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For Natasha, Anna, Ben and Jordan; 


and for Bachanu, a sister lost but now found forever










I have forsaken my house,


I have abandoned my heritage;


I have given the beloved of my soul


into the hands of her enemies.


My heritage has become to me 


Like a lion in the forest,


She has lifted up her voice against me;


Therefore I hate her.


 


Jeremiah xii, 7–8










Author’s Note


In my first book Shame, and the sequel Daughters of Shame, I gave my three children pseudonyms. But as I made the journey that forms the core of this book and wrote about it afterwards, I kept feeling that it was for them. It was our joint heritage that I went looking for, and what I found is a legacy for them as well as me. So this time round, with their permission, I’ve given them their real names: Natasha, Anna and Jordan.










Timeline of Jasvinder’s Life


1951


Chanan Singh arrives in Derby, UK, from Kang Sabhu, Punjab.


1955


Chanan Singh returns to Punjab.


1957


Chanan Singh returns to Derby, bringing wife and family with him.


1965 (September)


Jasvinder born, Derby.


1981 (August)


Jasvinder runs away to Newcastle with Jassey Rattu. Disowned.


1984


Jasvinder marries Jassey. They settle in Bradford.


1985


Natasha born.


1987


Jasvinder and Jassey buy a house in Pudsey, away from Asian area.


1989


Jasvinder’s sister Robina commits suicide.


1990


Jasvinder returns to Derby and buys house with Jassey. 


1991


Jasvinder leaves Jassey.


1992


Mother dies.


1993


Jasvinder marries Rajvinder Sanghera. Anna born. Jasvinder takes A levels.


1994


Karma Nirvana founded. Jasvinder starts degree at Derby University.


1996


Karma Nirvana gets funding from National Lottery.


1997


Jasvinder splits from Rajvinder. Jordan born. Jasvinder graduates from Derby University (First Class Honours), buys her own house in Oakwood (suburb of Derby).


1999


Father dies.


2000


Jasvinder moves back into Asian area of Derby.


2004


Jasvinder moves to village outside Derby.


2007


Shame published. Honour Network Helpline established.


2008


Jasvinder receives Woman of the Year award. The Forced Marriage Act passes into law.


2009


Daughters of Shame published. Jasvinder receives Pride of Britain Award and an Honorary Doctorate from University of Derby. 


2010


Jasvinder and family leave Derbyshire. Later in the year, Jasvinder visits Kang Sabhu.










Prologue


On Saturday mornings when I was a child, after a big family breakfast of curry and chapattis, Dad and I used to drive up to his allotment together. It was on Ascot Drive, at the edge of an industrial area of warehouses and small factories, well away from the busy Asian neighbourhood in the middle of Derby where we lived. As he drove along in the orange Ford Cortina with the black plastic seats and the windscreen wipers that didn’t work, Dad would mutter to himself, nodding and shaking his head as if rationalising things. 


He would mutter even more if Mum had been complaining about him not going to the gurdwara, the Sikh temple at the end of the road where she went every Saturday and most weekdays as well. ‘Why do I need to go there to worship a God I don’t believe in?’ he would say. ‘I leave that to you. Anyway, you only go there to gossip.’ My mother hated it when he said that. She would storm out of the house slamming the door, leaving Dad standing there, his head wobbling.


All week Dad worked nights at the Qualcast foundry up the road, making parts for lawnmowers. So Saturday was his special time. His routine never changed. Every Friday evening he would be down in the Byron pub at the end of our street, drinking and playing cards with his mates, mainly Indian men who spoke Punjabi. Then, after a good night’s sleep and breakfast he would head up to the allotment with me. My sisters could have come as well, if they had wanted to, but they weren’t bothered. I loved it. When Dad said he was going I would always jump up. 


There were two great big rusty iron gates at the entrance, which swung outwards. When we arrived it was my job to get out of the car and pull them open. Once inside, Dad would park the Cortina on the dirt circle and lock the gates again. Then we would walk over together to his patch. It wasn’t a bad size, probably twenty feet by forty, with a shed at one end. On one side there were mounds of soil and then in the middle, all the vegetables Dad was growing. Potatoes, in neat rows. Onions. Radishes, which we would have in our chapattis. Tomatoes. Marrows. Once he grew a marrow so huge that it was the talk of the allotments. I remember him calling people over to look at it.


Dad and I would work together, doing whatever needed to be done. Digging, planting, hoeing, weeding, watering, staking up new plants. It was hard work, but Dad always seemed at his happiest doing it. He came alive up there, getting his hands dirty, working with the soil. 


When we were finished for the day he would sit outside the shed in his battered old deckchair, smoking a cigarette, sipping at a glass of whisky, or desi, the fiery Indian spirit that he and his friends distilled themselves. As the light faded, I sat on the ground beside him, crumbling the loose earth through my fingers as I listened to his stories of the past, the air around us tangy with the smell of leeks and onions. He would tell me about the place he came from, the Punjab. 


‘The breadbasket of India, putt. It covers only one and a half per cent of the surface area of the country, yet it provides two thirds of India’s grain. Remarkable, eh?’ 


Dad would always speak to me in Punjabi, the language we used at home. Even by the end of his life he had only picked up the smattering of English he needed to get by at the factory and on the streets. My mother didn’t speak English at all.


Dad’s village was called Kang Sabhu, and as a child I used to picture it as a bigger version of the allotment, a place where Dad had been happy. On his bit of land, he told me, there was a huge shady tree, where at the end of the day the men would sit and talk, chewing sugar cane and cooling themselves with big wooden fans. 


‘Would I have sat there with you, like I do here?’ I would ask.


‘Goodness me, no. In the daytime, when your chores were done, you might have played under the tree. But in the evening your place would be back home, with the women.’ If Dad had stayed in India, he continued, and I had grown up there, I would have been helping my mother with the household chores, grinding the grain, or perhaps looking after my little sister Lucy, while Mum fetched water from the village well in the big bronze pot that was far too heavy for children to carry. 


Water had been precious then, Dad explained. It wasn’t something that gushed easily out of a tap. Before he left India for good, in the late 1950s, there was no such thing as an irrigation system for the crops. There was the village well and that was that. You walked in the heat across the fields to fetch what water you needed. Ploughing was done with bullocks – and some of them could be stubborn, obstinate creatures, not like the tractors they had over there these days. As for his cows, he would be up early every morning to milk them, before carrying his churns into the village to be sold. ‘I was a milkman in India,’ he used to joke to me.


It was because life had been so hard that Dad decided as a young man to leave India and bring his wife and young family to England, where the story was that the streets were paved with gold: there were jobs that paid good wages, there was free education for children, there was free healthcare – for Dad and his fellow migrants such benefits were very real. As members of the Commonwealth, they would be accorded full rights of residence in the UK. Dad hadn’t imagined he would spend the rest of his life here. His plan was to make money and then return.


Dad wasn’t the only Punjabi who took the initiative to come over to fill the unskilled jobs in industry that there weren’t enough English people to do after the Second World War. He told me how he and the other hopefuls set off from their villages in their crisp white cotton shirts and salwar kameez, the loose, pyjama-like garments worn by Punjabis of both sexes. When they reached the coast, they boarded the boat to England. To keep themselves amused, he and the other men danced the bhangra on deck, the wild traditional dance that was normally part of the celebrations for harvest. Dad played the dhol, the Asian drum, beating out the rhythm. I loved to imagine Dad doing this, with earrings in his ears; it was an image far removed from the quiet and serious man in drab brown clothes I was used to at home.


Of course, when he got to Derby, Dad soon discovered that things were not in fact quite like that ‘paved with gold’ fairy tale. There were, as promised, jobs at the foundries, but finding a place to stay wasn’t easy. What he and his friends had heard about the UK was one thing; on the ground they were not as welcome as they had expected. Landlords were unwilling to rent to people of colour. There were signs in the windows of guest houses that read NO IRISH, NO BLACKS. People stopped talking when they went into shops or pubs. Even though Dad came from India he was lumped together with all the other Asian immigrants as a ‘Paki’. Once, he was even ordered off a bus. 


For the first five years he was on his own over here. He had left my mother back in Kang Sabhu. She was his second wife, the younger sister of his first, who had died from a snakebite. As was the custom, Mum had no choice in the matter of her life partner. At the age of fifteen she was told that this was the man she was going to marry, her dead sister’s husband. As well as Dad, she also took on the care of the child from that first marriage, a little girl called Bachanu (in Punjabi pronounced Budge-en-or).


When Mum finally came over to the UK, late in the 1950s, she brought the three children she’d had with my father: Prakash, Ginda and my brother Balbir. Bachanu was left behind; by that stage she was married, so there was no question of her coming too. Instead she stayed with her new husband, Gurdial, in India. In my mind, she was always an intriguing mystery. I had once seen a black and white photo of her, but what was she really like? ‘You’ll meet her one day,’ my father told me. He meant, of course, when I got married and, like the rest of my sisters, was taken back to the Punjab by my mother for the traditional wedding celebrations. 


But then, as I have described in my book Shame, I never did get married to the man my parents intended me for, the man who stood in the middle of the group of other strangers in the photograph on the mantelpiece, the man who was shorter than me, whose name I never knew. At the age of fifteen-and-three-quarters I ran away from home with Jassey, a Sikh of a different, lower caste from us jatts – a chamar. By doing that I disgraced myself in the eyes of my family and my community. I never saw Kang Sabhu and I never met Bachanu. 


As for Dad, though he had always planned to go back to Kang Sabhu one day to live, things didn’t work out that way. When he and my mother had finally married off all their other six daughters and their one son, they were faced with a new responsibility: Sunny, the young son of my older sister Robina, who tragically committed suicide by setting herself on fire. Sunny brought both my parents much happiness in their final years, but he also put paid to any idea they might have had of going back to India for good. 
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Dad was an old man before he returned to Kang Sabhu, even for a holiday. When he did, he took Sunny with him and the visit was a great success. Everyone in the village came out to meet them and they celebrated his return with a great feast. I would love to have been there with them, to have seen that oft-imagined landscape of my childhood in my father’s company, to have stood together under that shady tree where he and his friends sat chatting in the evening. My mother had died by then, and I was back on some sort of speaking terms with him; but it still took me weeks to pluck up the courage to ask him whether I could go too. When I did his answer was all too clear. ‘Shame travels, Jasvinder,’ was the English version of his words. In Punjabi it came out longer. ‘I can’t do that,’ he said. ‘If you go with me, people will find out what you did. And when they do, your shame – your bezti – will taint them over there, too. I cannot be a party to that. You don’t do our shame over in India like you have here in the UK.’


My father had no malice in his voice when he said these words, but for me it was as if a big door had finally been closed, right in front of me. Was I really so bad, twenty years after I’d been disowned, that I was still not worthy to sit among our Indian relatives and be accepted?


At another level, of course, I did understand. How could he explain who I was? Where was my husband? Why had I never been to India to get married like the others? Where did I sit in the order of things? I could imagine the questions flooding in and poor Dad struggling to answer them. But I still felt cheated.


I have no doubt my father loved me. But the only way he could have taken me out to India to show me off would have been if I was married to the man I’d been promised to. That doesn’t bear thinking about. By now I would have had five of his children round my ankles and had to invite half his family over to the UK to live. I would probably be going out to India to arrange my own children’s marriages, just as my mother did, the proud matriarch from England, with honour intact. I’m sure they would have been in demand, too, with their British passports the main draw.


After Dad came back from India I asked him about his trip; he told me how much he had enjoyed being there, how happy he was to have seen Bachanu again after so many years.


‘Dad,’ I asked, ‘why didn’t you go back to India before?’


‘Because you were all born here. We had to stay.’


‘Would you go back now?’ 


‘I can’t,’ he replied, and there were tears in his eyes.


Later I asked him whether if he went again he would consider taking me, but his answer was the same. He could never go with me to India, he said. As it happened, that visit with Sunny was his last. He died in Dale Road, Derby, a couple of years later, far away from that shady tree and Kang Sabhu. 










Chapter 1


A strange thing happened to me as I checked into the flight at Heathrow this morning. I was showing my passport and boarding card to the security official, on my way to put my hand luggage through the scanner. She was Asian, good-looking, in her mid-thirties, I would guess. She looked at my passport and then back up at me. For a moment I thought there was a problem. 


Then: ‘Jasvinder Sanghera,’ she said. ‘You saved my life.’


I thought, What?


She said, ‘I read your book Shame and because of your story I found the courage to leave my husband. He would have killed me if I hadn’t gone.’


I was so taken aback, I didn’t know what to say. There were people waiting in the queue behind me, but this passport officer didn’t seem to mind about that. She said, ‘I was born in England. I was forced to marry this man. My parents took me to Toronto for the wedding. He was awful, abusive and bullying. It was horrific. There were so many times when I thought I was going to die.’


She reeled off this story to me and I just stood there. Then she said, ‘I follow you in the news. You must keep doing what you’re doing, because you save lives.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. I had no idea what else to say. She had the most beautiful broad smile and I couldn’t imagine her ever being in a place where she feared death. I gave her my card and told her to get in touch. Even as I was aware that we were holding people up and I had to get on the plane, I wanted to see her again, to hear her story properly. Maybe she could testify for me, or get involved with Karma Nirvana, the charity I set up in 1994, which is dedicated to helping victims and survivors of forced marriage and honour-based violence. 


I pressed her hand and went on through to Security. I felt recharged. I was thinking, This is what it’s all about. This is why I go on doing what I do.


I do find it hard to switch off sometimes. Once through Security, walking around the duty free area on my way to the boarding gate, I noticed, as I always do in airports, lots of young Asian girls. It sounds ridiculous, but I always want to go up to them and ask them if they’re OK. There they are with their parents or families and probably it’s my imagination working overtime. They’re most likely going off on a perfectly innocent holiday. But I still find myself looking hard at their faces and wondering if they’re all right. Because if they are going to be taken back to India or Pakistan for a forced marriage, it’s their families that will be taking them. 


Obviously it’s not my place to go up to them, but I did the next best thing, which was to put Karma Nirvana stickers on the backs of doors in every toilet that I could see at the airport. So what if I get caught, I thought. If we save just one more girl from a life of misery, that’s enough for me.


 Once we were actually up in the air it was really strange. I felt like I was reliving the experience of my sisters, making this same journey to India to be married all those years before. I felt as if I was in the seat with Ginda and Yasmin and Robina and Lucy. I started to feel frustrated on their behalf. I was thinking, Why didn’t they go and tell somebody what was happening – one of the stewardesses or something? But no. They were just fifteen or sixteen, still children really. Mum was a powerful woman; she only had to give you one glance for you to know you couldn’t say anything. My sisters would have been next to her on the plane, and she would have made very sure they were going to get there in one piece – a prize to be taken home and wed.


 


While Dad only dreamed of returning, Mum used to go to India every year; generally around October, which was the best time of year to travel to the Punjab, when the days were still pleasantly warm, but the nights were cooler. She would go on her own and return home laden with suitcases crammed with treasures. Dad would pick her up from the airport, and as she stepped out of the Ford Cortina and came through the front door of our little house in Normanton Road, she would bring the smell of India with her: a spicy mix of cumin and coriander, turmeric and cardamom, sandalwood, Neem hair oil and who knew what else. It hung heavily on the air of any room she stepped into. It was weeks before it was finally gone. 


 We four younger daughters – Yasmin, Robina, Lucy and I, the ones who had been born in the UK – would sit in a row on the sofa bed in the front room, eyes wide as saucers as Mum squatted on her heels beside her great big cases and started bringing out what she’d brought back: yards and yards of silks, unravelling through her fingers in brilliant colours, purples and scarlets and greens and yellows like you’d never see at home. Then scarves and saris decorated with the most beautiful embroidery: birds, flowers, intricate leaf patterns. I longed to reach out and touch them, to feel the gorgeous fabrics between my fingers. But I knew Mum wouldn’t like that, so I kept my hands where they were, trapped safe under my legs. 


 Then came items for the kitchen: special stainless-steel plates and cups that shone like silver, Indian cooking implements, and food that Mum couldn’t get here in the UK: big tins of ghee and jars of mango pickle that would be stacked on a high shelf and eked out over months for special occasions. There were strange orange sticks that looked to me like strips of bark, which Mum and Dad used to clean their teeth. There was jewellery: heavy gilt necklances, bracelets glittering with semi-precious stones, rings, anklets. Mum pulled them all out and they sat there like a sparkling puddle in her lap. She tried one on, knocking her bun crooked in her eagerness.


‘Just wait until your Auntie Zeeta sees me wearing this,’ she said, holding out her arms so we could all admire a string of amethysts glinting over her tired old cardigan. 
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She would talk more on the evening of her arrival than she normally did in a week. The words just kept pouring out: where she’d bought this, the price she’d paid for that, the scandalous amount she’d been charged for a lassi – us kids just sank back and luxuriated in her happiness. Dad would be there too, of course, polishing his glasses, head nodding from side to side as he listened in silence.


When Mum had finished setting everything out, transforming the dull brown carpet in our front room into something from a distant and wondrous world, Dad said, ‘Better than the bazaar, eh, girls?’ and we all smiled back at him, even though we had no idea what the bazaar looked like. All we knew was the Co-op at the end of our street. 


Finally there would be plastic bottles of holy water from the Golden Temple at Amritsar, the most sacred shrine in the Sikh world. Mum showed us postcards of it and it looked amazing: the central temple, burnished with real gold, gleaming in the sunshine, reflected in the huge, blue-green pool that surrounded it. Guru Nanak, the founder of the Sikh religion, had meditated there, back in the fifteenth century, when it was still just a natural lake, and later gurus had built the temple on the site. In our house there were pictures of Guru Nanak everywhere. I grew up looking at his long white beard, thick eyebrows and heavy-lidded eyes under his yellow turban. Early every morning, Mum would switch on her prayers – ik-oan-kaar, ik-oan-kaar, ik-oan-kaar – and while this chant proclaiming that ‘God is one’ wailed round the house, waking us all up, she lit an incense stick in front of Guru Nanak’s image. As the smoke swirled towards the ceiling she would pray. Then she would get back on her feet, open her bottle of holy water and sprinkle it round the room – and on us children too, if we appeared.


Weeks after Mum’s return, bulky misshapen parcels of brown paper tied up with string would arrive. Unwrapped, they contained embroidered Punjabi quilts – rajai – which carried that same exotic Indian smell. In winter they were put on our beds and they were so heavy you felt as if you were pinned to the mattress. Robina and I would shove our heads under them and breathe deeply of that heady mix of spices, imagining we were far, far away from drab old Derby.


 


It feels strange, standing in a line that says FOREIGN PASSPORTS. My father was born in this country. Shouldn’t the authorities somehow recognise that? Then I think how this wait must have been even stranger for Dad, who also had to stand in this queue when he came over here at the end of his life. Forced to choose between an Indian and a British passport he chose a British one. He ended up as a foreigner in his native land. 


Even from this side of the barrier, already I can smell that familiar Indian smell. It brings the memory of my mother straight back to me in a rush. There’s a smoky element to it, too. Through the windows of the aeroplane as we landed on the dark runway I could see the airport lights haloed in a pale misty smog. That was the first thing to hit my lungs as I stepped out into the warm Delhi night.


I’m excited and – yes, I must admit it – terribly apprehensive. I have thought about this trip for so long and now I’m actually doing it. I am going back to Kang Sabhu. On my own. To see for myself the landscape my father talked about, to see if I can find my sister Bachanu.


Apart from my children, nobody in my family knows I’m making this journey. I suspect that if my sister knew they would try and stop me. Maybe they would call Bachanu and tell her not to receive me. Maybe worse. Believe me, anything is possible So my visit has to be a total surprise.


If I do manage to find Bachanu, my greatest fear is that she won’t see me. My father was clear enough. ‘Shame travels,’ he said. He knew the attitudes of the rural people here. I certainly don’t want to bring trouble to my Indian family and I am hoping that things will be different now. But how much change is it realistic to expect, in just ten years? Maybe I am setting myself up for a huge humiliation – or worse. 


But I need to do this. I long to see Kang Sabhu and I am desperate to make a connection with the one member of my family who has not rejected me. This is not just for me, but for my children. The sad fact is that they have been disowned just as much as I have. As the result of a decision their mother made when she was fifteen years old, they’ve got a big blank in their lives where an extended family should be. I don’t regret that decision, it has enabled them to lead the lives they have today, but it’s a pity that they never knew their grandparents, that even today they have living, breathing aunties and uncles and cousins who don’t and won’t speak to them. 


I would also like my children to know and understand about my heritage, which is their heritage. Natasha, Anna and Jordan are second-generation British-born, but I still want them to be able to take their Asian past on with them into their British future. Not that I need worry about my eldest daughter, Natasha; she’s already well into it. She wears Asian clothes, eats Asian food, listens to Asian music. 
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 Natasha is getting married next year. Her husband-to-be, Anup, is a lovely fellow from a huge UK Asian family. It’s a love match and despite the fact that I’ve spent my life telling her not to get involved with Asian men, I couldn’t be happier about it. But she wants a traditional Asian wedding, so all his relatives will be there. At the moment, in the absence of my family, our side will be represented by me and my children. That’s fine. But wouldn’t it be wonderful if I could get Bachanu over to the UK for the wedding too. Maybe it’s a mad dream, but I would love to see her take on a proper role on Natasha’s big day, bringing to life all the rituals I don’t fully understand, that my mother would have explained and passed on to me at my own wedding if I hadn’t run away and been disowned. 


 


It was always Mum who took my sisters out to India to get married. On this journey the big suitcases would be laden with things from the prosperous UK: blankets, watches, and of course medicines: antibiotics and Paracetamol and all sorts. There was no NHS over there. Then there would be clothes for Bachanu and her children. All our cast-offs, no matter how tatty. Sometimes I would have something with holes in it and want to throw it away, but Mum always insisted Bachanu would find a use for it. ‘She needs these things,’ she’d say. ‘She’s very poor. We have to help her.’ 


I was too young to be aware of my oldest sister Prakash’s wedding. So Ginda, the next one down, who brought us young ones up and was like a second mother to me, was the first sister I clearly remember getting married. She and Mum vanished for three months. I cried when she went and I was so excited when I knew she was coming back. But on her return she had completely changed. She had a wedding ring on and she was dressed differently, in a more grown-up way, in smart salwar kameez, with flashy jewellery. She used to go out to the shops in bare feet. I would ask her why she wasn’t wearing shoes and she would say, ‘This is what they do in India.’


 At the same time she seemed more subdued. There was no more fooling around with us younger ones in front of the TV. Instead she and my mother would be talking in serious voices about this new husband – Shinda – who was coming over soon; meanwhile Ginda worked hard at the Reckitt and Colman shampoo factory up the road to save money and also so she could sponsor Shinda’s visa. Then the local community leader arrived at the house with application forms to be filled in. To satisfy the immigration authorities, Mum and Dad had to prove it was a genuine marriage, that my sister and Shinda had lived together in India before she returned. That was why they had been gone so long.


After a year or so, Shinda arrived in Derby. Ginda left home and went to live a few streets away with her husband, his brother and his wife, who were already here. I missed her dreadfully. I used to ask Mum if we could go and visit her, but Mum was adamant. ‘You don’t go and visit your sister in her new husband’s house,’ she would shout at me. ‘That is her home now.’ That was the way it was. Ginda had started a new life. Once she had been the sister who’d plaited our hair and cooked dinner and protected us from Mum when she was hitting us – now she was someone I only saw at weddings. 


As each of my sisters came up to the age of sixteen, I watched this same process repeated: a photo appeared, a trunk got filled, and away they went to India for a while. 


The next one to go was Yasmin. As a girl she had been less respectful of the rules than Ginda. Mum had always taught us that we weren’t allowed to make eye contact with men; and when men, even from our extended family, came to our house we had to sit in a separate room from them. But Yasmin pushed the boundaries. As a teenager she used to stand by our front door and flirt with the pop man, the young Asian guy who delivered bottles of Alpine Lemonade to our house on Sunday. Other times she would get dressed up in Western clothes and sneak out, covering short skirts and low tops with her school coat. ‘Don’t you dare say anything to Mum and Dad,’ she’d say to us younger ones, who watched with awe.


But when it came to her marriage, Yasmin too went through with it without question. Her husband to be, Avtar, was the younger brother of Prakash’s husband, Bila. The older generation liked it like that, keeping things in families. So once again, shortly after Yasmin’s sixteenth birthday, there was the photograph, the big trunk, and then the trip with Mum to India. When she returned she still made eyes at the pop man while the immigration forms were being filled in, but it wasn’t long before Avtar arrived and off she went with him to her new life in London, staying at first with Prakash and his brother.


The next sister to be married was Robina, just two years older than me. She didn’t go through with it so easily. Shortly before she was supposed to leave for India, she ran away one evening and none of us could find her. Eventually it was me that discovered her, hiding in the outside toilet at the bottom of the garden. She was huddled on the seat crying her eyes out. 


‘I can’t do it,’ she was saying. ‘I’m too young. I don’t want to get married to this man.’


‘Let’s run away together,’ I said, as I clasped her hand tight. I meant it too, even though I was just thirteen at the time.


‘Don’t be silly,’ she replied. ‘I couldn’t do that. That would be it. Mum would never accept me back in the family . . .’


Eventually she came into the house. As I went upstairs I could hear my mother shouting at her; I think she and my father really thought Robina had run away. From our bedroom I could hear her sobbing and pleading with them. ‘Please,’ she was crying, ‘I don’t want to marry this man I don’t know . . .’ After that, until she finally went, I begged her not to do it. ‘You don’t have to go through with it,’ I told her. ‘You could still run away.’ But my mother was more cunning than I was. Robina was told that she could go to India and see what she thought of the country and her husband-to-be when she got there. If she didn’t like it, or him, then she could always change her mind. But of course it didn’t work out like that, did it? Robina was married off just like all the others. 


She was gone so long that when she returned they had to put her into my year in school because she’d missed so much work. Even though she was now in my class, again there was the same transformation. Before she had gone, Robina and I had been best friends. We’d watch Charlie’s Angels and do pretend karate running around the house. On her return all that stopped. As a married woman, she couldn’t be seen doing such things, she told me. She went to school wearing salwar kameez, not her school uniform any more. The next thing I knew she was off to join her husband Navtej in Germany. Mum and Dad hadn’t managed to get a visa for him to come to England, so she had to go there. As she packed to leave, she was sobbing. Me too. We were like a parting couple. When she got to Germany I sent her a Michael Jackson CD, which included the song ‘One Day In Your Life’, much played on the radio around that time. It was my attempt to try and explain how I was feeling. 


 


Just call my name 


And I’ll be there


 


From my perspective as a girl growing up, seeing each of my sisters get married was like watching lambs go to the slaughter. But I would never have continued to think that if these marriages between my sisters and the men chosen for them had been happy – or had even worked out at any level. But they weren’t – and they didn’t. As a young, impressionable girl I heard, over and over again, the tearful phone calls Mum got from the newlyweds and her stoical replies. ‘That’s what marriage is like . . .’ ‘It’s your duty . . .’ ‘Don’t you dare to disgrace us.’ Bundled into the car and taken over to see the new husband in the new house, I would sit cross-legged on the floor witnessing the tense sessions between Mum and whichever sister it was we were visiting. Once us women were alone, the complaints would flow. Her husband had shouted at her because his dinner wasn’t hot. He wouldn’t let her go to the baby when it was crying at a meal. ‘Every day there’s something. Why should I put up with it?’


‘Because he’s your husband,’ Mum would reply.


‘He drinks too much. Then he gets aggressive with me.’


‘A man likes his drink. You must learn to be a little calmer.’


Mum always took the husband’s side. ‘A man is like a hot pan of milk,’ she said. ‘You have to be careful it doesn’t boil over. When it gets to the top your job as a woman is to blow on it and cool it down.’


When I was fourteen and I had the audacity to spend some money I’d saved from a paper round getting my hair cut and permed in a Western style, I was punished by being sent away to stay with my oldest sister Prakash in London for a while. The idea was that I would learn some respect and how to be a more dutiful daughter. But what actually happened was that I witnessed Prakash’s marriage at first hand. Her husband Bila was a strong young man who looked a bit like Elvis Presley. He had livid yellow eyes, like the devil’s, I always thought, though in fact they were a symptom of the liver poisoning that eventually killed him. When he was out of the house at his job at the Mother’s Pride factory, everything was OK. But then he would return and start drinking his whisky and he would get more and more aggressive. Prakash was very strict with us children and would discipline her three sons – Manjit, Ranjit and Baljit – with a stick. But she was no match for Bila. The more he drank the more he shouted at her. Then he would shove her around and slap her too sometimes. Even though I was scared of Prakash, I felt sorry for her. Once, Bila beat her up so badly that she came back home to Derby and had to go to hospital. Despite all that, Mum still talked her into returning to her husband, and back she dutifully went. 


Ginda’s problems weren’t as bad as Prakash’s; but on the few occasions she came over from her house in Depot Street to visit us it was clear she wasn’t happy either. Shinda didn’t drink as much as Bila, but I think he too used to beat her. She had bruises that she would show to Mum; and of course Mum would try and talk her round, tell her that this was what marriage involved. 


 


[image: ]


 


Once again, I saw all this at first hand, because when I came back from staying with Prakash in London, I lived with Ginda for a while. I think Mum thought that my older sister might be able to teach me to be a better Asian girl, but instead all I saw was another clear view of the kind of marriage I didn’t want for myself. When she wasn’t at work at the shampoo factory, Ginda cooked and cleaned for Shinda. On Friday and Saturday nights, or Sunday afternoons, he would come home drunk with all his friends, expecting a meal. I used to help her, racing around cooking curry and chapattis for all these noisy men. Shinda thoroughly approved of me in this role. He often said to me, ‘You cook really well. I have a nephew that you’re going to marry one day.’ He also liked that I was good with his little boy, David. That was another sign of the kind of dutiful wife that was required.


It was a similar story with Avtar, Yasmin’s husband. Like his elder brother Bila, he drank too much and Yasmin wasn’t happy with him. But she didn’t put up with the marriage forever. She subsequently divorced Avtar and married another man. She took her two sons with her and had two more girls. Avtar was gutted when she left him. His drinking got worse and he ended up killing himself. 


Because Robina went to live in Germany with her husband Navtej, I didn’t get to witness her marriage first hand. But from the phone conversations she had with Mum, I knew that she too was unhappy. You could hear her complaining and crying, then Mum would say, ‘No, Robina, you have to stay there now. That’s your home.’ 


I used to beg my mother to let me speak to her, and Mum would always say, ‘You can talk to her, but don’t ask her anything.’ She meant about the marriage, or how she was in herself. And Mum would stay right by the phone, to make sure I didn’t put the wrong questions or get too personal. The message was clear: Robina’s marriage was her own affair, not to be shared with us. 


Then Robina and Navtej moved to Canada to be near Navtej’s brother. Things didn’t improve. Robina kept on ringing Mum and telling her Navtej was beating her up. Mum’s answer was always the same. ‘I will talk to your husband.’ But that didn’t work either, because when she did finally say something, Navtej gave her a serious piece of his mind. His attitude was, how dare you speak to me about how to keep my wife and run my affairs. Mum never tried that line again. In the end Robina ran away. She took their son, Sunny, who was just a tiny baby, jumped on a plane, and came back to Derby to live with Mum and Dad. They didn’t try and send her back after that. They took her in. 


By that stage I had run away myself, so maybe their acceptance of Robina had something to do with a change in their attitudes as a result of that. Or maybe, after Mum had been spoken to by Navtej in that way she was readier to take Robina’s side. At any rate, Robina and Sunny lived with my parents for a while, until her divorce came through, at the family house in Dale Road. 

OEBPS/OPF/embim1.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





OEBPS/OPF/embim3.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim2.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
JASVINDER SANGHERA

SHAME
TRAVELS






OEBPS/OPF/embim5.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim4.jpg





