

[image: Honoured: Survival, Strength and My Path to Politics by Naz Shah. A school photograph of a young South Asian girl of around 11 years old. She wears school uniform with a tie and has her hair in a ponytail.]






For my mother, my brother and my sister, with gratitude for the journey thus far.


For my children, Leyana, Aydan and Raese, with love for all that lies ahead.






Honoured


Survival, Strength and My Path to Politics


NAZ SHAH


[image: Weidenfeld & Nicolson publisher logo]






Introduction


The day before the general election of 2015, I received a call from my brother, Imy. The following day, 7 May, the voters of Bradford West would decide who was going to represent them in Parliament as their new MP. Everyone’s attention was focused on the head-to-head confrontation between me, the Labour candidate who had been selected to fight the seat just two months earlier, and George Galloway, the incumbent MP who had taken Bradford West from Labour back in 2012 with a majority of 10,140 votes, representing a niche, very left-wing party called Respect. Could I take back Bradford West for the Party?


My brother got straight to the point.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’re having a meeting.’


‘A meeting? What meeting?’ I was too busy for this.


‘You, me and Foz,’ he went on. ‘We’re having a meeting today, Naz.’


‘Are you joking?’ I asked. ‘It’s the flipping election tomorrow, Imy; I’m in meetings all day, every day. Every hour. And you want me to come and hang out with you and Foz?’ Fozia is our sister.


‘That’s right,’ he said calmly.


Imy can be stubborn at times, but this exchange was especially irksome given that I was about to face one of the greatest challenges of my life.


‘I want you round at mine tonight at nine o’clock. We’ll be waiting for you.’


At that time, Imy lived in a house on Ennerdale Road in Bradford, a stone’s throw from our sister.


I tried once more to explain just how many people I still had to see, to speak to, to try to win over before the voting booths opened in the morning, but he was implacable.


‘I know you’ve got meetings, Baj’ – Baj means big sister, but at that moment, Imy was behaving like the elder sibling – ‘but this will be the most important meeting of your election. Nine o’clock,’ he repeated. ‘Sharp.’


I sighed. ‘All right. Nine o’clock.’


It had been a hard campaign. Little did I know then that I’d face even nastier attacks in the next election, but the battle with George Galloway had been intense. Among some British Pakistani families, there exists a form of almost invisible networking known as baradari – a deeply patriarchal clan system rooted in the established hierarchies of northeast Pakistan. When young men began arriving in Bradford in the 1950s to work in the mills and factories, they built a close-knit community and relied on each other for support. Over time, their dreams of returning to Pakistan faded. There were jobs in Britain and superior educational opportunities for their children. When people started to turn to the better educated among them for guidance, these men began to represent the migrant families in local politics and gradually became established community leaders. As their influence grew, it became clear that no political party could succeed in Bradford without the backing of these baradari leaders.


Of course, informal networks like this aren’t new – they exist in every culture. Old Etonians spring to mind. In Bradford, the influence of the baradari system, and the men who dominate it, remains strong to this day.


There had certainly been some clear attempts to derail my campaign by patriarchal community leaders, who would have preferred to see Galloway reinstated rather than watch a mouthy woman, with her vocal support for women’s rights and women’s equality, win the seat. The baradari, with one eye always on the line of succession, were keen to hold on to power and control Bradford policy.


The fusing of clan allegiances with politics is a dangerous one that creates gatekeepers to essential services. Ordinarily, one would call the council if there were issues with bin collections or potholes on local roads. But many from the Pakistani community are often not aware of the correct channels. Language can be an issue, too, so instead they call clan leaders, effectively empowering them as the ones who can give access to the things people need, such as everyday services. In turn, these clan leaders hold on to their power by deliberately bypassing or obstructing proper channels for reform.


Given that I wasn’t part of any baradari family, and I was a women’s rights activist who wouldn’t be controlled by these men, I had my work cut out for me. In 2012, George Galloway won his seat by avoiding the baradari and appealing directly to women, but in 2015 he jumped onto the baradari bandwagon, recognising they would never support me and instead harnessed their power for his own gain.


Early on in the campaign, I’d written in a blog post published on International Women’s Day why I was so passionate about the rights of women everywhere. I explained how my mother had been handed a life sentence in 1993 for murdering the man who had abused her for years, and how, in the years leading up to the murder, she had been abandoned by her husband and family, left in the grip of poverty and forced to move from inadequate accommodation to inadequate accommodation with three young children in tow, in an attempt to find us a secure and safe home. I outlined how, after Mum’s sentence and incarceration, me and my younger siblings had learnt how to survive on our own, clinging to each other. I had become the head of my family at just eighteen, and we continued our peripatetic lives. I explained to potential voters how we’d kept ourselves going, how we’d fought for Mum’s release and how I’d begun to campaign on behalf of women in Bradford facing discrimination due to disability.


I focused on disability advocacy because, throughout my childhood, Mum had been a carer for disabled children, and I was comfortable working in this area. Disabled people don’t receive the same access to services and support as the able-bodied; they receive even less access if they’re brown and less still if they’re brown women.


We were a working-class family. I left school at twelve when Mum sent me to Pakistan to escape the attentions of her abusive partner. I spent my early teenage years in a remote village cleaning up buffalo shit – in retrospect, maybe not a bad training for British politics. In 2015, I wasn’t just fighting to win the seat of Bradford West; I was fighting for everyone I’d ever met who had suffered from discrimination based on class, sex or colour.


While we’d waited for Mum to be released (and we’d wait fourteen long years), the three of us had made lives for ourselves. We married, had children and forged ahead in our chosen careers. We mastered resilience and I was as proud of Imy and Foz’s achievements as I was of my own. They were part of my journey, part of my campaign to offer myself up to the people of Bradford West to stand as their representative in Parliament in the general election. So, yes, of course I was going to drop everything and heed the call of my siblings to attend a ‘meeting’ at Imy’s at nine o’clock.


When I arrived, my sister-in-law, Imy’s wife, ushered me into the front room.


‘They’re waiting for you,’ she told me.


Imy and Foz were sitting on the floor by the bay window. The room was bathed in candlelight.


‘Right, Baj,’ Imy said. ‘Go and do your wudu and then come and sit with us.’


Once I’d performed my pre-prayer ritual ablutions I joined my siblings. Imy began to read from the Qur’an and then the three of us quietly began to perform dhikr, the spiritual practice we Muslims call the Remembrance of God.


‘Allāhu, Allāhu, Allāhu,’ we chanted.


Dhikr feels very like meditation and while the three of us sat still on the floor, chanting the word over and over, it wasn’t long before we were all in tears. We were crying for the long, often tortured journey we had taken together. We cried because we knew how far we’d come, and for every challenge we had overcome, every slight we had endured. And we cried with joy because we were together right now, whole and happy. Mum wasn’t with us, she was looking after my kids, but she was there in spirit and in love and in the knowledge of the path we had all taken.


The next day, while the voters were still streaming in and out of the election booths, I saw George Galloway riding the same election bus he’d used in his original 2012 campaign. Back then, his bus was crammed with supporters. This time, he had just one other person with him – his wife. He didn’t look like a winner this time around and I knew victory was mine.


When the results finally came in, we’d overturned Galloway’s previous majority of 10,000 votes and won a majority for Labour of 11,420.


I was honoured by the people of Bradford West to be their MP.


I still am.


I had been thinking about writing this book for a long time. Friends had suggested I tell my story for years.


In April 2023, I was able to enjoy one of the great privileges of my life: along with my three children, I made the journey to Mecca for Umrah, the Muslim pilgrimage to our holiest place on earth. I can’t tell you how proud I was of my kids – to see them so strong and beautiful and faithful, performing their rites in the holy city. And as can often happen when a believer visits Mecca for Umrah or Hajj, I found myself deeply moved by the spirituality of the occasion. As I circled the Ka’aba – the granite building in the centre of our most holy site – in the time-prescribed way, I felt an overwhelming sense of both peace and anticipation, and a proud gratitude that I had achieved so much for my family and in my career, as well as a strong intuition that I still have work to do.


I have been a highly visible figure to many over the years, and that has brought both benefits and penalties. I have made profound and lasting connections with an amazing number of individuals in the UK and around the world. I’ve also been attacked and denigrated – possibly more than most British MPs – often for the ‘sin’ of being a vocal, feminist, Asian Muslim woman. One evening, as I sat watching the sunset in Mecca, I had a thought that wouldn’t go away: it was time to reclaim my story.


Having shifted the dial over the last eight years towards greater prosperity in Bradford, I am not complacent. I know I still have work to do. I have no wish for my time as an MP to come to an end only to watch corrupting influences – such as the powerful local families – return to their former strength.


I want to see Bradford take its rightful place alongside other successful northern cities such as Leeds and Manchester. I want education levels to keep improving and investment to keep coming in. I want pockets of poverty raised out of where they currently lie. I don’t see any poverty of aspiration or ability in my constituency of Bradford West, but I do still see a lack of infrastructure to support the people who want to grow. That’s what we have to keep working towards.


As a global Muslim ambassador, I also want to promote the health and safety of my faith community – a community that makes up one quarter of the world’s population. I want to keep combatting the scourge of Islamophobia and racism wherever they appear. I want to work for peace in troubled areas, whether in Kashmir or Palestine, so that people of all communities can be allowed to live as they should live: in peace and freedom.


As a Muslim, I see it as my responsibility every day to bring out the best in people. To have faith in humanity. This is a responsibility that goes beyond faith; it’s a desire to see every single person, no matter what they believe, given the opportunity to fulfil their potential. Does that sounds idealistic? Then tell me a better vision.


As I watched the sunset in Mecca, I made a decision. To reclaim my narrative, I would set out the events of my life – events that brought me to where I stand today. By telling my story, I hope to show others why I feel this sense of anticipation and why I believe there is still so much more good to come.


This is a story about me, my mum and my family. I worried about how much I should reveal of Mum’s life and I’ve sought advice from spiritual advisors, family members and friends. There is a strong tradition within Islam – a religion deeply rooted in notions of peace and calm and respect – that painful events should be left alone, in the past. Let sleeping dogs lie. Don’t rake over the ashes. Don’t rock the boat. And yet, there is also a powerful spiritual command to be truthful always, to allow the heart to be open; that however bitter the truth might be, it is better out than in – particularly if the events of the past led to a positive future.


What happened to my family revolved around the notion of honour. A simple word to most, but within my culture, it’s a loaded term. It’s a tree with deep roots, spreading far and wide, dictating every aspect of how we live.


If Mum were to protect the honour of our family, she would have to remain silent about the terrible years of her abuse. If it wasn’t for the honour, or izzat, of the community, Mum might have been able to ask for help when she was coerced into a brutal and abusive ‘relationship’. If the community hadn’t believed she had lost all her honour, they might have given her support and protection. Honour – that noble term – denied my mother the justice she deserved.


Despite all we’ve been through, this book isn’t what the publishing industry used to call a ‘misery memoir’. I consider my story a joyful, optimistic attempt to show how good can come from ill – how we can all take heart in the strength we willingly lend to those around us. Like many others, I hold a deep conviction that we can turn away from the divisions and hostility that characterise today’s political arena and build a better world based on trust and mutual support.


I think the times we find ourselves in now are troubling and I know from talking to my constituents that many feel the same way. It may take ten, fifteen, even twenty years to rebuild a society where people feel safe and supported – but that is the objective that I and others are committed to achieving.


But to reach a destination, we each have to reflect upon our own journey. I can’t brush aside painful truths or distressing episodes in my life just because they’re difficult to hear – or harder still to tell.


There’s one person who could stop me in my tracks if she chose to, and that’s Mum. But as someone who has spent years clawing back her dignity and honour, she – more than anyone else – wants me to tell the truth. And it is only by laying everything bare that we can find our way home.


The vast majority of us want to live alongside our families and our neighbours in a place we call home and in a spirit of mutual support. That’s what I think of when I think of Bradford and I hope it’s what you think of, too, when you consider your own town, your own life. Fairness, justice and equality for all are the prizes that await us down this road, and I look forward to the time when we can all share in them together.


So while this book is about me, it’s as much about the place that made me – Bradford. I hope, too, that you will reflect on the events in your own life that have helped define who you are and where you call home. Those events aren’t always good; sometimes they are incredibly painful. My own story, as you’ll discover, is in many ways still raw with suffering. But it has, I am convinced, helped me become the person I believe I should be. The person I am meant to be.






1


Brown Girl in the Ring


Brown girl in the ring, tra la la la la …


That’s my dad singing. It’s 1978 and he’s lifting me onto the brown Panasonic TV in the front room of our house. Now he’s twirling me around, laughing and singing the Boney M. song, and I’m laughing too and clapping my hands in time to the tune. I’m not even five years old, but I’m the apple of my dad’s eye. He loves this song – and he loves me.


Brown girl in the ring.


So charismatic was my dad. Always the best-dressed man on the street, a twinkle in his handsome dark eyes and a ready bag of sweets. The other kids in the neighbourhood loved coming round to our house – we were the only ones with a colour TV. My dad had left his job working the night shift at the mills and set up his own business producing sofas and sofa beds. He had his own factory, employing plenty of men to keep up with the growing demand. I remember the factory – huge piles of foam everywhere. I’d clamber to the top and bounce from one pile to another, treating the whole place like my personal playground. And Dad’s employees? They spoilt me rotten, treating me like a little princess.


Dad was six years old when he came to Bradford with his parents from Mirpur in northeast Pakistan. He’d gone to school in Bradford, so for him it was home. Pakistanis from that region of the country began to move to the UK – and to cities like Bradford – in the 1950s, drawn by the promise of full-time employment in the mills and factories of the north of England. The UK was rebuilding after the trauma of war, and the country needed more and more workers to help grow the economy.


Dad had a swagger about him, like he owned whatever place he found himself in. Not my mum, though. She was seventeen when she left Pakistan to come to the UK as Dad’s bride; she’d grown up in the countryside and couldn’t speak, read or write English. Mum was a homemaker and she followed all the rules.


Brown girl in the ring …


Now I’m racing up the steps at the back of our house to get to street level. The Anvil Court back-to-back houses had gardens that sat at the bottom of what felt like very steep stone steps for a five-year-old, but I know I’ve got to reach the top and find help. Dad is beating my mum and I need another adult to come and stop him. I can hear him shouting as he strikes out. I felt the thump of his fist into her body rippling through my own.


Why was he beating my mum? You might as well ask: why do men all over the world attack women? While Mum was a timid person, she couldn’t stand bad language. Maybe she’d told him to stop swearing so much, or maybe she’d burnt the milk for his coffee or just looked at him the wrong way. Anything could trigger him.


The last thing I see before I go for help is Dad dragging Mum around the room by her long plait. She caught my eye for a second, her face wracked with fear and probably pain, her eyes beseeching me for help. And then I was off, running up the steps as fast as I could, crossing the road and plunging back down the steps on the other side to get help from the Pakistani neighbour.


This is one of my first memories: five years old, running fast, trying to save my mum.


That day, I had found some neighbours and we all raced back across the street to put an end to Dad’s attack. But it would happen again. Dad seemed to have this insatiable need to break Mum’s spirit – and he did this with his fists.


As the youngest of a big family back in Pakistan, Mum had been cherished and encouraged to speak her mind. When she moved to Bradford to live with her new husband, even though she had no English and was just seventeen, she still thought her opinion was worth something. She had a streak of confidence that Dad clearly felt he had to beat out of her.


I would add other incidents of abuse to this first recollection. One that stands out in my memory is notable for the momentary disbelief it ignited in my young mind. I was in the kitchen of our house on Hartman Place. We had just eaten a big meal Mum had prepared for our extended family. She was sitting in a chair and holding little baby Imy in her lap. I was standing beside her as she chatted with the other adults, when one of the men on my dad’s side of the family suddenly lunged out and struck Mum hard across the face – because she dared to disagree with him. I felt the shock of the impact, both of us jolted by the blow. But I wasn’t scared for myself. It was Mum who’d taken the punch, and I was terrified for her. The man had landed one strike before another member of the family intervened and it was over. It was never discussed, and I never challenged my mum about what had happened – somehow knowing instinctively not to ask.


Was this right? I had wondered. Was my mum so disobedient than anyone could hit her whenever they felt like it?


It was by no means an isolated incident. I became increasingly aware of other male members of the family lashing out at Mum whenever they perceived she had stepped out of line. Did other women in the family receive the same treatment for similar ‘infractions’? No. Just my mum. And my dad, by never intervening, had given his tacit approval. He might as well have announced to the world: Step up, step up, one and all – hit my wife, she needs the discipline.


If my mum’s dad was visiting from Pakistan and witnessed the violence, he’d try to intervene. But as a visitor, and therefore a ‘guest’ of our family, he couldn’t do much. His protestations were ignored in any case. His view was that Mum was now Dad’s responsibility and it was up to him and his family to ‘reprimand’ her. He believed that whatever goes on in a marriage must be endured; that once a woman makes her vows, she only leaves her husband’s house once she’s dead. So Mum had no choice in the matter – she had to put up with it. Her own parents wouldn’t have welcomed her home. This thinking stems from the long-held cultural belief that our daughters never truly belong to us – they are only being raised by us until the day they are betrothed and ‘handed over’ to a man and his family. A daughter is a gift to be cherished – until her rightful owner claims her, so to speak.


My grandfather’s advice to Mum? ‘Hold your tongue and no one will hit you.’ She was being silenced. That, in his mind, was the only way he could save her.


We were intertwined as a large family in ways that many white families might not recognise. Marriage to first cousins is common in Pakistani culture; it goes back to traditions of land ownership within rural communities. When you marry, you become part of a very close-knit community.


My mum’s brother was married to my dad’s sister, and my mum’s dad – my grandad – was the brother of my dad’s dad, my other grandfather.


None of that explains why Mum bore the brunt of male violence, but I don’t doubt that some of it can be traced to these interweaving family connections.


My dad’s mother – my grandmother – fell from favour in my grandfather’s eyes when he married again. Given it was legal to marry multiple times in Pakistan, it was also legal to have more than one wife in the UK, as British law recognises the laws of other countries when it comes to marriage. He married his second wife in Pakistan, applied for a visa and brought her over. He now had a new bride to cherish – and my grandmother could do nothing about it.


This second wife was Mum’s cousin. And while it wasn’t uncommon back then, nobody likes a second wife in my culture. My dad didn’t like it and nor did his brothers. It wasn’t a leap to think that maybe some of the abuse Mum suffered was a form of retribution for this marriage. But, at the same time, I don’t think that cycles of violence – wherever they occur – can ever be fully explained, let alone justified. My grandfather, meanwhile, enjoyed the best of both worlds, maintaining two households and two wives for the rest of his life.


My fight to be visible began with my conception.


For the first twelve months of my life, my dad wouldn’t look at me – let alone hold me. He was so disappointed that I’d been born a girl, he literally couldn’t bear the sight of me, even though he bore half the responsibility for my gender. My battle began before I was born.


Dad would play with the baby boys in the extended family, deeply wounding my mother. Mum was so upset that one day she held me out of the window: ‘If you can’t even look at your own daughter then we might as well let her fall to her death,’ she told him. When Mum became pregnant again straight after I was born and gave birth to a baby boy who died within hours, her big brother – my uncle Iqbal – chided Dad, pointing out that this was God’s way of telling him to treasure me. By giving him what he wanted – a boy – and then snatching him away, God was telling Dad to love the child he already had.


That was the day my dad fell in love with me.


And I truly loved him back. Even though I had seen with my own eyes what he was regularly doing to my mum, I adored him.


As children we live our lives in the present. I never made the connection, at such a young age, that this man was a brute; he was the loving father who bought me sweets and sang to me. I loved how he let me have play fights with him. Even when I accidentally winded him during our horseplay and Mum came rushing in, saying, ‘What have you done? What have you done to your dad?’ – Dad just laughed and clutched his tummy. ‘It’s all right, it’s all right, it’s just my little Naseem. She’s a fighter.’


I didn’t understand the violence and perhaps as a little kid I thought that this was just a part of life – just like my mum and dad loving me was a part of life.


Putting me up on my TV pedestal, twirling me round and round, laughing and singing.


Brown girl in the ring, tra la la la la.


My dad, that lovely man who treasured me, was about to bring disaster into our lives.


Even though I was just six years old, the memory of being bundled into the back of a car with Mum and little Imy is still raw and vivid. Mum was pregnant with my sister, Fozia, at the time and our clothes – stashed into bin liners – followed us into the car. We were headed to Kirkham Road, the home of my paternal grandfather, where we were to live from that point on. We had no other option, nowhere else to go, as Mum’s parents lived in rural Pakistan.


Dad was one of the few men in the street who owned a car and, ever helpful, he would regularly take the teenage daughter of a fellow neighbour to school. There was gossip at the time that he was having an affair with the mother of the girl, due to his frequent visits to their house. But when Mum confronted him, he denied it.


He was telling the truth.


Shortly after this denial, Dad disappeared – with the neighbour’s sixteen-year-old daughter.


I don’t think Dad could have chosen a more shocking, more publicly shameful transgression to blow up our lives. He lit the blue touchpaper and stood back to see what would happen.


Your dad goes off with the neighbour’s daughter – their sixteen-year-old daughter – well, that’s going to cause a ruckus in any community, anywhere in the world. But it was especially explosive in our case, because Dad had smashed apart the unwritten rules of izzat.


Of Arabic origin, izzat is one of the founding secular principles of British Pakistani life. It is the means by which an individual and his or her family maintain reputation and honour within the community. Honour within the northern Indian, Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities is essential in order to demonstrate an upstanding existence. This principle applies across religions as well as regions, including Hindu, Muslim and Sikh faiths worldwide. Izzat sets the parameters of decency and expectation; it’s the glue that holds our community together. Hold true to your izzat and you can hold your head high. Izzat drives you to succeed. The more successful you are, the more izzat you acquire.


But izzat is also about patriarchy – about how men are held in higher esteem than women. It may be the glue that holds people together, but it’s also fundamentally about biology: the fact that I was born a girl meant that Dad felt entitled to his hostility towards me.


Dad had compromised his own izzat because he had shamed another man – the teenager’s father – not because he had shamed his wife or that sixteen-year-old.


I know. It’s complicated.


But patriarchy, sexism, discrimination against women – every culture in every country suffers from these prejudices. I experience them daily within the elegant confines of Westminster.


The culture in which I grew up clings to those concepts as dearly as any other.


Dad brought shame to our family. He brought a sense of outrage to our neighbour’s family. He dishonoured us all. It would be reasonable to assume that the entire focus of the blame would be directed at him. But not so fast. In our community, at that time, it was the women who bore the shame of dishonour when izzat was breached. And so it was my mum – and the girls of the family – who really suffered.


There’s a well-known phrase, originating in Pakistan: When a boy is born, the walls will tremble; when a girl is born, the walls are joyous as they know they will at least be clean. What a legacy.


We were on lockdown. My dad was being hunted. His life was in danger.


We were bundled off to Kirkham Road initially to escape the threat of retribution from the girl’s family. In the days following Dad’s disappearance, chaos reigned. Our family’s izzat was in ruins. Taking off with someone’s daughter was the biggest scandal to hit our community in years and years.


Beyond the Wild West movies of the fifties and sixties, bounty hunters were very much alive and violently kicking in our community. This was 1980, almost the twenty-first century, yet certain people would, for a sum, be happy to find and return your errant daughters – daughters who had run away to escape arranged marriages or just their families.


If a girl had run off with a boy, he could expect a beating. At that time there was an entire police department established to help these women with new identities to evade their desperate, and dangerous, families. These women had jeopardised the household’s izzat, and parents, uncles and grandparents would stop at nothing to get it – and their daughters – back.


With the shaming of our neighbour’s daughter, there was a genuine fear that revenge would be taken on the younger women of our family by the girl’s relatives: cousins, nieces, daughters and granddaughters.


And then there was Mum, who had to take the brunt of the blame, even though she had been the wronged party. Blame her how exactly? Well, it was believed that Mum drove Dad away by not being ‘enough’ for him – that he was, in a way, left with no choice but to look elsewhere for happiness and satisfaction. Even though Dad was the one who made the catastrophic decision to abandon his family, it was my mum’s responsibility not only to bear the shame of his abandonment but to manage the carnage he left in his wake. It was assumed that men can’t be expected to behave impeccably all the time – that the woman must, in some way, have provided the catalyst for such shocking behaviour.


Mum told me, many years later, that both her brothers, who lived in the UK, insisted that because of the shame and dishonour that had been thrust upon them, she should give up his children – that Imy and I should be parcelled off to my father’s house.


‘Give him his kids’, she was told. ‘We don’t want them.’ If she did that, then she would receive their support.


And what of me? The little girl who wouldn’t ever dance on top of the TV again? I would be torn away from the mother I loved.


Thankfully, Mum was having none of it. And despite the fact that life was now going to get exponentially tougher, she wouldn’t back down. She hadn’t made my dad run off with that girl. She hadn’t brought shame on the family. She would take care of her own children, she told my uncles – including the little one who was yet to be born. She was adamant about protecting us, about keeping us together as a family. And so it was made clear to her: You’ve made your bed. You’ve turned down the terms of our offer. So now you’re on your own.


We couldn’t stay with our grandfather – there wasn’t enough room. And anyway, now that we were the children of a man without izzat, no one wanted us. When Mum refused to give us up, she was ostracised and isolated. Not only that, but she was also held to account for driving Dad away.


By August 1980, five months after we’d left our original home and just six weeks after my sister, Foz, was born, we left my grandfather’s house.


Now we really were on our own.


Over the next couple of years, the four of us – Mum, me, Imy and little baby Foz – moved fourteen times. We shifted ourselves and our belongings from one damp, rat-infested home to another while Mum was constantly trying to rent better places. Often, we were all living in a single room with rising damp, the loo in the backyard. If we moved to a house, we rarely ever slept upstairs as we couldn’t afford to heat it. I never slept apart from my mother and my siblings until I married.


Derby Street, Nuttall Road, Paley Terrace – no sooner had we settled somewhere than we’d be on the move again. Imy and I both developed tuberculosis from the damp, but thankfully Foz avoided it. In the winter months, we’d all huddle together in a bed beside a gas fire. I can still see Mum now, crouched in front of the fire at the end of the bed, muttering to herself while she rocked to and fro in her misery. She kept repeating the same words – a plaintive whisper – asking how things were so bad that she couldn’t even afford poison to kill herself.


We had very little contact with the majority of the wider family during those years. Because Imy and I were in and out of hospital with TB, those few relatives still speaking to us had to be vaccinated; they were furious with us for bringing disease into the family. We lived a shameful existence. Whichever way we turned, the parameters of all our lives were defined by shame – by our diminished izzat. Defined by the actions of one man who hadn’t even hung around long enough to ensure his children had somewhere decent to live.


Mum was a single parent, cast out of the family and left to cope with the fallout of my dad’s disgrace on her own. No one gave a damn that we had to move again and again. She was very much the woman who couldn’t preserve the respect of her family, while my father – because he’s a man – was gradually allowed back into the fold. And he continued to spin the same narrative: that it was all my mum’s fault that she was a single parent.


Many years later, when I confronted Dad about his abandonment of us, he blamed my mother. Never elaborating, just repeating the same tired lines: ‘I tried, I really tried with your mum to make it work.’ His family blamed the fact that Mum never just ‘took’ a beating from my dad – she always challenged him. It was her fault, therefore, for answering back. It didn’t matter whether she was right or wrong. She should have kept her mouth shut and her feelings to herself.


By the time I was seven years old, I knew I had to be Mum’s little soldier.


Imy was three, Foz not even a year old, and Mum still struggled with her English. I had to be on hand to help her understand this complex world that threatened daily to overwhelm her. So I became her mouth and ears, translating for her at the Social Security office while she attempted to claim the meagre benefits that would keep her kids alive. I had to look after her, because she was doing everything she could to look after us. It wasn’t even a question or a decision: there was no choice. And I wanted to do it. I loved Mum. She was all I had. The men of Mum’s family had abandoned her, so I had to pick up the mantle that rightfully they should have carried. Yes, I was only seven – but there was no one else.


Today, Mum loves Bradford as much as I do. But back then, it was an intimidating city for her, filled with financial and linguistic challenges.


What follows is a defining memory for me, one that perfectly captured her desperate vulnerability and the constant anxiety she harboured for our welfare.


We were on the bus on our way to visit Grandad on Kirkham Road, when the bus stopped on Legrams Lane. Mum panicked. She had lost her bearings.


Where were we?


With the three of us in tow, she burst into tears.


‘What’s the name of your street?’ the bus conductor asked. He wanted to help.


When I told him we needed to get to Kirkham Road, he turned off the engine, stepped out of his cab and onto the pavement and pointed out directions.


‘Look, Kirkham Road is just over there. Two minutes’ walk.’


Mum was sobbing as she dragged us along, relief and despair dogging our footsteps.


It’s a memory in technicolour – an example of the mountain my mum was so determined to climb. She was trying to navigate a bus system she couldn’t comprehend, in order to visit relatives who didn’t care much for any of us anymore, and she had to make sure that she got her children there safely. That’s my mum, though: that’s the fierce commitment she made to stay part of a community that wouldn’t have cared if she had simply disappeared.


But while Mum was a pariah, we hadn’t been totally shunned.


Why did she go and visit my grandfather at all, you might wonder. Mum believes in family, in community – above all else, izzat is about family. If you have elders, you have izzat. If your family isn’t talking to you, then you are, by definition, without izzat because you don’t have the support of your elders.


Dad, meanwhile, did nothing. He gave us no money. He didn’t visit. He was totally absent.


One of the stories told in my family was that Dad was a lavish man when we all still lived together. We were the only ones on the street with a colour TV, a VCR and a car. His business had been doing well. But the problem was that it functioned on verbal contracts and so when he ran off with the neighbour’s daughter, he abandoned not only his wife and children but his business as well. Because his brothers were too busy with their own jobs to take care of his, Dad’s company collapsed.


At this point, my father turned to dealing drugs – specifically heroin.


His izzat should be very low at this point, right? But that’s the other thing about izzat: men tend to bounce back from a lack of it far sooner than women. He was gradually regaining his honour and position in the community, while my mother’s honour – and there was little enough of it to start with – diminished even further.


Once, when we were living in two rooms on Derby Street with an outside loo and a bathtub in the kitchen, my dad came to stay – with his new wife. Mum had no say in this turn of events; Dad could appear out of the blue whenever he wanted or needed a room for the night, and she just had to let him in. The place on Derby Street had an upstairs and, as usual, we couldn’t afford to heat it, so we rarely went up there. Dad said he would take one of the bedrooms and Mum acquiesced. He was our father, after all – he would always be the father of her children.


I was happy to see him. I still loved my dad and didn’t blame him for what had happened to us – not at that point anyway.


And his new, by now seventeen-year-old wife? She had no interaction with us at all. My mum must have hated her.
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