time for their dinner.


     My dad worked nights in that foundry. He got his job there on the day I was born, and stayed until he retired. On weekdays I used to make his tea in the morning when he came home; from the age of eight or nine that was my job, and so was sweeping the stairs. We all had jobs, except Balbir of course. In the afternoons when I came home from school I would wake Dad up and pack up his lunch in a steel container like a tower. It had three layers; you’d put different food in each – curry in one, salad in another and chapattis in the third. Mum would make the curries, but I had to do the chapattis.


     It used to take me about an hour to make Dad’s lunch and his flask of tea. I did it because I loved my dad dearly and doing that for him was a very small thing. I liked sitting with him while he had his tea; sometimes I’d tell him things about my day, but often we just sat, keeping each other company. When it was finished he’d go off to work and I’d stand at the door waiting for him to turn back and wave to me. He always did.


     Mum would come in a bit later. She did what work she could get, mostly in textile factories. She always carried a big bag of woven plastic, covered with flowers, and when she came home me and my sisters used to dive for that bag because there was always something nice in it like a sweet or a chocolate. She’d be laughing and saying, ‘Let me get in first, let me get my coat off . . .’ and we’d all be giggling and grabbing. If I ever got that bag to myself I’d explore it really thoroughly. I didn’t want to think I was missing a chocolate. Once I found a tiny little bottle buried right at the bottom and when I took the lid off and smelt it I fell backwards. They were smelling salts and the smell was terrible, it hit the back of your throat and made your eyes water. Mum and my sisters thought that was hilarious.


     That bag is the happiest memory I have of childhood with Mum. I don’t really remember being close to her. Not in the way my brother was. To me, she was the one that put you in your place and reprimanded you. She didn’t like us mucking about or making too much noise and laughing upset her. ‘You shouldn’t laugh so much, stop that. If you laugh so much you are going to cry.’ That’s what she used to say.


     Of all of us girls I was the tomboy; I loved running in the street and climbing on walls, but if Mum ever saw me she would call me in immediately and I never dared ignore her, I always came straight away. ‘Don’t you care what people think of you? Are you trying to shame us?’ she’d say, holding my shoulders too tightly and peering into my face. ‘Seven daughters to bring up . . . that has been my fate. Are you trying to make it harder still? Must you always be different?’


     Because I was a breech birth, I was the only one of all Mum’s children born in hospital. She spent six days there and she hated it. ‘Born with your feet first, pah!’ she used to say when she was angry with me. ‘You were difficult from the start.’


     Her main concern was always that we maintain the family’s good name and grow up to be good daughters-in-law who were respectful, subservient and knew how to cook. ‘Come here to the stove, stand by me and learn,’ she’d say as she got out her cooking pots, and my heart would sink. I remember her recipes now, but those lessons left other, equally vivid memories: my legs aching as I stood beside her, my face hot and flushed by steam, my arm stinging where she slapped me when I let my eyes wander. ‘No daughter of mine will go ignorant to her mother-in-law’s house.’


     Mum was the dominant one in our house. Dad was very quiet and followed what she said. He spent all week working to provide for his family, and then at the weekends he would go to our local pub, the Byron, and get drunk. Sometimes he’d come home happy and sit down in the living-room and ask us to search his hair for nits. We’d all cluster round his chair and he’d sit there telling us jokes and stories as we raked our fingers through his oily black hair, squealing when we caught one and crushed it between our nails. When we were done he’d give us all ten pence pocket money, which doesn’t sound like much, but it was a lot for us. Despite the nits, I loved those times because we were all together and even Mum seemed to soften up. She didn’t join in but she’d be sat there, watching us all with Dad. It was like our family was the only thing that mattered then, whereas most of the time there would be other people around, aunties and uncles, and Mum would be worrying that we behaved properly in front of them.


     Keeping a good face in the community was a very big thing for her. From when we were little she taught us that no matter what was going on in your life you kept your head held high and presented a perfect front. A trouble shared is a trouble talked about by each and every gossip in the gurdwara, that’s what my mum thought. Better to keep things private and then you can’t be judged or shamed.


 


Sometimes on Saturdays I went with my dad to his allotment. We went up there just the two of us because the others weren’t interested. It had huge, rusty iron gates and I would hop out of the car and heave them open so Dad could drive through. He grew potatoes, onions, garlic, marrows, and he showed me how to water them and stake them up. I watched him loosening the soil between his fingers with a faraway look in his eyes and sometimes he started singing softly to himself.


     When he was done he sat in his deckchair, smoking a cigarette. Usually he had a can of Tennents lager in the pocket of his coat. That’s what made him chatty. I sat beside him on the grass and he told me about his farm in the Punjab and this big shady tree in the middle of his village, Kang Sabhu, where at the end of the day he and the other men used to sit.


     ‘Would I have sat there with you, like I do here?’ I said. I knew the answer, we’d had the conversation many times before, but I was relishing the moment, having Dad all to myself. I leant my head against his knees and let his soft, low voice wash over me, filling my mind with exotic images of the life I might have led.


     ‘Goodness me, no. In the daytime, when your chores were done, you might have played under the tree. In fact I remember a rope swing dangling down from one of the branches; as I recall it was Dalbir’s son Govind who climbed up to put it there, climbed like a monkey that boy did. You little ones might play there in the day, but in the evening the shade it provided was for the men, it was where we relaxed or, if needs be, discussed the affairs of the village. Your place then was with the women. You would have been minding Lucy, or helping your mother grind the grain. I remember Bachanu when she was only five or six, pulling a wooden stool up to the grain bin which was twice her size and trying to reach down into it with the scoop. She wanted to be like the bigger girls, a helper to her mum.’


     ‘But she couldn’t help with the water, could she, Dad.’


     ‘No, putt. The pot that your mum took to the well was much too heavy for little girls, it was bronze, you see. If we’d stayed Ginda and Yasmin could do it now, possibly Robina, but you had to be big enough to carry it properly, to lift it up onto your head without spilling any drop.


     ‘Water was precious there. Not like here where you turn on the tap and nobody minds if it runs away useless. Back home we had to carry every drop of water that we used, even the crops weren’t irrigated like your uncles’ are now. They brought in those irrigation systems two years after I left and I’m telling you it made a difference. I read that productivity has gone sky-high with all that watering.’


     His voice was dreamy now and although I could still feel his hand on the back of my head I could tell that in his mind he’d travelled miles away from me. He was back under the big shady tree with his mates.


     ‘You know, I believe that one of your uncles has a tractor now. A mechanical tractor, can you believe that? For us it was ploughs pulled by bullocks. I had some excellent bullocks in my time, but one of them – oh my – that was the most stubborn, obstinate creature ever born and driving him on nearly broke my back.’


     ‘You liked it there, Dad, didn’t you? Why didn’t you stay?’


     This part of the story always made me feel a bit sad. I could picture the great big ship that brought Dad from the Punjab to Liverpool. He and men from other villages round about set off in their crisp cotton shirts and pyjamas, squinting in the bright sunshine as they waved goodbye to their families on the dock. The boat steamed out to sea and by the time India was just a memory lost on the horizon Dad was waking up cold and finding each day was darker than the one before.


     He never said this, but I think he found it hard to hold onto his hope as he stood shivering on the deck in the middle of the ocean. He’d told me before that, to cheer themselves up, he and the other men did bangrha, a wild traditional dance that was supposed to celebrate the harvest. I couldn’t imagine him doing that. In his drab brown clothes he seemed too quiet and serious. I couldn’t imagine him wearing earrings either, but he had the holes in his ears.


     ‘Why did you come here, Dad?’ I banged the toe of his shoe with the heel of my hand, prompting him to tell the next part of the story.


     ‘It was the 1950s, things were changing, it’s always important to keep up to date. I didn’t want any son of mine driving a bullock-drawn plough all his life; I dreamt of more for my daughters than the drudgery of carrying water on their heads. Besides the British government was asking us to come, they needed workers, they offered favourable conditions. We were told we would have a wonderful life.’


     But what my dad found when he got here wasn’t all that wonderful. When he first arrived he shared a house with other Asian men, sometimes as many as twelve crammed into one room. They found it difficult to find places to stay because landlords didn’t want to rent to them; there were signs saying no irish, no blacks. They’d come expecting to be welcomed and instead they found hostility. People stopped talking and stared when they went into pubs or shops. Once, my dad was told to get off a bus because he was a Paki. It’s not surprising that they stuck together.


     Lots of them lived near us in Derby. That’s where my mum came to, almost seven years after Dad. She’d married him when she was fifteen; she was told she had to when his first wife, her older sister, died from a snake bite. That was the tradition where they lived. She married her sister’s husband and took on Bachanu, her sister’s child.


     Bachanu was already married by the time Mum came to England, so she stayed behind. What must it have been like for Mum coming all the way to Derby? She never talked about it the way Dad did, but I knew from what he said that before she came to England she’d lived in the same tiny village all her life. She’d never been further than she could walk from that village; she’d never been to town. Before she left the farm my mum had never seen a proper toilet; the only kitchen she had known was in the open air. She never really got the hang of English furniture; when I think of Mum now I think of her sitting cross-legged on the floor, peeling onions.


     She must have been lonely when she came here. On the farm she’d have had her in-laws, other women in the house, everybody’s kids. When Dad described this household full of people it sounded jolly but I realize now that, more than that, it must have felt safe. Mum would have known her place and her responsibilities; she’d have known where she sat.


     I expect she missed that. She didn’t know anyone in England. She didn’t speak English. She never learnt English, right up until the day she died. Dad learnt enough to get by outside but at home we always spoke Punjabi. We ate Punjabi food, we had Punjabi friends and, although we wore our uniforms to school, we were expected to put on our Indian suits as soon as we came home. It was like you came home and shut the door on Derby and all the white people with their dirty white ways.


     Often Dad and I would sit up at the allotment until it was dusk, and as we drove home under the yellow city sky he’d tell me how dark the sky is at night in India and how bright the stars.


 


Weekends for us were mostly about people coming to our house, or us visiting them. When we went visiting, Ginda used to plait our hair and put ribbons in it and dress us up in really frilly, girly western dresses, like we’d seen the posh kids wear in Asian films. We were so proud of those dresses; mine was green. Once we’d got them on we weren’t allowed to go outside or play or do anything except sit still and keep them clean and uncreased so everyone could see how smart we were. The visits were always very formal. The men would be in one room, drinking whisky and smoking, and the women would be in another having the same old conversations.


     ‘Did you see the sari Suki’s new daughter-in-law was wearing at the gurdwara? So much gold; I hear she is from a rich family. And there she was washing the pots, so she is dutiful too. Suki is very pleased with her.’


     ‘But what of her daughter? Nineteen now and still not married. Why has there been no match?’


     ‘Did you not hear? A match was made, but before the marriage had taken place the groom pulled out because his mother heard that Suki’s daughter was dancing with another man at a wedding. Showing herself off. The groom’s family wanted nothing more to do with her  . . .’


     After a while the women would move to the kitchen and continue their gossip while they chopped onions and chillis, ground spices and washed rice. We children were expected to sit quietly or play nicely with whoever was there, but once we were about ten, Mum insisted on us helping to prepare the food because it was a way of showing off what she had taught us, and what good daughters-in-law we were going to make.










Chapter 2


I came home from my school, St Chad’s Infants, one day to find Mum and Ginda in the living-room folding yards of fabric into a big trunk. There were several different pieces in strong, rich colours, some brightly patterned and some covered in embroidery. I’d never seen anything so pretty in our house in my life.


     ‘What’s all this for?’ I said, reaching out to touch a piece. Mum slapped my hand away. ‘It’s for Ginda’s wedding. She’ll be taking it to her new family. It’s for her suits.’


     ‘Ginda’s getting married? When? Who to?’ I looked between the two of them, trying to gauge the mood. Mum looked impassive, you’d think she hadn’t heard me. She went on folding fabric, smoothing out the creases until her pile had a perfect surface.


     ‘Who are you marrying, Gin, tell us,’ I said.


     ‘His name is Shinda. His picture is on the table over there,’ she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder.


     I picked it up. It showed a man a few years older than Ginda, quite good-looking, neatly dressed. ‘What’s he like?’ I said.


     ‘I don’t know, I haven’t met him, have I, stupid?’ she said, and set her mouth firm shut.


     That’s all the discussion there was. I’d grown up knowing that Ginda would be getting married because it’s what all the girls we knew did, but I hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. She was only sixteen.


     A few weeks later Mum came home from work and said Ginda had gone to India that morning. She didn’t say how long she would be gone for and we didn’t ask. She was away a month or two and when she came back she was by herself but she was married. That was that. The only word I ever heard about it was one night in our bedroom. The picture I’d first seen of Ginda’s husband was lying on our chest of drawers and I picked it up to look at it.


     ‘He doesn’t look like that anyway,’ she said.


     ‘What do you mean?’


     ‘When I flew out for the wedding he came to meet me at the airport but I didn’t recognize him. He doesn’t look like that picture at all; I reckon it was doctored.’ She rolled over so all I could see was her back and made out she was going to sleep; it was her disappointment and she wasn’t going to share it.


     Once she was back she went on looking after us like she had before, and she went to work in Reckitt and Colman’s shampoo factory like she had before. Nothing changed for a year or so but then her husband got his papers through and moved to England and she moved out to live with him at his sister’s house. That’s when I really missed her. All my life she’d looked after me. She could ladle curry out of the saucepan without spilling it, she did our plaits and when Lucy, Robina and I argued, she sorted it out. Sometimes she’d even intervene when Mum was hitting us. That was really brave. She’d reach out and pull me in behind her and in her most soothing, placatory voice she’d say to Mum, ‘I think she’s learnt her lesson, she’ll be a good girl now.’ When Ginda left I was eight and I knew I was going to have to fend for myself.


     She only went to live ten minutes from us in Depot Street but I didn’t see much of her after that except sometimes at weddings. She’d be standing there flanked by her sisters-in-law, all of them queening it in their saris and their jewellery with their eyes darting round like magpies as they checked out all the other women’s outfits. She was too engrossed in doing that to talk much to us, but even so I noticed that beneath all her make-up she looked quite down.


     Mum and Dad would visit her occasionally on Sundays but it wasn’t a regular thing. Ginda was part of her in-laws’ family now, that’s where her life was and it wouldn’t have been right for them to interfere.


     It was the same when Yasmin got married. When I was little I thought she might marry the pop man. He used to do deliveries round our street on Sundays and me and Robina thought Yasmin was sweet on him. She’d smooth down her suit and pat her hair when she heard him ring the doorbell and when she answered it she’d lean up against the door frame, all downcast eyes and a coy little smile. But I soon realized that wasn’t going to happen. When Yasmin turned sixteen a picture appeared, a trunk got filled, she went away to India for a while then came home married. Her husband was the brother of my eldest sister Prakash’s husband and Mum was really pleased about that because it was good to keep things in the family.


     Yasmin had the same as Ginda, a ceremony that clinched the deal my parents made so that she could have a proper legal wedding once she’d called her husband over to England. When she came back she still made eyes at the pop man, even though she was supposed to be convincing the immigration officer that she was madly in love with this husband she’d barely met. It took a few months for his papers to come through and then once he’d arrived here she went off to London to stay with Prakash.


     By the time I reached my teens I had three sisters married and Robina’s husband was already being discussed. If I’d asked Prakash or Ginda or Yasmin if they were happy they would have said yes. That’s what was expected of them; if the truth was any different they knew to keep it to themselves. But I didn’t like what I saw of their marriages.


     You couldn’t tell much until the time came when they and their husbands moved into their own houses and, for the first time, they had access to a telephone without all the in-laws listening. They never came round to Dale Road much but they all used to ring. Often, if Lucy, Robina or I answered, whichever one it was would say ‘Put Mum on, will you?’


     She wouldn’t want to chat to us.


     ‘That’s what marriage is like  . . .’


     ‘Because it’s your duty  . . .’


     ‘Don’t you dare to disgrace us  . . .’


     ‘Never mind your father, he would say the same  . . .’


     That’s what the conversation sounded like at our end and when Mum put the phone down she’d be frowning and shaking her head. ‘How’s Ginda then?’ I asked after one of those calls, but Mum just walked past me as if she hadn’t heard.


     Every few months, Mum would decide it was time to pay a visit and, until we were old enough to be left alone, we had to go with her. Memories of those visits stretch right back into my childhood and none of them are happy memories.


     Each one followed the same pattern. Mum chivvied us all into the back of Dad’s car. It was his pride and joy, a Ford Cortina. I can still remember how, on hot days, the plastic seating used to stick to my legs. None of us spoke on the drive over and there would be a gathering sense of gloom. The husband would open the front door. He never said anything, just stood back and ushered us all in. My sister – whichever one it was – would be in the living-room, perched on the settee with her baby on her lap. The husband and Dad disappeared into the other room and Mum sat down opposite my sister while the rest of us sat cross-legged by the wall. I knew what was coming and I didn’t want to hear it. I wished we could go and play in another room but I was afraid to ask; I knew better than to draw attention to myself at a time like this.


     ‘What’s all this about then?’ Mum said, sounding stern rather than sympathetic.


     My sisters never needed encouragement. ‘I can’t stand it any longer. He is a difficult man.’ The complaints would come, of various incidents and conflicts. ‘Baby was crying while we were eating, I wanted to go to him, but he wouldn’t let me. Yesterday he shouted at me because he said his dinner wasn’t hot. What can I do? Every day there’s something. Why should I put up with it?’


     ‘Because you are his wife,’ said Mum, and by now there would be a sharp, don’t-mess-with-me edge to her voice. She never shouted on these occasions but when she brought out that tone we knew exactly who was boss. ‘It is your duty to look after your husband and to please him.’


     ‘But he gets so angry.’


     ‘This is his house, he can behave as he wishes. Stop that crying, crying does no good. You must learn how to calm him.’


     ‘But I don’t see why  . . .’


     ‘It is not your duty to see. It is your duty to have a respectable marriage and to uphold the good name of your family. That is the very least that your father and I expect. Do you understand that?’


     It was always hot and stuffy in those rooms, the babies were heavy and my legs would ache from sitting cross-legged but I never dared fidget. I jiggled the babies if they got fractious. Lucy pulled faces at them trying to make them smile.


     Mum was more than a match for her daughters. They soon stopped trying to make themselves heard and sank back into the corner of the settee, twisting their handkerchiefs in their laps as tears rolled down their cheeks.


     Then Mum called the men in. She pushed the son-in-law over to sit by his wife, and told Dad to sit down next to her. Dad never said anything on these occasions, only sometimes he nodded his head as if in agreement. Perhaps he was wishing he could escape to the Byron. A couple of times he would get out his cigarette pack and make as if to light one, but then he would look at Mum and put it back again. She didn’t let him smoke indoors.


     When Mum turned her attention to the husband, her tone was gentler and more wheedling. ‘You can see she is trying, but it is hard for her away from her family. Perhaps you could try to be more patient with her. She has given you a lovely boy and if you are blessed perhaps there will soon be another. You must think of your family now. No good will come to your son if his mother is always crying.’
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