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Only the impossible can make me still.


— A Small Place, JAMAICA KINCAID







PART ONE


1991




CHAPTER ONE


When I was a little girl, my dad left me and my mum, and he never came back. And you’re supposed to be gutted when that happens. But secretly I preferred it without him, cos it meant I had my mum completely to myself, without having to share her with anyone. And I sort of inherited all the affection she used to give to my dad – like he’d left it behind for me as a gift, to say sorry for deserting me.


And our relatives thought it was my mum’s fault that my dad walked out, so they stopped talking to us. And we were the only Asian people in our town, and my mum couldn’t speak any English, only Hindi and Punjabi and a bit of Urdu, so she couldn’t really meet anyone – which was perfect, cos that meant I’d never have to worry about her going off and making friends and spending her time away from me. But just to make certain she’d always stay in the house, I kept her having a nice time here, by always being extra well behaved and, like, never complaining when she combed almond oil into my hair while we watched the telly, even though I hated how sticky the oil was, and it sometimes gave me a flaky rash behind my ears.


And it was this freezing night, in winter, and the grass on our lawn was sparkly cos of the frost. And no one had phoned us for like six whole weeks when the phone suddenly rang. And my mum turned off her sewing machine and started tidying up, really excited, and told me to play in my bedroom, to stop me listening in. So I sneaked off to listen on the upstairs line, holding down MUTE, which is sort of like a magic button that makes you invisible on the phone.


‘Hallo?’ went my mum.


‘Your chacha mentioned a proposal from our community, the other day,’ went my uncle, without even saying hallo back. ‘He’s from a good family. Lives in the most expensive district of Gurgaon, so he’s not exactly serving up bread and water. Plus Gurgaon will put you out of the way of your chachis, so you won’t have to deal with their bickering nonsense every day,’ he went, speaking a mixture of Punjabi and Hindi. ‘Now, he’s willing to accept you. Never been married before, of course. But he doesn’t want a wife with her own children. So you’ll have to do something with Shruti.’ And my uncle cleared his throat, like the next words were stuck inside it. ‘They have homes where you can put unwanted children,’ he went. ‘Mushkil nahi hai, beta. It’s not that difficult.’


And I started crying, thinking about my mum dumping me in a children’s home and disappearing. But no one could hear me, cos I was still holding down the mute button.


And my mum was like, ‘I don’t know. I’d need time to think about it.’


But my uncle kept on at her about how miserable she was without my dad, and how she wasn’t getting any younger, and she was dragging down the family’s izzat, and this was her last chance, cos my uncle had called in all his favours and this was the only man who’d accept someone who’d been married before, but even he wouldn’t wait much longer, my uncle said.


And my mum was like, ‘Haan, but is there any way that he’d let Shruti come with me?’


‘No, he was very clear about that,’ went my uncle. ‘But think of the life you can make for yourself, living in Gurgaon, plus an independent house in Delhi Defence Colony, right in B Block. And he’s the only son in his family. Already manages his father’s business. No girlfriends. No bad habits. Doesn’t drink or smoke. So just say yes now – and I’ll make the arrangement,’ my uncle went. ‘An opportunity like this won’t come around again.’


‘Let’s just give it a little while and see if I start feeling any better, here,’ went my mum.


But my uncle ignored her and kept telling her to just say yes.


‘I’ll think about it,’ she went, getting a bit annoyed now.


‘Well, in any case,’ my uncle was like, ‘it’s been much too long. Why don’t I come to England and visit you, and we can talk about it more?’


‘Oh, now you want to visit?’ went my mum. ‘Now you want to visit? You and the family all disown me for the past three months, raising Shruti on my own. And now you suddenly fall out of the sky and phone me up, and the first thing out of your mouth is I’ve found someone who’s willing to marry you. No, How are you? No, How’s Shruti?’


‘You’re my niece, and—’


‘No, don’t pretend that you miss me,’ went my mum. ‘You just want to get me married again. That’s all you care about.’


‘You don’t talk to me like this,’ went my uncle. ‘Maine duniya dekha hain. I’ve seen the world. And I know what’s good for you.’


‘I told you that I’d think about it.’


‘You’ll think about it,’ my uncle was like. ‘What else is there to think about, you stupid girl?’ And there was a rattling sound, and then the line went dead.


And my mum was like, ‘Hallo …? Hallo …?’ and then she hung up.


And then there was silence coming out of the phone, and then that sad flat oooooh that means the other person’s gone, and I just sat there for a bit, sort of letting it suck the sound out of my ears. And then the tone changed to that other note, a bit brighter but still sad, that means you’ve gotta dial a new number.


And I had to think of something to make my mum stay living here with me, instead of going off to India. So I was remembering through the stuff that she’d told my uncle on the phone. And the main thing was that she wanted to see if she’d start feeling any better. And if she did, then she’d stay. And if she didn’t then she’d run off without me. So what I’d have to do was make her feel better, and then keep her like that, so she’d never leave.


So I went into the loo and splashed cold water onto my face, to wash away the feeling of crying out of my eyes and to make my brain clearer, to help me think up a decent plan. And then I walked downstairs, where my mum was clattering away on her sewing machine – making little girls’ dresses that she got paid like 35p for each one – and sitting in front of the electric heater, which was just three glowing orange bars inside this rusty little cage – when she could’ve been off in India, with a new husband, and another big wedding, and all her family being kind to her again, and her izzat sorted out.


And she noticed me and turned off her sewing machine and sat me down next to her.


‘Shruti, there’s something I need to tell you,’ she went. And she took my hands into her lap, and she gripped them hard, almost like she was trying to squeeze the words into me through my fingers, or like she thought I was gonna start floating away if she didn’t hold onto me tight. ‘Okay,’ she went to herself, ‘I’m just going to say this.’ And she explained that she’d had a marriage proposal from a man in India, and she was thinking about it. But I wouldn’t be able to come with her if she accepted, she said, so I’d have to go and live in a children’s home. ‘But this would be good for you,’ she was like, ‘because if I can marry him then I’ll ask chacha to pay for you to attend a boarding school back here in England. And then you can get a good job and a nice husband. And you’ll have a better life. Wouldn’t you like that, Shrutu? Wouldn’t that be better?’


‘No,’ I went. ‘I just want to stay living here with you.’


‘But this will be good for us,’ she was like.


‘It won’t be good for me,’ I went, burying my face in her arm, and hugging onto her tummy, to show her how sad I was, cos I was hoping that would make her change her mind. But she just went:


‘If I had a well paid job here and I could support us, then I’d stay with you. You know I would. But we’re living in poverty,’ she was like. ‘I just can’t give you a good life, the way things are.’


‘I don’t care about that,’ I went. ‘And when I grow up, I can get a job, and I’ll look after us. And stop saying “good” all the time. Cos none of this stuff’s gonna be good for me.’


But no matter what I said, she just kept telling me that I was too young to understand. So talking to her blatantly wasn’t gonna stop her leaving – I’d have to, like, take some action, or whatever. And I’d have to do something pretty serious, to make her wanna stay here with me instead of going off to have a perfect new life in India. And I was only eleven so I couldn’t get a job now or give her any money, or anything major like that, so I’d have to just do a million little things, instead, and hopefully they’d all add up to make her happy enough to wanna stay – which wasn’t much of a plan, but I had to at least try something.


And first of all, I was thinking, I could clean the kitchen, just as a start. But I walked around it, and everything was spotless, even the pressure cooker, where she cooked the dal that dribbled everywhere when she dished up our dinner, at night: it looked like a little model of a house from the future, with smooth rounded walls and a glass ceiling and no doors.


So then I was thinking that maybe there was something I could do for her with speaking English, cos that was the one thing I could do that she couldn’t. And I was the third best at reading in my class, on Red Level Five, plus I’d already started writing the note to the teacher, if I was poorly, to explain why I wasn’t at school. And there was this pile of letters in our hallway that had come since my dad left, about three months ago. But my mum had never even opened most of them, cos she couldn’t read English, so what was the point.


So I sneaked off and brought the letters up to my bedroom, and I started opening them up, one by one, and trying to read them. And inside were all these bills off British Gas and British Telecom and the Electricity Board, and it looked like they were all gonna cut us off, but I couldn’t see how to stop them. So this would be even better than I thought. Cos this was a chance to make my mum super-happy with me, by working out how to save us from this, like, disaster of the lights getting cut off and then surprising her with the good news. So I stuffed all the bills into my PE bag, ready to show my teacher the next day at school, to ask for help.


And it was so foggy, the next morning while I was walking in, that I could only see halfway down the road, and after that all the garden walls and the pavement and everything just faded into white.


And I showed all the bills to my teacher, at morning break. And she took me over to the corner where we have storytime and sat on her comfy chair and put a big storybook on her lap and spread the bills out on it. And she read them one by one, shaking her head slowly, and fidgeting with her necklace. And in the end, said she knew what a difficult time I was having at home and asked me if I wanted to live with another family who could look after me better, a foster family.


And I went, ‘No, thank you,’ but out with my words came all this crying, cos I was so frightened I’d get taken away from my mum. And the teacher lifted me onto her lap, so I was sitting on the storybook – like I was a giant picture popping out of the pages – and she wrapped me up in a big hug and was like, ‘Oh, sweetheart, I know what you’re trying to say. It’s okay,’ she went. ‘It’s okay.’


But she must’ve thought I was crying to tell her I was unhappy at home – which wasn’t true – cos she sent this social worker round, after school, to trick my mum into saying she couldn’t look after me properly. And we were all sitting there in my mum’s living room, with the social worker filling in the spaces on this Emergency Intervention Checklist form she’d spread out on the coffee table. But luckily she couldn’t speak any languages that my mum knew, so I had to translate, and I was trying to save us, by covering up all my mum’s stupid answers, like when the social worker asked her what her biggest difficulty was, bringing me up on her own – my mum said, in Hindi, that the family’s izzat was ruined cos my dad had left her. And blatantly that just made us look like weirdos, so I told the social worker my mum’s biggest difficulty was helping me with my homework.


And then my mum started telling me to ask the social worker whether we’d have to pay any money to have me taken into a children’s home. So I just ended up answering the questions myself, and blanking my mum, cos she wanted me to be taken away, it looked like. But after I began ignoring her, my mum started this stupid gentle wailing and rocking, and going, ‘please, it’s okay, please.’ And that made it look like she couldn’t even look after herself, let alone me. And all I could do was act ultra-normal – normal enough for me and my mum – so I sat up straight and crossed my arms, like we had to do in assembly, to show that we were being good.


But then the social worker started all these trick questions, like she went, ‘If there was an emergency, who’d phone the police or call an ambulance?’


‘Me,’ I was like. ‘And I know how to use the phone, so we’d be fine.’ And the social worker went:


‘What if you cracked open your head and fainted? Who’d call an ambulance then?’


And I didn’t have an answer. And the air in the room went dead. And I knew they were gonna take me away from my mum. And I started crying, but in a normal English way – just sitting there quietly sobbing, with tears dribbling down my cheeks – to show the social worker that at least I was normal, to show her that I’d been brought up well, to maybe change her mind about taking me away. But my crying made my mum start wailing and rocking even more, and tapping her bunched-up fingertips against her forehead and then her heart, like a stupid beggar off the streets. And she was too stupid to see that that kind of wailing might be normal in the village where she grew up in India, cos it’s just what women do there when they’re really upset, but over here it just made her look like someone with mental problems, and that’s blatantly what this social worker was thinking.


And while me and my mum were sitting there, crying, the social worker was writing in this zip-up folder, about why they had to take me away, and basically saying that she was, like, the prince who’d come to set me free, and my mum was, like, the witch or the monster holding me prisoner. When really it was the opposite – the social worker was the witch, coming to capture me. And I hated the way that everyone would believe whatever she wrote on her form, a million times more than anything me or my mum could ever say, and we were basically trapped inside whatever story the social worker wanted to tell about us.


And after she finished writing, she told me they were putting my mum on a watch list, for ‘giving undue responsibility to a minor’, whatever that meant, and they were putting my name on the county register of vulnerable children. And she said that they’d check up on us every four months and that my mum had to learn English, and if the situation didn’t improve they’d take further action. And she zipped her folder shut and told me to explain everything to my mum, like translate it for her. But I didn’t want Mum to freak out completely and make the social worker decide to take me away after all. So while the social worker was putting her coat on, I just told my mum that there was no problem and we were free. And my mum started doing that embarrassing Indian head shake from side to side and going, ‘yes yes, thank you, thank you.’ And I was telling her in Hindi to just keep quiet, cos she was making us look like weirdos again. But she wouldn’t shut up. So I told her to cook something for us all, or it would be rude. And when she disappeared into the kitchen, I quickly showed the social worker to the front door, where it was almost dark outside, even though it was only five p.m., cos it gets dark so early in the winter, and there was this freezing drizzle swarming around the streetlamps.


And when I closed the door, my head felt like it was floating off and filled with poisonous gas swirled in with that laughing gas from a dentist, cos I was so relieved that the social worker didn’t take me away, but I was dreading her coming back in four months, to check up on us like she said she would, and getting me then. And just opening the front door quickly had let all the warmth escape out of our living room. So I sat down on the carpet next to the electric heater, shivering, and trying to warm myself up on the metal flavoured heat.


And after that, I started noticing on the news these stories about families who’d had their children taken away by social workers just cos, like, the little boy told his teachers that his dad once shouted ‘I’m going to kill you’ at him during an argument, and it took years of the parents going through the courts before the social workers would bring the boy back home. And there was no way my mum would know how to get a lawyer and fight through the legal system to rescue me, like that boy’s parents had done.


And there was this joke going round school that went, What’s the difference between a social worker and a Rottweiler? You might get your child back off a Rottweiler. And I made my friend tell me that joke, over and over again, cos it gave me this horrible electrical fear that my brain sort of enjoyed feeling and hated feeling at the same time. And I kept asking my friend whether she thought that was true about social workers never giving the children back after they took them away, cos talking about that joke was the only way I could talk about Social Services without letting on what had happened to me at home. And blatantly my friend didn’t have a clue about social workers, cos we were only eleven, so in the end I forced her to ask her parents about it and report back to me. But they just told her she must never, ever talk to a social worker, and if she did, she’d end up in an orphanage. And everything was just secretly freaking me out more and more that I’d get taken away when that social worker came back in four months.


And obviously I learned that I couldn’t trust my teacher, and I never showed her any more letters. (I’d just phone the help lines on the bills when I needed advice, and they taught me, like, how to start paying off the money we owed to British Gas, down the Post Office.) And when I had to write stories at school like ‘What I did at the weekend’, that just was another way for my teacher to spy on me, so I’d just invent stuff to make my mum sound normal, like I’d write that my mum taught me how to bake a sponge cake in the oven – stuff I remembered out of these Simon and Elizabeth books we learned to read from in infants.


And even though I was really good at protecting my mum, she used to get frightened and cry sometimes when I went off to school in the morning, cos she thought I was gonna get her into trouble with the social workers again. So I was always looking for ways to keep her calm and, like, contented. So I started sneaking into her bed every single night, and I’d cling onto her, like a baby koala, resting my head on her shoulder, and we’d sleep like that, which was super snuggly and warm, plus it was useful, cos if Mum started crying, I could make her feel better by hugging her extra tight. And sometimes I woke up in the morning with flowers printed on my cheek from where it was pressed against the stitching on her old salwar kameez she used to sleep in. And she told me that in her old village in India, waking up with flowers on your cheek like that means you get one wish. So I’d always wish that my mum would stay with me forever.


And when I was watching telly, one evening while Mum was cooking the dinner, I saw this advert for Indian films on Channel 4 at like three in the morning on Wednesday nights. So one by one, we started taping over all my dad’s England vs India cricket videos with Late Night Bollywood, and my mum loved it, and each film made her start telling me millions of stories about her old village where she grew up, where her aunts would pour huge churns of milk into this saucepan the size of a bathtub and squeeze, like, thirty lemons in there to make it curdle into paneer cheese which they’d strain through a giant square of muslin-cloth, holding one corner each. And there was always the melted-butter smell of ghee on roti, and the farmer smell of dung, and the puttering sound of the toka engine, outside, chopping up fodder for the cows. And the children used to run into the fields and meet by this old bamboo-and-straw scarecrow that was dressed in a turban and coat. And as soon as they got there, they’d say, Let’s meet up again in ten minutes by the kup huts in the next field. Cos meeting up was a game in itself, and it made them feel grown up to have an appointment to keep. And she had a million stories like that, and I loved being able to make her happy by giving her someone to tell them to.


And every Wednesday night before bed, we’d look at each other scared for a second, just before we programmed the video to record the next Bollywood film, cos it felt sort of dangerous like my dad was gonna tell us off for recording over his cricket matches (which was mental cos he didn’t even live here, any more). And I’d usually have to talk my mum into it, by promising I’d tell my dad it was my fault we taped over his videos, if he ever came back. And my mum would get this excited look on her face, cos she was gonna wake up with a brand new film in the morning, which she loved, plus she probably got that naughty exciting feeling of breaking the rules. And I’d stick Sellotape over the little hole on the video cassette that stops you recording over important stuff, feeling horrible inside, cos my dad hardly left anything behind, apart from these videos, and we were wiping over them. But I had to do it anyway, for my mum. Cos we couldn’t afford to buy blank tapes to record on.


And we’d watch the Bollywood film the next evening, with my mum squirming along to the music, next to me on the sofa. And sometimes I’d hide my head under her duppatta scarf-thing she wore round her shoulders, playing luka-chuppi peek-a-boo like I used to when I was little, cos I loved being able to feel like a baby again, around her, cos it felt so warm and safe.


And it was probably just time going past, and not the videos, but my mum started being happy again. And she was always singing Bollywood songs, plus she’d hum the jingles from the English adverts that we’d recorded mingled in with the films – like, Now hands that do dishes can feel soft as your face, with mild green Fairy Liquid – cos we’d watched those adverts so many times, we’d grown to love them, which sounds weird but it was true. And even when they stopped showing the adverts on the real telly, they never changed on the videos, which was something else I loved, cos it was like we had our own little secret space of history that never moved forward and never went away. And we’d have these long conversations about, like, how Amitabh Bachchan looks the most handsome when he’s on a motorbike, like in Shahenshah or Muqaddar Ka Sikandar (and obviously in Sholay) cos he’s blatantly doing his own stunts there, my mum reckoned, which shows how brave he really is.


And I was still worried about the social workers coming to take me away, or my mum secretly disappearing to get married in India and leaving me forever, or my dad coming back and going mental at me for taping over his cricket matches, or my uncle coming over to steal my mum away, cos the phone bills showed these long lists of international calls to him, while I was out at school. But even though I was worrying a lot of the time – at least my mum was happy, which was the main thing, cos hopefully now she’d stay.


And eventually we recorded over my dad’s last tape. And in the background of the film, when we watched it the next evening, I felt like I could hear that spooky empty sound of people clapping from far away, like on the cricket matches we’d taped over. But I had to pretend to enjoy the film completely, cos I didn’t wanna ruin it for my mum. And I knew that I was only imagining the clapping sound, anyway. But after we finished watching the film, I opened the front flap of the video cassette to see if I could see any of the cricket matches, left on the tape inside. And the tape was shiny and black and tight from the two wheels pulling it from opposite directions. And I could feel one of the wheels inside was heavier from the tape wrapped all around it, and the other one must have been empty. And obviously I couldn’t see anything on the strip of tape showing in the front of the cassette – not the green and white of the cricket match and not the millions of different colours of the Bollywood film, just this black little reflection of my face.




CHAPTER TWO


And one evening, my mum’s sewing machine started making this grinding noise that vibrated the living room floor and made it look like the little clay statues of Ganesh and Hanuman Bhagwan were shivering, in our mandir shrine-thing on the bookshelf. And while me and Mum were turning the dials on the sewing machine, one at a time, looking for a way to make it quiet again, my mum went to me:


‘Uncle Aadesh is coming to stay with us for a few weeks.’


And my heart fell through the floor, cos I knew what that meant: he’d work on her twenty-four hours a day, till she agreed to abandon me and marry this rishta in India. Plus I hated my uncle anyway, cos he slapped me round the face once when I was five, at this wedding when I started giggling during the saat phere, while the couple was walking round the fire. (And really he was my mum’s uncle, not mine, but we both just called him Uncle Aadesh for some reason.) And my mum wouldn’t listen when I told her to keep him away. And she had this little speech ready, saying this is good for us, and he took care of her when she was a little girl, and it’s disrespectful to say no, and she didn’t want to create another scene and add more tarka to the situation. ‘If he’s going to come, then let him come,’ she was like. ‘He’s elder than me. So let’s just do our duty.’ And when I tried to argue back, she just pushed my hands away from the sewing machine and went, ‘Sit back down, now. I need to get these dresses finished.’


And the sewing machine got louder and louder till it was completely drowning out the singing on the film we were watching. And after about an hour, the neighbours knocked on our door to complain. And they forced me to promise that we’d get the sewing machine mended the next day.


But when I got a repair man out of the Yellow Pages, he said that the ‘central drive-spindle’ was broken, and it would cost eighty-five pounds to mend it. And we couldn’t afford that, in a million years. And my mum couldn’t get any other job, cos she couldn’t speak English, so she had to keep sewing.


And after a few more days, the neighbours couldn’t stand the noise any more, so they called 999. And two policemen had a look around our living room and said that they’d report us to Social Services if we didn’t get rid of the sewing machine cos it was ‘child endangerment’ to use ‘industrial machinery’ with me living there. So I promised them that we’d chuck it away, to stop them from grassing us up to the social workers. And after the police left, I just told my mum, in Punjabi, that we had to keep the noise down or the police would take her sewing machine away, so I could get her scared enough to actually do something about it but without freaking her out about Social Services.


So my mum bought these massive rolls of sponge, really cheap from the company she sewed for, and she nailed sheets of it onto the two living room walls that joined to the neighbours’ houses, either side of us. And it sort of looked like yellow squashy wallpaper, or like one of those old-fashioned mental homes, where the walls are soft, to stop the nutter inside from bashing his own head against them on purpose. And my mum told me that the sheets of sponge would definitely soak up all the noise, even though blatantly she couldn’t tell whether it worked or not, cos she could never go next door, to hear what it sounded like from the neighbours’ side of the wall. So I begged her to only do needle-and-thread work, like the company sometimes gave her, cos that was silent. But my mum said there wasn’t enough of that kind of work to make a living off, so she’d have to keep using the sewing machine, which was so loud it completely drowned out all the music in our films.


And it got closer and closer to the day that Social Services was supposed to come and check up on us – cos that social worker said they’d check up every four months. And if anything, my home had got worse since then, cos of the weird sheets of sponge covering the walls, plus my mum still hadn’t learned any English, like the social worker said she had to, plus I’d promised the police that we’d chuck the sewing machine away, but we never did.


And the day the social worker was supposed to come back, I woke up in my mum’s bed, and it all came down on me, all this cold dread about getting taken into a children’s home that afternoon. And I clung onto my mum, so I could memorise what it felt like to be snuggling in bed with her – so I could bring those memories with me when I got taken away – like how she was glowing warm from being asleep, and I could squodge my fingers into the fat around her tummy and her sides, and her skin was almost like the colour of a brown pearl from where she washed her face with gulab jal rosewater every morning. And I felt this total loneliness, even though I was right next to my mum and my arms and legs were wrapped around her. And I wished she could help me – like maybe we could run away together to India before the social worker turned up – but I couldn’t warn my mum now, cos she’d get angry that I’d been hiding it for so long.


And after school I walked home, just feeling all this fluttery panic flapping around inside my chest, sort of like a bat was trapped in there. And I got back to my house and clung onto my mum all evening, from the minute she opened the front door for me, cos I had to make the most out of this time, in case it turned out to be my last ever evening with her. And while she was cooking the dinner, I wrapped my arms around her from behind and joined my hands in front of her tummy. And I kept them there while she made the tarka, by heating up this ladle full of ghee, like watery gold, over the gas burner and then sprinkling in grains of cumin and garam masalah, which was golden-brown like chopped-up tobacco, and chilli powder, which was this dusty red colour. And it all sizzled and spat over my hands a bit, as she sprinkled it in – which was good, cos that was sort of like burning those memories right onto my skin – and then she poured the whole lot over the yellowy-brown dal and made that sizzle too, and I breathed the steam into my lungs, cos that would mingle into my blood, and I could bring it with me to the children’s home.


And I waited all evening, till it was time for bed. But the social worker didn’t come. And this was exactly four months after the first time she’d visited, so this had to be the right day.


And the next evening, there was still no sign of her. And nothing all that week. And as time went by, I got less and less scared that she’d come back, and my worrying slowly went off to the side of my brain and sort of stayed quiet, and that left me feeling all right again, cos my life at home went back to normal, pretty much, plus I loved it at my junior school, cos I had mates I could have a laugh with, and we’d play, like, piggy-in-the-middle and kiss-chase, and all that, at playtime, and I’d get invited to their birthday parties. And sometimes the naughty children called me Paki or Miss Pac Man, or they’d pretend to put on an invisible gas mask when I walked past – cos I was the only Asian girl in the school – and it made me feel horrible. But it was only once in a while, and the rest of the time I was having a laugh with my mates, so I could always handle it.


But when I was nearly twelve, I moved up to the comprehensive, and it suddenly got evil, cos I got put in a class with this group of hard kids from another junior school who I never knew before. And when the teachers weren’t around, the hard kids would shout ‘Paki-bashing!’ and then they’d punch me in the back of my head so hard that it made me dizzy with the pain, but the bruises were always hidden underneath my hair, so the teachers couldn’t see anything. And the hard kids didn’t care that I was a girl, they still beat me up. Plus they bullied anyone I tried to hang around with and called them ‘Paki-lover’, so all my friends drifted away by the end of the first term, and I couldn’t make any others. And these racist hard kids being so horrible sort of opened up the door for anyone to be horrible to me, even the weedy little sad losers from my old junior school who wouldn’t have dared before.


And I couldn’t tell the teachers about any of this, obviously, in case they got Social Services involved. Cos even though that social worker never came back to see us, like she said she would, I didn’t want anyone reminding her that I even existed, cos I wanted her to just forget about me and Mum and leave us alone forever. Plus the hard kids said if I ever grassed on them they’d put bricks through our windows at home. And there was no way my mum could afford to get the windows mended, so we’d have to cover the smashed-in holes with, like, cardboard or something, and then the social workers would say that proved my mum wasn’t looking after me properly, and they’d use that as an excuse to take me to a children’s home.


So now that my school was so evil, the only nice time I had left was snuggling up with my mum on the sofa, in the evenings, and watching Amitabh Bachchan videos. And while we were watching them, she’d heat up some almond oil, in a tiny metal kadai over a little flame on the gas cooker, and she’d pinch in a few herbs, and then she’d sit on the sofa with me cross-legged at her feet, and she’d rub the oil into my scalp and then comb it through my hair with her fingers, and then she’d plait my hair into pigtails and tie them off with two hair bands, cos the almond oil made my hair darker and stronger and shinier, she reckoned. And I loved being the middle of absolutely everything for her. And I told her to be really gentle with my head (cos usually it was bruised from the hard kids punching it, although I could never tell my mum that, cos she’d just worry). But I think she could see the bruises anyway, cos she’d mix up special types of herbs that soothed it or made it feel numb. And then after dinner and more films, I’d snuggle up with her every night in bed. And that was so lovely and snuggly and cosy, it would almost balance out the horribleness of the scum children at school, in the daytime.


And now, whenever I woke up with flowers printed on my cheek from the stitching on my mum’s salwar kameez, I’d always use my wishes to wish that I could magically become white. Cos then all my problems would just disappear, and I could have normal friends, and boys would ask me out, and I could be invisible just like everyone else. But I felt guilty about wishing I was white, cos it was racist, I thought. Although I didn’t know if it was possible to be racist if I was Asian myself. And it was all just a mess, really, in my head, all lonely and guilty and horrible.


And one time I came back from playing netball in PE, and I found my school uniform stuffed into three different toilet bowls, and the fabric was all wet and shiny-black, like a slug. So I had to wear my netball skirt and T-shirt for the rest of the day, even though it was November and freezing, and I had to lug my soggy clothes around in a bin liner that I begged off one of the cleaners.


And at afternoon registration, the hard kids went around telling everyone that I’d wet myself. And as soon as I opened my mouth to say what really happened, this boy called Gavin Lane shut me up by putting on a stupid Indian accent and shouting ‘Bud-Bud Ding-Ding! Bud-Bud Ding-Ding!’ over the top of me, cos he reckoned that’s how Indian people talk. And it made me realise that the hard kids would probably count it as grassing on them, if I told the truth, cos they were blatantly the people who’d flushed my uniform. So I decided to just keep quiet. And when I got into my English lesson, the girl I sat next to shuffled her chair to the other side of our two-person desk, cos she must have believed the hard kids saying that I’d wet myself. So I whispered to her:


‘I didn’t really wet myself. Someone just shoved my clothes into the toilets.’


‘Oh, right,’ she went. But she still kept to the other side of the desk, cos she didn’t believe me. And I didn’t even bother trying to convince her, cos there was nothing I could say – cos the hard kids were experts at making their lies stick to me so hard that I couldn’t pull them off or climb out of them, so I had to just, sort of, wear them around like stupid clothes that weren’t mine.


And halfway through the English lesson, an office runner came in and told me to report to the headmistress. And while I was walking out of the classroom, I passed Gavin, who was the worst one of the hard kids, and he looked up from the poem he was writing and put his finger to his lips, to tell me to keep my mouth shut. So I nodded my head to tell him that I would.


And I got to the headmistress’s office, and she sat me down and went:


‘Now, Shruti. People have different ways of saying things, don’t they? And often women are cut off from being able to use language, so they use their bodies instead of words.’


And I didn’t really know what she was going on about. But I had to pretend that I did, cos I didn’t wanna look stupid.


And she was like, ‘Now what did you want to tell us by having this little accident today?’


And I hated the way that she’d blatantly heard the rumour that I wet myself, and she’d automatically believed it, without even asking me. But I couldn’t tell the truth about Gavin and his mates flushing my uniform, cos I couldn’t risk them bricking our windows. So I was just like:


‘Nothing, really.’


‘Shruti,’ went the headmistress, ‘you don’t have to be embarrassed. Everybody communicates in their own way, especially when bad things are happening to them.’


So maybe she knew that I was getting bullied. And it would be amazing if she could make it stop. And I wasn’t allowed to grass up the hard kids, but if the headmistress guessed that they were bullying me, I was thinking, then that would be all right – cos that wouldn’t really be grassing on anyone. So I decided to see where she was going with this.


‘Is this related to someone hurting you?’ she was like.


‘Yes,’ I went.


‘Has anyone in your family ever hurt you?’ she went.


‘Well, my uncle slapped me once, at this wedding when I was a little girl,’ I was like. ‘But that was ages ago.’ And there was no way that me saying this could get him into trouble, I was thinking, cos it happened when I was, like, five.


‘And what was his name?’


‘Aadesh,’ I went. ‘And he’s my mum’s uncle, really, but we both just call him Uncle Aadesh, for some reason. I dunno why.’


‘And is he still hurting you now?’ went the headmistress.


‘No,’ I went, ‘we haven’t even seen him for, like, the last four years, cos he lives in India.’ And I was waiting for her to ask me if anyone else was hurting me now, so I could tell her about the hard kids punching me all the time. But she was just like:


‘Well, I’m very glad that you’ve told me this.’ And she took off her glasses, folded them, and laid them on the desk. ‘I’m going to file a warning report with Social Services, for your protection.’


‘No,’ I went, ‘please don’t do that. They’ll blame my mum.’


‘Shruti, it’s purely as a precaution. And of course they won’t blame your mother.’


‘But it was nothing,’ I went. ‘Plus all my mates had their parents smack their bottom, when they were little. Are you gonna report them, as well?’


‘I can’t report people just on hearsay,’ she went, chuckling my words away. And she took a sheet of paper out of her drawer and started writing on it. ‘Jenny,’ she went into this speaker-thing on her desk, ‘could you come in here and take down a letter for me?’


‘Please,’ I went. ‘Please don’t tell the Social Services. Let’s just talk about it here and not tell anyone else.’


But then the school secretary came in, with a notepad.


‘Jenny, could you take down a letter for me?’ went the headmistress, and then she went to me: ‘Is there anything else you’d like to add? Or would you rather run along back to your lesson?’


‘My lesson,’ I went, cos I couldn’t stand the embarrassment of watching the school secretary hear about my uncle, cos I knew that she’d secretly think that all Asian men slap little girls, when blatantly it was just one person doing it once.


So I slinked off back to English, where Gavin came up to my desk and asked to borrow my ink eraser, and he picked it out of my pencil case, and he whispered:


‘You kept your mouth shut, didn’t you, Pac Man?’ So I nodded my head. And he went, ‘Good girl.’ And with the white side of my ink eraser, he rubbed out two whole lines of the poem that I was writing for the lesson and then scribbled along those lines with my blue felt-tip pen. And you can’t rub out felt-tips, and they’d banned Tipp-Ex from my school, so I’d have to keep Gavin’s scribbling in the middle of my poem, with the teacher thinking that I did it, like I was some kind of baby scribbling over my own work. And all this angriness flared up inside my blood and started sort of rotting there, cos I knew there was nothing I could do to get him back.


And after he walked off, I drew an arrow to the bottom of the page and wrote those poem lines back in there, going:






The blossom looks like candyfloss all over the tree,


But the bluebird sitting next to it feels like a dead flower.








But then I rubbed out that last line with my ink eraser, cos the teacher might think the bluebird was me, and that was me trying to say I’m unhappy, cos of that ‘feels like a dead flower’ stuff. So I started trying to think of a line that rhymed with flower that I could put in there instead.




CHAPTER THREE


And one night I was heating up my mum’s bed by keeping the covers over my nose and mouth and breathing warm air inside, while I lay there waiting for her to come in, cos I loved it when she’d climb into the bed and say, Oh, you’ve made it so toasty and warm in here. And I was sort of building a little nest inside myself, ready for her to put those nice words into, when suddenly I felt the pressure change in my ears – like when an aeroplane’s going down – which meant the front door had opened and closed downstairs, cos that sort of squashes extra air inside the house. But I couldn’t hear the clinking noise of Mum putting empty milk bottles on the doorstep, which was what normally made her open the front door so late. So I couldn’t think what she was up to.


And then there was talking downstairs. And then my mum came in and said that everything was gonna be all right now, cos Uncle Aadesh had come to stay, and he’d be sleeping on the sofa and looking after us. And she told me that I had to get out of bed to say sasriya kaal to him. And my blood turned into this, like, electrified black dread, cos suddenly this was my last chance to save my mum from getting stolen away to India. And my plan was to pretend to be calm and to show my uncle that I was really polite and sweet, to make him proud of me, so that even if he did force my mum to leave England, he’d make sure that I went with her, cos blatantly I’d bring izzat to the family and that would make my uncle look good. So we walked downstairs, with me in my pyjamas.


And there was my uncle, wearing a brown suit and poking at the sheets of sponge on the wall with a rolled-up newspaper. And with his other hand, he was holding our telephone to his ear.


‘She’s going to say yes within a few days,’ he went into the phone, but looking right at my mum. ‘Definitely no more than a week,’ he went, speaking Punjabi. ‘Of course I know for sure. So start getting some dates matched up for this month.’ And then, while he was still listening to the phone, he shoo’d me out of the way of the telly, with his newspaper, lightly batting me with it – like he’d steer a bee out of a window – which didn’t hurt. And I stood quietly off to the side, to show him how well behaved I was. But he wouldn’t even look in my direction. He just kept on with his phone call, till eventually my mum told me to just go back upstairs, which I did straight away, to show that I respected my elders, but I don’t think my uncle even noticed. And I climbed into bed in the dark, and I lay there, doing this weak whimpering crying and worrying about my uncle stealing my mum away.


And when my mum finally got under the covers with me, hours later, I asked her whether she was gonna disappear away to India. But she told me that she was too tired to talk, and if I kept nagging her she’d send me off to sleep on my own. So I kept quiet, cos I couldn’t risk being kicked out of my mum’s bed, especially not tonight when I needed to snuggle up with her more than anything, to calm down all the frightening horrible thoughts that were swirling in and out of my head.


And Uncle Aadesh moving in was the worst thing that could have possibly happened. Cos obviously he was evil and trying to force my mum to go back to India and abandon me. But on top of that he was always around, all day and all evening. So, apart from when I was in bed with my mum at night, I couldn’t have any nice time with her, cos my uncle was always watching us, and telling us off, and ordering us to make him roti, only he didn’t want us to use the atta out of the fridge, even though it was only from yesterday. He wanted us to make fresh atta at lunchtime, and then again at dinner. And he complained about my name, cos he said Shruti’s a name for Gujarati girls and we’re Punjabi. And he kept accusing my mum of ruining our family’s izzat cos she’d ‘allowed’ my dad to leave her. And whatever my mum said back just made my uncle more angry, which is what he wanted, cos he enjoyed getting angry, just like normal people enjoy being happy, cos he loved making me and my mum scurry around trying to calm him down, cos that made him feel big and important.


So now the only safe place I had left was in bed with my mum at night. Cos it was the scum children being horrible to me at school, in the daytime, and then my uncle being horrible in the evenings and the weekends. And it was like that bed was a little island, with the sea gradually rising up all around it, cos the safeness was getting smaller and smaller each day, cos my uncle kept pressuring my mum to abandon me and marry that bloke in Gurgaon, and already my uncle had turned her from saying she’d think about it, to saying, I’ll probably be ready by the end of the month.


And I kept begging my mum to make my uncle leave, before it was too late. But she’d always tell me that she could never do that, cos he was the eldest of the house, and he’d looked after her when she was a little girl, after her father had died. And she’d feed me these lies that my uncle had been telling her, like he might be leaving us soon anyway, cos he was thinking about buying this carpet shop down the High Street, and then he’d move into the flat above it to get the business going and then pass it on to one of his nephews – just total rubbish.


So I had to think up something on my own to get rid of my uncle, cos blatantly no one else was gonna help. And I had this idea that I could scare him into moving back to India by telling him that if he didn’t leave our house, I’d get him put in prison for slapping me, at that wedding, when I was a little girl. Cos that must have been a crime. (And maybe I could make something out of the time he accidentally batted me with his newspaper, to move me away from the telly.) And blatantly I was never gonna really get him arrested, cos I didn’t wanna ruin his life. I just wanted to threaten him, so he’d leave us alone.


So I decided to phone the police to start investigating how long he’d go to prison for, so that when I threatened him, I could say, I’ve already asked the police, and they told me you’d get, like, five years. Cos that would make him more scared.


So I waited till my mum and uncle were both out of the house, so they wouldn’t hear me on the phone. And I dialled 999 and asked for the police. And the woman was like:


‘Your name and phone number, please.’


‘I just wanted to ask if something’s a crime,’ I went.


‘I’ll need to take your name and number first,’ she was like, ‘in case we get cut off.’


‘Could I just quickly ask—’


‘Okay,’ she went, ‘I’ve got Hadston-657-813,’ reading out my phone number, and it sounded like she was typing into a computer, ‘registered to a Mrs Parmindar Kapadia at 51 Smithfield Crescent.’ So she must have been able to see my phone line, through her computer. And I just wanted to hang up, cos now they knew who I was, cos what other girl would be phoning from that house? But then I was thinking, maybe it was a crime dialling the police and then putting the phone down, and I could get done for it. So I had to say something. And I decided to make up a story and then hang up. But my mind went blank, and I was panicking, and all I could think of was the true reason I phoned, so I was like:


‘I just wanted to ask if it’s illegal if my uncle slapped me.’ And I can hear how bad that sounds. So I try to take it back, cos I don’t wanna get my uncle into trouble: ‘He slapped me a long time ago, though, and it was only once,’ I’m like. But now that I’ve said it, I’m thinking why would they care about something that happened years ago? And I don’t want them to arrest me for wasting police time – cos I’m sure that I’ve heard that’s a crime in itself – so I have to say something that is actually illegal: ‘He batted me with a rolled-up newspaper, too,’ I go. ‘But only really lightly. It didn’t hurt or anything.’


‘Your uncle struck you with an object,’ goes the woman, sort of translating my words into crimes. And I can hear the plastic tapping sound of her typing. ‘How old are you?’


‘Twelve,’ I go. ‘But it didn’t hurt.’


‘Is your uncle still with you, now?’ she goes, making her voice softer, now that she knows I’m just a girl, not a grown-up.


‘No, he’s out at the moment,’ I’m like. ‘You’re not writing this down, are you?’


‘All calls are automatically recorded,’ she goes. ‘Now, sweetheart, how often does your uncle hit you?’


‘Never,’ I go. ‘I was just asking. And he never hit me with the newspaper, either. I just made that up. He’s never done anything.’


‘Sweetheart, you’re not in trouble,’ goes the woman. ‘I just need to ask you a few questions, so we can get you to a safe place, if you’re in danger,’ she’s like. ‘Now, when did your uncle strike you with this object? Was it today?’ And I can feel this trap closing around me, tighter and tighter with each word that I say. So I quietly put the phone back into its holster, dreading what I’ve done.


And I’ve gotta be so careful from now on, I’m thinking. And I should have phoned the police from a phone box and given them a fake name. And I’m hoping that this phone call won’t make anything bad happen. But I’m pretty sure I’ll be all right, cos I always have been before, like with that social worker coming round, and then the police telling us to get rid of the sewing machine, and then my headmistress saying she was gonna report my uncle to Social Services.


So I do some homework, to try to take my mind off everything. And I’ve gotta learn this French vocab list called In the Café. And I’m thinking how wicked it would be if we could do lessons on Hindi instead of French, cos then I’d already know all the words – how to say them, anyway, even if I couldn’t write them. And my mind’s just starting to forget about my stupid phone call to 999, when I hear shoes scuffing up the front path, and there’s a knock at the door. And I peek out of the living room window through the net curtains and see these two policemen at the doorstep in their black uniforms, plus this woman in normal clothes. And they must be coming to arrest my uncle. So I hide in the kitchen, hoping they’ll just go away. But they keep knocking and knocking, and that woman calls through the letterbox, going, ‘Shruti, we just need to make sure you haven’t got a concussion,’ she’s like. ‘You’re not in trouble.’


And I dunno how they know my name, cos I never told them on the phone. But I suppose they must have it in their computer. And they keep knocking. And blatantly they aren’t gonna leave. And the longer I let them stand out there, the more chance there’ll be that my uncle will come home, and they’ll arrest him.


And I did make the police go away last time, when they came round about the sewing machine noise, by promising them we’d get rid of it. So I think I can make these policemen leave as well. And I open the front door. And they’re standing right on the dots of the rangoli my mum chalked on the front path. Which twists up my insides a bit, with how much it would upset my mum. But I can’t worry about that now. And I’m like:


‘Everything’s fine actually. So you can go, if you want.’


‘We’ll just come in for a moment, if that’s okay,’ goes the woman, who’s wearing a long dark-green winter coat, not a police suit. And before I can say yes or no, she’s walking past me and so are the two policemen, all the way into the living room. So I have to follow them in there. And the woman puts her hands on my cheeks and stares at my head for a bit.


‘Could we get an ambulance?’ she goes. So one of the policemen calls for an ambulance through this radio he’s got buttoned to his shoulder. And the woman zips her folder open and pulls the lid off her fountain pen, which has got a pointy brass nib, like a flat metal claw. And I sit down next to her on the sofa, so that I can watch what she’s writing about me. And for a second, I have this fantasy that they’ve come to tell me they’re arresting Gavin and the scum children at school, for beating me up all the time. But then the woman starts talking:


‘My name’s Jackie Witford, and I’m the on-duty social worker,’ she goes, flicking through the papers in her folder while she talks. ‘I’m required to visit when a child’s reported to be involved in a violent crime, just to check everything’s all right in their home life.’ And her voice isn’t even interested in what she’s saying, probably from years of saying the same thing over and over again to scum children like Gavin Lane and their scum parents who brought them up that way. And she’s like, ‘Who do you live with, here?’


‘My mum and my uncle,’ I go, being careful not to say anything she could use against me, cos she’s dying to take me away to a children’s home, and her eyes are snooping around the room, looking for evidence to say that my mum’s a bad mother. And each time her eyes land on something, it almost lights up with how embarrassing it is, and how she’ll take it as evidence against us, like the big sheets of sponge pinned to the wall – which have started crumbling yellow dust onto the carpet – and the framed photo of my nani, with a dot in the middle of her forehead of red sindoor powder and grains of rice stuck onto the actual surface of the photograph, which is normal in India, but this social worker must think it’s just dirt and she’s taking it as evidence that my mum doesn’t clean up properly. And the policemen are looking at the little blue plastic model of Shiva glued on top of my mum’s sewing machine, or maybe they’re just looking at the sewing machine itself and getting ready to arrest me for not throwing it away like I promised those other policemen I would. And I should have hidden everything before I opened the door. But I had no way of knowing they’d just barge in here.


‘And where’s Mum at the moment?’ goes the social worker, which is a trick. ‘And your uncle?’


‘My uncle’s gone for a meeting at the estate agent’s. And my mum’s up at Tesco’s, doing the shopping,’ I go, to show her that my mum looks after me properly.


‘And when did they leave?’ goes the social worker.


‘My uncle’s been out all day,’ I’m like. ‘And my mum left, like, two hours ago.’


And I can see the social worker writing down, Two hours continuing absence, on her form. And I realise that those two hours make it look like my mum’s neglecting me, so I’m like:


‘She stopped off to see her friend after shopping, I think.’ But then I wish I hadn’t said the words, I think, at the end, cos that makes it sound like I don’t even know where my own mum is and I’m just guessing. So then I’m like, ‘Actually, she’s definitely at her friend’s house.’ But even that’s no good. Cos now it sounds like my mum neglects me to just hang about with her mates. And the social worker writes down something I can’t read, on her form. But whatever it is, it’s gotta be something bad, cos she’s blatantly only writing down the bad things.

OEBPS/images/9781472151155.jpg
COLUM MCCANN

THE

PAINTED

GABRIEL PACKARD





