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To all those courageous victims and survivors of forced marriages and honour based crimes, and sadly to those who lost their lives at the hands of such heinous crimes. To those who work tirelessly to effect change – you are not alone.










Author’s Note


 


To protect the identity of the men and women whose stories are told here, names have been changed, as have other ­identifying features such as jobs, physical descriptions and places.










Preface


I was brought up to keep secrets, ugly secrets about bullying, coercion and fear which were all part of everyday life in our family. I believed it was shameful to discuss things with outsiders and that if I did I would compromise our honour – izzat – the most important thing in my mum’s life. That’s why I didn’t tell anybody when she showed me a photograph of the man she said I had to marry. I knew it wasn’t right; I knew I was too young to leave school or get married, and it felt all wrong being forced to marry a man I didn’t know, but I didn’t tell. I kept the secret and it festered inside me, feeding on my feelings of shame, resentment, fear and guilt.


      I ran away rather than go through with that marriage and my family disowned me: ‘You have shamed us. You are dead in our eyes,’ my mum said. I kept that secret too. As I struggled to make my way in life I kept my head down and my eyes averted: I didn’t want people knowing how worthless I was.


      I was on a listening skills course when, finally, I shared my story with a virtual stranger. She was called Alicia and to my amazement, as the torrent of truth spilled out of me, she didn’t recoil, she didn’t reject or ridicule me. She sat there and she listened, and when I had finished she said she understood. That was a turning point. 


      About eighteen months later I met Ayesha and learnt that mine wasn’t the only Asian family held together by a suffocating web of secrets. Karma Nirvana – the charity I founded to help women whose lives were blocked by cultural and language barriers – was in its infancy and Ayesha was one of its first clients, so locked in by her misery that I thought initially I would never reach her. It was an instinctive decision to tell her my story and it worked. She listened and then she told me in turn about her life – raped by her brother when she was eight, betrayed by her mother who knew but turned a blind eye, forced into a marriage that she fled from. As she laid down each awful, agonising incident for our inspection she found she could let it go. She saw her past through my horrified eyes and it lost its hold on her. She realised, as I had done, that she was the victim not the perpetrator of a crime.


      I was Ayesha’s turning point and knowing that has shaped my life. I realised that in listening to her, bearing witness to her suffering, I had made her feel valued as an individual, possibly for the first time. I watched that feeling change her, so that she began to believe in herself, to see she had a future – even one she might enjoy. I knew then that I had found Karma Nirvana’s purpose: supporting women like Ayesha – whose suffering so often makes mine a pale shadow – is the cornerstone of everything I do. 


      But I have also tried to batter down the wall of secrecy. I realised that by staying silent, women like Ayesha and me were making it impossible for anyone to help and I wanted to change that. I started journeying across the country telling my story, and that of other women like me, time and again. It wasn’t always easy. With your head above the parapet, you feel very alone. I often felt exposed and scared. 


      Two years ago the publication of my autobiography, Shame, brought publicity to my campaign. Invitations to speak to the very people I wanted to reach – the police, health workers, social workers: all the people on the front-line – poured in so fast that at times now my working life feels like a blur of conference platforms, station platforms, new faces and places. ­Sometimes I arrive home late, and struggle to find anything left inside myself to give my children. I am often tired, but I am also empowered by the fact that people are listening. They have woken up to the fact that forced marriage, honour-based violence and murders in the name of honour are not confined to far-off, foreign countries: they happen right here, in Britain; perhaps in the house next door. 


      Shame also gave people the courage to come forward and ask for help. Calls to Karma Nirvana tripled, almost overnight, and they have never fallen back again. Each new day brings with it women – and increasingly men – who say that they read the book and realised for the first time that they are not alone; that there are people out there who will understand what they have been through. I listen to those stories – more than even I imagined – told by women who have been drugged, beaten, imprisoned, raped and terrorised within the walls of the homes they grew up in. I meet women whose families treat them like slaves. I listen and I am humbled by their resilience. I feel privileged to hear these stories and proud to stand beside those who tell them as they set down the burden of the past and start to rebuild their lives. I draw strength and inspiration from their courage. 


      My decision to write Shame, to lift the veil of secrecy that cloaked my family, was not taken lightly – I knew it would extinguish all hope of reconciliation between us – but it has been vindicated by all the people who have said to me: ‘I read your story and it gave me permission to tell mine.’ You will find some of those people here, in these pages. Some of them are very dear to me: they have become, in a way I could never have anticipated, the sisters I lost, the aunties my children never had. 


As I see it now, Shame was a catalyst: it paved the way for these, the stories of the Daughters of Shame that I’ve been waiting to tell.










Chapter 1


Sometimes I lie awake at night thinking about Uzma Rahan. In the photograph I’ve seen of her she looks so confident with her gold jewellery and her full red lips and her coloured hair. ‘Flashy,’ my mum would have said, the corners of her mouth turning down in disapproval. I don’t agree: to me she looks beautiful and bold. But that’s not how I see her as I stare into the darkness, trying to lie still, fighting the temptation to toss and turn. Lying there in the silence of the night, I see what the policemen would have seen when they found her in her bedroom, four weeks after she died.


      I try shutting my eyes against the image but it’s no good because it’s inside me, it’s what my imagination conjured from the horrific details I know to be true. There must be scene-of-crime photographs showing what Uzma Rahan’s body looked like but Detective Inspector Brent Hyatt didn’t put them in his presentation; there are some things that even delegates to a police conference aren’t strong enough to see. But he did describe what happened: Uzma was battered to death by a baseball bat wielded by her husband, who had bought it specifically for the purpose. Forensics saw evidence of twenty-three blows. 


      What could anybody do to deserve that? 


      Uzma wasn’t born here – she came to Manchester from Pakistan for an arranged marriage with her first cousin, Rahan Arshad – but she liked Britain and she quickly adapted: she got part-time jobs as a beautician and a dinner lady, she cut her hair, she started wearing fitted, western clothes. She was an ordinary woman just like any one of us except, perhaps, she was gutsier, greedier for life than most. 


      But then allegedly she started having an affair. She tried to keep it secret but according to the papers everybody knew about it; it was reported that her lover’s wife even sent a text message to Pakistan telling Uzma’s family there. Her husband, Rahan Arshad, hadn’t liked the make-up and the tight clothes and the admiring glances that she drew from men, but it was the affair that drove him to divorce her and sell the family home and by the time Uzma was thirty she was destitute and living with her three children in a council house. 


      If only she’d stayed there she might still be alive, that’s what I keep thinking. 


      But she didn’t. A year or so later, her husband bought a new house and asked her to move back in with him and attempt a reconciliation, and she agreed even though she foresaw the danger. ‘Count the days until he kills me,’ she said to her brother, even as she packed her bags. She knew he would want to revenge himself on her, but she can’t have thought, even for a second, that he would harm their children otherwise she would have stayed in her council house. That’s what I think. 


      Brent showed pictures of the children in his presentation – posed school photographs for which some teacher had hurriedly smoothed their hair down, told them to smile. I was in the front row and I sat there looking at them – such young, trusting, eager-to-please faces – and tears that I didn’t even try to stop streamed down my cheeks. Uzma’s husband, their father, killed all three. 


      He killed Uzma in the bedroom and then he went downstairs to the living room and called the children down, one by one. The oldest of them, an eleven-year-old boy, was dressed in his football strip; the next one down, aged eight, was wearing his Spiderman outfit. Their little sister, Henna, was only six. In the paper it said that two of them had wristbands on, tight strips of plastic that had given them access to rides at a funfair in Blackpool where they’d all been on a family outing the day before they died. I bet it was the boys that were wearing them; little Henna wouldn’t have been tall enough to go on most of those rides. 


      Lying in bed in the dark, I hope against all hope that of the three children, she died first. 


      What must they have heard and seen? What unimaginable terror must they have felt as they crouched upstairs, pressed against the wall, blocking their ears against the sound of blows and yet straining to hear, waiting their turn. Three such young, innocent lives lost, for what? 


      ‘I had to stamp out that fucking bitch’s bloodline,’ I’ve been told that’s what Arshad said.










Chapter 2


The vision I first had for Karma Nirvana was very straightforward and – now I look back on it – almost innocent. I was inspired by the terrible death of my sister Robina, who burnt herself to death to escape her husband. It seemed to me then that hers was a uniquely awful fate; I didn’t know as I do now that desperate women like Robina – and terrified women like Uzma – exist across Britain, often in cities I know like the back of my hand. But I did think there would be other women like my mum. She was my other inspiration: she spent four decades in Derby but never learnt a word of English. Mum died a stranger in the land she lived in but never called home. 


      In the years after they died, still raw with the loss of them, I was driven by pain and guilt. I was unable to reconcile myself to the fact that I didn’t avert Robina’s agonising death. I wanted to, I tried to, but Robina wouldn’t listen to me because I’d been disowned. When I ran away from home, desperate to avoid the marriage that Mum and Dad were trying to force me into, my mum declared that I was dead to them. Since then I’ve been an outcast in my own family and, as such, my opinion didn’t – doesn’t – carry any weight. 


      As for Mum: she died without ever saying she was proud of me. I chose to embrace the freedom offered by the country that she brought me up in and although I don’t regret that, I was struggling with the fact that she left me feeling I had disappointed her. By living the life I wanted, I had let her down. 


      Out of this morass of emotion came my vision for a charity that would help women like Robina and my mum, women whose lives were being blighted by cultural and language difficulties. Karma Nirvana was in their honour and their memory so I set it up in Derby, their home town and mine. Looking back now I realise I had no idea of the scale of the problem I was tapping into, I wasn’t even sure what problems I was going to find. But I didn’t have to wait long to find out; it very quickly became clear that, time and again, the women who came to us for help were suffering honour-based violence – appalling cruelty meted out by whole families, not just by their husbands – and forced marriage.


      What struck me as I sat with those women and listened to them – hijabs pulled close around their bruises, faces taut with misery, voices strained – is how young they were. They came to us as battered wives but they were barely more than children. Children who must have known of or suspected their fate before it happened, but who had no idea of where to turn for help. That’s why, when I began working to get Karma Nirvana’s name and its intentions known, schools were one of my early targets and that hasn’t changed.


      I keep in touch with all the schools in our locality; I ask to speak to the person in charge of child protection and try to make them aware of the issues surrounding teenage girls and forced marriage. It’s not always easy. A lot of the schools don’t want anything to do with me. They say the things I’m talking about are ‘culturally sensitive’ and they don’t want to upset parents. One headteacher went so far as to say, ‘We don’t have anything like that here, we’re a progressive school.’ And I wanted to say, ‘Oh yes? Well what about the girl who was strangled by her brother while her mother sat on her legs? Murdered by her own family because they thought she was pregnant by a man she wasn’t married to. She went to your school didn’t she?’ I wanted to say that, but over the years I’ve learnt it’s sometimes sensible to hold your tongue. 


      It was through a school elsewhere that I met Sanah. Heather Jackson, the deputy headmistress of the school she was at, rang me up to talk about three of her year ten girls, all of them aged fifteen.


      ‘Sanah is the one I’m really worried about,’ she said. ‘The other two, Rashpal and Kuljit, just seem disaffected. They all used to be keen students with flashes of real promise but now they’re bolshy; it’s as if their enthusiasm is being squeezed out of them bit by bit. I’d appreciate some insight into what’s going on at home, and I’d really like a bit of input from someone who understands their cultural background more than I do, Jasvinder. As I see it, the problem for all three of them is that they need to be teenagers, but they come from families where that doesn’t seem to be allowed.’ 


      I agreed to go into the school and talk to them. I went one day in late May; Heather greeted me warmly and ushered me into her office, a small room with a couple of desks in it and a whole wall of books and files. I sat down and then I heard her heels tip-tapping down the corridor as she went to get the girls.


      ‘Rashpal, Kuljit and Sanah,’ she said moments later as the trio stood bunched in the doorway, staring at their feet. Sanah and the other two had long hair that flopped forward, screening their faces so all I could really see was the tops of their heads. Heather shot me an encouraging glance and then closed the door. Keeping their eyes downcast, they shuffled forward to sit in the chairs I’d placed opposite mine. As they sat down all three slid backwards, moving their seats as far away from me as the confined space allowed. There was an awkward silence, broken by a snort of laughter from the one in the middle, Kuljit. Hands flew up to faces, all three suppressed conspiratorial smiles.


      Where to begin with them? I cleared my throat. 


      ‘Miss Jackson thought you might like to talk to me?’


      Silence.


      ‘Do you know why?’


      Muffled giggles.


      ‘Did she tell you anything about me?’


      ‘That you know my dad.’ The words were muttered so quietly that I couldn’t be sure who said them, but I think it was Rashpal, the tallest of the three who was sitting on the right.


      I stopped, nonplussed. ‘What makes you say that? What do you think I’m doing here?’


      Heads stayed firmly down. Kuljit doodled on the back of her hand with a biro. Sanah chewed the skin at the edge of her thumbnail.


      ‘Come on, you may as well tell me, we can’t just sit here. Who do you think I am?’


      There was another long silence before Rashpal, speaking even more quietly than before, said, ‘You’re a friend of my dad’s. We know he sent you.’


      ‘I’m not, I . . .’


      ‘Well you must know someone who knows him, you’re in the network.’


      ‘I’m not part of the network, I can promise you that. The charity I run, Karma Nirvana, helps women overcome cultural and language barriers. Most of the women who contact us are south Asian, a lot of them are very young, like you. A lot of them are being abused at home by their families, or their in-laws. Some of them are afraid of being forced into marriages. Some of them are . . .’


      ‘Excuse me, Miss, could I ask you something,’ said Sanah, looking at me for the first time. She was much the smallest of the three, hardly bigger than a child, but I was struck by the fact that she looked older than her years, and careworn. She had none of a young girl’s bloom. Her face, framed by her hijab, was dominated by the biggest brown eyes you’ve ever seen. ‘Can we go outside for a minute because the thing is,’ she bent down and, with a broad grin, produced a packet of ten Marlboros from her sock, ‘I need a smoke.’


      Rashpal and Kuljit backed her up with a chorus of, ‘Oh yes, Miss, please Miss.’ I hesitated, gauging the tightrope I had to walk in order to maintain control without increasing the hostility of this close-knit gang of three. How to win their trust? I thought back to my teenage self and was suddenly caught – almost smothered – by the memory of longing to live a normal teenage life. 


      ‘Do you know what?’ I said, and even to me my voice sounded firmer and more confident. ‘When I was about your age I came home from school one day and my mum showed me this photograph. She said, “Look here, this is the man you are going to marry. What do you think?” I can remember that day as if it were yesterday. The man had a really stupid haircut, and he was much smaller than me but that wasn’t the point. The point was, I was fifteen and I didn’t want to marry anybody.’


      Sanah had hidden her cigarettes again and all three were looking at me now with genuine interest. I could tell by their body language – leaning back in their seats, still keeping a distance between us – that they weren’t yet prepared to trust me but they had definitely dropped their guard a little.


      ‘What did you do?’ asked Kuljit.


      So I told them. About running away and being disowned and struggling to make a life without any support from my family; about bringing up my children on my own. I told them about Robina burning herself to death because she was so unhappy in her marriage. They were really shocked by that. Even now, months later, I can remember how they edged their chairs forward as they listened. It was as if they were being physically drawn in by my words. And they had questions, so many questions. ‘What did you live on?’, ‘How did you manage without your mum?’, ‘Do you miss your family still?’ They were all talking together and butting in and a couple of times I had to say, ‘Please, wait your turn, I can’t hear any of you when you all speak at the same time.’ 


      I’m not sure who started it, but gradually a few bits and pieces from their own lives started trickling out. The slap from a brother, ‘because he saw me talking to a boy. We were talking about homework!’ The confiscation of mobile phones, ‘I’ve told her, I’ve said, “Mum, everybody has one.” But she knows it’s just the white kids.’ And then, suddenly, there was this from Rashpal: 


      ‘You know when you were locked in your room, right? Well that’s what happens to me. Every night. Someone told my mum I’ve got a boyfriend. But I don’t. I never did. I keep telling her but she won’t believe me. Soon as I get back from school she locks me in my room and I have to have my meals in there, I’m not even allowed down to eat with the family.’ 


      And all at once Sanah and Kuljit were chipping in with, ‘That’s right Miss’ and ‘My mum did that to me too once but only for a couple of days.’ The details were pouring out but they were talking to each other as much as to me; sharing long-protected secrets. It was frustrating. Having won their trust I realised there was nothing I could do with it while I had to contend with them as a trio. By the time Heather Jackson returned a few minutes later, I’d made a decision.


      ‘Yes, I think it has gone well.’ I glanced quickly round for affirmation and was pleased to see all three of them nodding. ‘But I think it would be even more constructive if I could talk to each of them on their own. What do you think?’ The three girls looked at one another but, ignoring Heather’s questioning gaze, none of them spoke.


      ‘I don’t see why not,’ Heather said, checking her watch. ‘Right, Rashpal, Kuljit. Will you go back to your classroom, please. Sanah, are you happy to stay here and talk to Jasvinder on your own?’


      Taking her non-committal shrug to be assent, Heather ushered Rashpal and Kuljit out of the room, and I turned back to Sanah who, having lost the support of her friends, seemed newly shy. I reached across to still her hands which were pulling at the sleeves of her sweatshirt, rolling them down below her wrists. 


      I left my hand where it was, pinning her small, hot fists in her lap and said, ‘So, tell me a bit about yourself. Tell me about your family.’ 


      ‘My family? That’s some story,’ she said, looking up at me and rolling her eyes, making it a melodrama, as if I was sitting there waiting to be entertained. I look back at that afternoon and I’m amazed she found the courage to share so much.


      ‘I’d like to hear about your family,’ I said, dead serious.


      She looked me straight in the eye and I could feel her mood change. ‘You won’t tell my dad I told you?’


      ‘I won’t tell him, I promise.’


      ‘You don’t know him, right? You did say you don’t know him?’


      ‘I don’t know him or – as far as I’m aware – anyone who knows him. This is just between you and me, Sanah.’


      ‘That’s okay then. It’s just that me and the others, we thought our dads sent you to find out what we’re thinking; if we’re up to anything.’


      ‘This is nothing to do with your dad. Heather Jackson asked me to come because she’s worried about you – you and the others. She says you are bright intelligent girls who are not getting any work done. She thought there must be a reason for it. She thought you might like to talk to someone.’


      ‘What’s the point of getting my work done, when I’m just going to fuck off and marry some Paki?’ Sanah spat the words out.


      I looked at her questioningly, hoping she’d carry on.


      She avoided my gaze, turning to look through the window, feigning interest in the empty playground. ‘I think my mum and dad are planning to get me married off to someone in Pakistan. That’s what they done with my older sister and I think that’s what they’re going to do with me. I’m the next in line.’


      She looked up and examined my face as if checking to see if I found this credible. What she saw must have convinced her that I did, because she went on, ‘I’ve only told this to one person before you, you know.’


      ‘Who was that?’ 


      ‘My best friend. I told her because one day a whole lot of us were sitting on the games field and one of my friends shouts out, “Who thinks they are going to get married first?” So my other friend looks at me and straight away she says, “Sanah, I think Sanah will get married first.” I didn’t say anything because I thought that was right and I wished it wasn’t, but all the others were going, “Is that right, Sanah, do you think so?”’ She pushed her fingers – stubby, ink-stained, child’s fingers – into her eyes to stop the tears. The skin around her nails was chewed raw. ‘I still can’t forget that conversation, it made me feel so different. It made me feel really alone.’ 


      ‘And what did your best friend do?’ I prompted. 


      ‘I asked for her advice. Afterwards, I asked her what she’d do, and she said, “if I was you I’d do it, I think you should go through with it.” Tears were running down Sanah’s cheeks now, and she swallowed hard to get rid of the sob that was threatening to choke her. ‘My mum is scary, she has mood swings and she’s very controlling. If I tell her I got in trouble at school and say it wasn’t my fault, she doesn’t believe me. She always says it was my fault.’


      Sanah stopped talking and gave a heavy sigh and at that moment she looked so young, so child-like, that I felt a stab of fury at the thought of her being pushed into a loveless marriage, her childhood cut short for the sake of her family’s status. Her pause was filled with the clamour of the bell, followed instantly by the sound of doors opening, voices loud with the pleasure of release, the clatter of dozens of pairs of eager feet. 


      ‘Dinner time,’ Sanah said, as if these noises needed ­explanation.


      I nodded. ‘Do you like school? Do you want to go to college?’


      She cocked her head to one side, considering the question. ‘I’ve been really bad in school. I’ve got excluded loads of times. I’ve got lots of detentions. But . . .’ she stopped and grinned at me. ‘School is the best, it’s heaven. When I step into the school grounds in the morning I think “YES”. It’s just me and I can be whatever I want. I love it. School is my time for enjoying myself . . . Do you remember the six week holiday? Did you have that? To me that’s a killer because home is so tight. I’m not allowed to go out. I’m not allowed to wear western clothes. Six boring weeks with no music, no EastEnders, no English programmes. All we can watch is Bollywood movies.’


      After this burst of enthusiasm, she fell silent.


      ‘What do you think your mum wants for you?’ I asked her.


      There was another sudden mood switch, another heavy sigh.


      ‘She has low expectations for all of us girls. My brother, she strokes him and says, “You are my son and you are going to go to work and make me proud of you,” but she doesn’t want that for us. If she sees me sitting in the living room with a book out she says, “You’re not going to sit in an office or do A levels so what you got a book out for?” I even get told off for reading the Harry Potter book. I do my homework when my dad is there because he’s really supportive, he wants me to have an education. He always says, “Look the teacher in the eye; make sure she knows you’re paying attention”. He wants me to do well­—’


      She stopped, brought up short by her own confusion. Her voice had softened at the mention of her father and I could sense her wrestling with the fact that this man whom she obviously loved dearly, whom she trusted and respected, now seemed to be betraying her.


      ‘He’s always wanted me to do well, that’s what I don’t understand. That’s why I said to him, about the marriage, “Why are you doing this? This is not like you.” And he said, “Well, look, I’ll have a conversation with your mum and see what she says.” So, he had that conversation and afterwards it was like talking to a different person, even his tone of voice was different. It was all flat and expressionless. He just said, “You’ve got to get married.” That’s all he’d say—’


      The look she gave me was almost challenging.


      ‘He’s my dad and he’s really understanding, but I’ve never had the courage to look him in the eye. Can you believe that? It’s like this fear I’ve been brought up with, it’s a kind of respect but it’s more fear really.’


      I nodded and as I did so Sanah’s face was blotted out by an image of my own dad. I saw him standing by the back door of our house in Dale Road; in my mind’s eye he was leaning against the door frame enjoying the evening sun before he set off for the night shift at the foundry. I saw him smoking a cigarette, his hand cupped round it in that distinctive way he had. It was such a vivid image that I could almost smell the smoke, sharp and tangy against the sweeter smell of the hair oil that he always wore. I felt the hairs on my arms stand up, and I cleared my throat loudly, almost afraid that I might speak to him. I forced myself to focus on Sanah.


      ‘When was your sister married?’ I asked her.


      She thought for a minute. ‘We went in the summer holidays and when we came back I’d missed two weeks of school. At the time we thought we were just going on a holiday. Even when my dad took my sister off to buy new dresses she didn’t catch on. It wasn’t until we’d been there about two weeks that the marriage preparations started: my aunties were cooking all this Asian food and big crates of Coke and juice were coming into the house and that’s when my dad told my sister she was getting married.’


      ‘How old was she?’ I asked her.


      ‘Raveeda was eighteen and really didn’t want to go through with it.’ Sanah was leaning in towards me now, caught up in her story, her eyes wide as saucers. ‘She was screaming and crying out, “No Dad, I don’t want to get married.” Then suddenly my dad was shouting and yelling. She was so terrified . . .’ Sanah paused and looked right past me as if she could see, over my left shoulder, her sister’s tear-stained face, the panic in her eyes, the way she flattened herself against the wall, and the icy rage in her father’s eyes. I felt my own skin prickle. ‘It was scary to witness that,’ Sanah said so softly it was as if, for that moment, she was talking to herself. ‘My mum could be like that and it would be quite normal for her, it wouldn’t have affected me in any way, but my dad is a softer person, he’s very gentle. For him to do that was very surprising.’


      ‘Had she met the man that she was going to marry?’ I felt a twinge of shame at the note of urgency in my question. In all the years I’ve been listening to these stories, supporting the women who tell them to me, I’ve never managed to detach myself; my mind always flits back to the photograph on my mum’s mantelpiece, the stranger who was earmarked for me. It can make me feel guilty, survivor’s guilt I suppose: my sisters all went through with the marriages my parents made for them, but I escaped. Why should I have been the one to cheat my destiny? 


      ‘She’d seen him, that was all. Her in-laws came to the house and when this lad came in my mum whispered, “What do you think of him then?” She should have guessed then that she was getting married because that was the opposite of how Mum was normally. Normally she was more like, “Get away from him, he’s single,” even if she saw you talking to a cousin. 


      ‘How long did your sister have to stay in Pakistan?’


      ‘It must have been about six months. We came back home after the engagement party and it was only my dad who was there with her for the ruksat. That was filmed and we used to watch the video at our house. It made me so sad, I’d be crying inside when we watched it. My sister, you see her holding onto my dad, crying her eyes out. There’s no sound on the film, but it’s so easy to read her lips. You can see her saying, “Please don’t leave us here.” My dad’s saying, “Don’t worry, it will be all right.” He and my mum didn’t care about them being unhappy. When she got raped by her husband she told my dad, and he said, “That’s not rape, it’s a husband’s right.” That was his answer; I was really shocked to hear it.’ Sanah’s voice was fading to a whisper and I had to strain to hear her final sentence. ‘It scared me, Jasvinder. I don’t want to go through that.’


      The clangour of the bell startled both of us. The noise from the playground – which had seemed a distant hum while Sanah was spilling out the sad details of her sister’s unhappiness – grew louder as the kids began pouring back into the building. The room seemed to vibrate slightly as dozens of pairs of feet thudded down the corridor. 


      ‘You understand what I’m on about don’t you?’ Her voice was still so low that she could have been speaking to herself. Perhaps she was. But she turned her attention back to me as she said, ‘I’m afraid, Jasvinder. Really scared.’


      ‘I do understand.’


      ‘I came downstairs one night at about eleven o’clock; I didn’t know anybody else was still awake until I saw a light on in the living room. The door was half shut but I stopped just beside it and I could hear them talking. It was Mum, Dad and my oldest sister. I heard my mum say, “We’ll take her off to Pakistan and get her married.” Then my sister said, “But what will you do if she runs away?”


      Sanah looked drained and exhausted.


      ‘My dad said, “I will not let the shadow of dishonour settle on my family.” His voice was so hard and cold when he said it Jasvinder, it really frightened me. It wasn’t like him. Me and my dad have always had a special relationship. I was brought up to be scared of him but he was always special to me—’ Her voice tailed away again and we sat silent for a minute. Sanah was chewing at her fingernails. 


      ‘I just know it’s nearly time for me. They want me married now,’ she said eventually.


      ‘Okay.’ Sanah’s pallor told me it was time to stop talking. I was tired too. I felt battered by the cruel realities of this child’s life. ‘Now you have told us we can look after you. Here is my number, you can call me whenever you need to. I’d like to speak to Miss Jackson before I go. Do you know where I’d find her?’ Sanah stood up and at full height she looked half the size of my Maria, who was only eleven then. She seemed so young and so vulnerable that I stood up too and hugged her. As she melted into me – so desperate for love and reassurance – I wished I could take her home.


      Some time later – in one of the many, many conversations I’ve had with Sanah – I asked her if she had ever considered going to the police when she was living at home and frightened.


      ‘The police?’ There was an incongruously adult note to her contempt. It’s surprised me several times when we’ve been talking about the things she’s been through. 


      ‘Shall I tell you about the police? They came round to my sister’s place with my dad when I was there. My dad had been round before hammering on the door and kicking at it but I wouldn’t talk to him, so he reported me missing and came back with the police.’ Her cheeks were flushed with anger and she was rushing the words out, almost tripping over them in her haste. 


      ‘There were two police officers, an Asian guy and a white guy who was with him, but he didn’t speak to me. The Asian guy said he wanted to talk to me alone and I thought that was good. But when I said to him, “They’re trying to force me into marriage and I don’t want to go home, please don’t make me go home,” he turned round and said, “You and I both know this is what happens in Asian families. I think you should go home and go through with it.” He was the first adult I dared speak to about it and that’s what he said.’










Chapter 3


Nowadays more than fifty-five per cent of the agency calls we get at Karma Nirvana are from police officers, either making referrals or wanting advice or information. Increasingly we are asked to go and address police forces, to explain the issues surrounding forced marriage and honour-based violence; as I write this there is a list of twenty-two forces waiting to hear my presentation. Because the police are such important allies, I never refuse.


      I always start off by talking a bit about my own experience, but as the years have gone by I’ve added the stories of other women who have suffered and – in the most shocking cases – died in the name of honour. Heshu Yones was one of the first I knew about and to my mind is still one of the most terrible. Heshu was sixteen and had everything to live for. I’ve seen photographs of her at her comprehensive school, laughing with her friends. I’ve seen photographs of her lolling on her bed at home, smiling into the camera, surrounded by the paraphernalia of teenage life. She was beautiful, vibrant, intelligent – and now she’s dead. Her father killed her. He stabbed her seventeen times before slitting her throat and leaving her to bleed to death in the bathroom of their council flat in Acton. The knife he used was twisted, bent, and the tip of it was broken off with the ferocity of his attack. 


      The scene-of-crime photographs are almost unbearable. Heshu’s mutilated body, slumped on the bath, looks like a human sacrifice, which in a way I suppose it was. Heshu was sacrificed in the name of honour; killed by her Kurdish Muslim father because – as he saw it – she had shamed him by having the temerity to choose a Christian boyfriend. 


      Heshu knew what the consequences might be; letters read out in court showed that she had already suffered at her father’s hands. One, written in defiance, said, ‘Hey, for an older man you have a good strong punch and kick. I hope you enjoyed testing your strength on me, it was fun being on the receiving end.’ She was frightened for her life long before he came to drag her from her bedroom, knife in hand. She told her teachers at school that she thought she was in danger; three times she sought help from them and three times she somehow got ignored. And then it was too late.


      Detective Inspector Brent Hyatt told me about Heshu at the police conference where we first met. He is part of the Metropolitan Police Serious Crime Directorate and a member of its Honour Killings Working Group; this was the first case of this kind he had to handle. ‘I was innocent then Jasvinder,’ he told me. ‘I thought Heshu’s dad might need protection when people found out what he’d done. I thought someone might try to avenge Heshu’s death and I thought he’d be attacked by the other blokes in prison but I was wrong on both counts. He was congratulated on redeeming the family’s honour and the other Kurds in Belmarsh gave him a hero’s welcome.’


      Brent also told me that Heshu’s father was sentenced to life with a minimum tariff of just eight years before he was considered for release. Apparently the judge said it was ‘a tragic story arising out of irreconcilable cultural differences between traditional Kurdish values and the values of Western society’. As if that was an excuse! To me that’s tantamount to saying that the impulse to kill your daughter in the name of honour is understandable; somehow less appalling than any other kind of murder.


 


Trying to explain the concept of honour is one of the hardest things in my presentation. Asian people don’t question it: they’re swaddled in it from the moment they’re born, it’s as though they absorb it along with their mother’s milk. Honour – izzat – is the cornerstone of the Asian community and since the beginning of time it’s been the job of girls and women to keep it polished. And that’s really hard because so many things can tarnish it. 


      Wearing lipstick, owning a mobile phone, cutting your hair; any of those things could be said to bring dishonour on a family because those are all signs that a girl is getting westernised, which is what Asian families fight so hard against. They’d lock up their daughters for months on end rather than let that happen. When I was a girl my mum was always warning me against white people with their dirty white ways. She slapped me once because I said I’d like to buy a pair of jeans.


      When I finish my presentation, I allow a good half hour for questions and I always need it. A lot of people use me as a confessional. What I’ve said makes them look back on cases they’ve handled in the past and wish they’d acted differently. I remember the chief superintendent of a police force in northern England telling me the story of a young Asian couple he’d dealt with years before. Their families reported them missing and a massive search was launched, he said, with dogs, helicopters, the whole thing. ‘Eventually we tracked them down in London and because they were so young we took them home, even though it wasn’t what they wanted.’ His voice fell away and he said, almost to himself, ‘They begged us not to send them home, she was crying, he was insisting it wasn’t safe and yet we ignored them . . . why?’ His eyes met mine and they were stained with guilt. ‘Until today I never realised what that might have meant to them. I know the boy was sent to India but as for the girl . . . With what I’ve learnt today, I hate to think what happened to her.’ 


      After years of cold calling, hammering on closed doors, sending emails that I could never be sure had been opened, it is gratifying to know that Karma Nirvana’s voice is being heard by the police. Steve Allen, head of the Metropolitan Police Violent Crime Directorate, even came to the office recently to see the project at first hand. It was good to see him here, because he and I had a feisty relationship at the start. I met him when I wrote to the Metropolitan Police Commissioner Sir Ian Blair to complain about how little was being done to combat honour-based violence in this country. When the letter arrived on Steve Allen’s desk he sent for me – and on the day we met, kept me waiting for ten minutes outside his office, just long enough for me to think that he might never come out! We laugh about it now. I’ve heard him say to people: ‘So many letters of complaint land on my desk, but Jasvinder was different – she wouldn’t let go.’ 


      It took me quite some time to persuade him to visit us but eventually he agreed to combine it with talking at a conference on honour-based violence that I organised in Leeds. He looked almost nervous when he arrived in the office; I think he was unsure what to expect. We’re based in a business centre on an ordinary Derby street and there is nothing about the room we work in that immediately suggests the urgency and intensity of the work we carry out each day. I remember him looking round: cream walls, our five desks, the conference table, the tray with kettle, coffee, biscuits, the pin board covered with leaflets and newspaper cuttings. Everything he saw was ordinary and unremarkable. 


      But then he clocked the blue box in its place on top of the filing cabinet by the door. He flashed me a look, eyebrows faintly raised. I shrugged as if to say, ‘Yes, that’s how it is.’ He’s a policeman; there was no need to explain that it’s a panic alarm, that if the button on the top of it is pressed a clutch of his colleagues will be at our door in seconds. It was installed the day after the family of a young woman I’d helped threatened to chop me into little pieces if I didn’t reveal her whereabouts. It was meant as an emergency measure, not something permanent, but each time it’s about to be removed something else unsettling happens and it stays. The staff and I tracked Steve Allen’s gaze as he looked back at it and, just for a second, time froze as we all stood and stared at the innocuous looking thing: our safety net.


      ‘Let’s have a coffee; Anna would you—?’ I said, keen to move the moment on. I felt a little uncertain myself but just as I was wondering how to get the day started one of the phones did the job for me. That call – Shazia took it as I remember – was followed by another and another and another until the day began to blur. Between calls each one of us tried to brief Steve Allen, to put him in the picture about who was on the phone and why, but sometimes there was barely time. ‘That woman,’ I remember saying as I put down the receiver, ‘is eight and a half months pregnant. She already has two children under three. She lives with her in-laws and her husband controls her life completely: she’s not allowed out alone, she’s not allowed to use the telephone, she’s not even allowed to choose what television programmes she watches. She rang once before to discuss the fact she wants to leave him and now she’s going to. She’s asking for refuge provision.’ I broke off to call across to my secretary Anna, ‘We need a place for a pregnant woman with two children from tonight if possible – can you start ringing round?’ Then I turned back to Steve Allen. ‘You know what has finally persuaded her to leave? After the other two babies were born she was expected to resume cooking and cleaning for her husband’s family – seven of them – the day after she got back from hospital. When she complained she was tired her mother-in-law kicked her and within a week her milk had dried up. She says she can’t live through that again.’


      Some of the calls we had that day came from women we know well and have been supporting for some time. There was Aaliyah, mother of five daughters, the eldest of whom told her three years ago that her daddy had been sexually abusing her since she was twelve. Aaliyah’s initial reaction was to shake and slap her daughter, to tell her off for lying, but the girl stood up for herself and refused to retract her claim until eventually Aaliyah believed her and went to the police. That’s when the extended family became involved. ‘Don’t prosecute him.’ ‘Don’t shame us.’ ‘Don’t you see this will dishonour us – and anyway, what harm has been done?’ On and on they went until Aaliyah dropped the charges, a change of heart which left the police feeling understandably frustrated. 
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