
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]



      
   

The Jasvinder Sanghera Collection


Shame, Daughters of Shame, Shame Travels


Jasvinder Sanghera


[image: Logo Missing]


www.hodder.co.uk




Shame first published in Great Britain in 2007 by Hodder and Stoughton


Daughters of Shame first published in Great Britain in 2009 by Hodder and Stoughton


Shame Travels first published in Great Britain in 2011 by Hodder and Stoughton


The Jasvinder Sanghera Collection first published in Great Britain in 2013 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Jasvinder Sanghera 2013


The right of Jasvinder Sanghera to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 444 76308 9


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
A division of Hodder Headline
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk








About the Author


 


Jasvinder Sanghera was born and brought up in Derby. A survivor of a forced marriage, she is the co-founder of Karma Nirvana, a national project that supports both men and women affected by honour-based crimes and forced marriages. Jasvinder is also an international speaker and a Leading Expert Advisor to the Courts. In 2007 she received one of the prestigious Women of the Year awards. Jasvinder was made an Honorary Doctor of the University of Derby in 2008. She was awarded a Pride of Britain Award in 2009 and was named a Cosmopolitan Ultimate Woman of the Year in 2010.










Shame


 


 


Jasvinder Sanghera


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Copyright © 2007 by Jasvinder Sanghera


 


First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette Livre UK Company


 


The right of Jasvinder Sanghera to be identified as the Author


of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means


without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise


circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published


and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Epub ISBN 9781848948334


Book ISBN 9780340925232


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


A division of Hodder Headline


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










To Robina, whose life was sadly taken away, and to Mum and Dad, who I now know wanted what they thought to be best for me.










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


personal information about other people in the book


have been changed to protect their identities.










Prologue


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     ‘You’ve shamed us  . . .’


     ‘You are dead in our eyes  . . .’


     ‘You’ve shamed us  . . .’


     ‘You are dead in our eyes  . . .’


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










Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


 


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


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


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


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


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










Chapter 2


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     ‘What do you mean?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     She wouldn’t want to chat to us.


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


     ‘Because it’s your duty  . . .’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


     ‘But he gets so angry.’


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


     ‘But I don’t see why  . . .’


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


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


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


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


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


     The sons-in-law never looked at her while she was speaking; they kept their heads bowed down so they missed her obsequious smiles. It wasn’t until Mum had finished talking that any of them ever met her gaze and then even I could tell their eyes were insolent. You could see the corners of their mouths twitching as they said, ‘Yes, Bibi-ji.’ Bibi means mother and ji is something you add to the name of anyone above you. It’s a mark of respect, but my brothers-in-law didn’t sound respectful. They weren’t afraid of Mum. She’d said what she’d come to say and they knew she’d never take it any further for fear of creating a wrinkle in our family’s reputation.


     We were all quiet on the way home. The only sound in the car was Dad muttering to himself. If you were sitting behind him you could see his head moving about as though he was having a conversation with himself, going through everything that had happened. I don’t think he was happy with those meetings, but he’d never interfere with what Mum said.


     She’d always sit still in the car looking straight ahead of her. It wasn’t until we were turning into our road that she used to twist round in her seat so she was facing us. ‘There’s no need to talk of this with anybody. Not even your aunties. It is a private matter for our family. Do you understand that? I won’t have people talking about us, I won’t have you giving people reason to gossip in the gurdwara.’










Chapter 3


The year that Ginda got married we moved house. Dale Road was just round the corner from Northumberland Street, but it was a step up. The new house had three bedrooms, a proper bathroom and an inside toilet. It was luxury for us. It was so close to our old house that we carried most of our stuff round by hand. Some of Dad’s friends from the factory helped with the furniture and I remember Mum walking down the street with a big case balanced on her head and me, Lucy, Robina and Yasmin all trailing along behind her carrying bits and pieces. Lots of our neighbours came out of doors to watch and it felt a bit like a procession.


     We four girls were still sharing a room but Balbir had his own room again in Dale Road. He was doing an apprenticeship in engineering by then but that didn’t stop him going out at nights. He used to come home late and put his music on really loud. Bob Marley was what he liked: ‘No Woman No Cry’, ‘I Shot the Sheriff’, ‘Satisfy My Soul’, ‘Get Up, Stand Up’ . . . Night after night those songs blasted round the house waking us up.


     ‘Shut up, Balbir. Turn it down. We’re trying to sleep,’ we shouted from the bedroom but he couldn’t hear us above the racket. It was Mum who heard us and she came into our room with a face like thunder as though we were the noisy ones.


     ‘Stop shouting!’ she’d say. ‘Be quiet and go to sleep.’


     ‘But Mum. It’s impossible to sleep with Balbir’s music. It’s him, tell him to stop.’


     ‘You leave your brother out of this. I’m telling you, shut up and go to sleep.’


     One night I got so cross I decided to sort him out myself. I kicked back the blanket and stamped down the passage. There he was, bedroom door wide open, playing air guitar and caterwauling along with the lyrics. He looked so ridiculous I almost laughed.


     ‘Can’t you think of other people for a change, we’ve got school in the morning,’ I shouted above his screeching. He didn’t even stop twanging his pretend guitar, just aimed a kick in my direction. It wasn’t hard, but dodging to avoid it I fell back through the door and landed practically on top of Mum, who was coming up the stairs. She steadied me and then gave me a shove back towards our bedroom.


     ‘Get back to bed, young lady. You’ve no business here,’ she said.


     Next morning when we were getting ready I thought Robina was taking too long in the bathroom. I was rattling the door handle and calling through to her to hurry up when Mum appeared behind me, making shushing noises.


     ‘Keep your voice down, your brother is sleeping. Have a bit of consideration, he’s a working man now, bringing home money. He needs his sleep.’


 


When I was ten or eleven Balbir started going out with Dawn, who lived just round the corner from us on Darby Street. Dawn’s dad was Asian but her mum was a white woman and our mum didn’t like that; she called Dawn a half-caste. She was always going round to Dawn’s house and hammering on the door, demanding to know if Balbir was in there. Sometimes she’d take me with her so I could shout the words in English. Once she made me say that something terrible would happen if Dawn didn’t stop seeing Balbir but she didn’t take a blind bit of notice. Nor did Balbir. He knew Mum would never really go against him.


     After one of those trips I asked her why she didn’t make Balbir stop seeing Dawn and stay at home. ‘You wouldn’t let my sisters do what he does, why is he different?’ I didn’t mean to be cheeky, I wanted an answer, but that’s not how she saw it.


     ‘Insolent child.’ She stooped to take off her shoe and, grabbing my tunic so I couldn’t slip away from her, started beating me with it. She didn’t mind where the blows landed – legs, back, head – I’m not sure she even noticed, she was so worked up with her shouting. ‘Don’t question me, of all my daughters you alone are difficult, always thinking you know best  . . .’


 


One new thing Dad had in Dale Road was a shed. It was part of the house really, a sort of add-on to the kitchen, but we always called it Dad’s shed because it was where he kept his gardening tools and where he stored the onions and potatoes that he’d grown. We used to climb on top of the shed when we were playing Charlie’s Angels, and sometimes I’d sit up on the roof by myself and pretend I was guarding Dad’s stuff. I was always looking for ways to make myself special to Dad. Out of all of us Balbir was the important one because he was the only boy and that’s how it goes in Asian families; I knew that but I still liked to think the bond between me and Dad was different. We had a secret anyway.


     It happened one night when I woke up so thirsty that I went downstairs to get a drink of water. I was treading carefully on the stairs so I didn’t make them creak when I heard the sound of voices, men’s voices whispering and laughing softly. It was coming from the shed. Usually it smelt dusty and dry but that night as I stepped into the kitchen I could smell something different, something sickly sweet and horrible. It was a smell I thought I recognized.


     Suddenly the shed door opened and Dad came into the kitchen. He was carrying a couple of empty milk bottles and talking over his shoulder to his friends as he headed for the sink to fill them from the tap. When he caught sight of me he whipped round, quick as a flash. He had a really guilty expression on his face and he leant over to push the shed door shut before saying gently, ‘Go back to bed, putt, it’s late, you need to sleep.’


     ‘What are you doing, Dad? What’s that smell? Who’s in the shed?’


     ‘It’s nothing for you. Don’t worry about it, go back to bed.’ He was trying to block my path with his body, but I was peering round him. The shed door had swung open and I could see two of Dad’s friends, men I referred to as ‘uncle’, standing in the dim light.


     ‘What are you doing, Dad? What are my uncles doing here?’


     He sighed, then smiled. ‘Okay, come and see. We are making Desi.’


     The concrete floor of the shed was cold beneath my bare feet; I shivered. The tiny space was filled with acrid steam which made my eyes smart. I pinched my nose to block the smell. One of Mum’s big saucepans was balanced on a gas canister and the liquid inside it was bubbling like anything. There were packets and bags and spoons on the floor beside it and, lined up against the wall, a row of empty bottles. Suddenly I realised what the smell was: aniseed. A couple of years back, attracted by the colour, I’d bought little red balls of it from the sweet shop. They were revolting.


     ‘This is Asian alcohol, good strong stuff,’ Dad said, and he and the other men laughed. He dipped a ladle into the saucepan and filled a small glass with the clear liquid. ‘Watch this,’ he said, striking a match and wafting it across the top of the glass. To my amazement it caught light. The greeny-blue flame rose and danced, casting flickering shadows on our faces. Then it sputtered and died. Once it was out Dad and my uncles passed the glass round and they all had a taste.


     ‘Can I try it, Dad?’ I said, and the men laughed again.


     ‘No, child, Desi is not for little girls. Now you’ve seen it, Jasvinder, go back to bed!’


 


When the time came to leave Dale Primary I went to join Robina and Yasmin at Littleover School. It was too far to walk there so when Dad came back from the night shift he used to stay up, drinking tea and reading his paper, until it was time to give us all a lift. I can remember him standing at the bottom of the stairs and shouting up to us: ‘Lucy! Jasvinder! Neddy!’ – that’s what we called Robina when she was young. ‘Come on, it’s time to get up. Wash your face, brush your teeth and come. Quick!’


     He’d stand there, shouting for us until we came down like a swarm of bees, grabbing a couple of biscuits for our breakfast, looking for our school books, fighting about whose turn it was in the front of the car.


     It was about two miles from our house to Littleover and Dad always took the same route. He went along Dale Road, then Cavendish and after the roundabout at the end, he turned into a great long road called Warwick Avenue. We were still in the Asian area, but this was the smart bit.


     Warwick Avenue is wide, it has trees planted on both sides and it is lined with huge old Victorian houses, beautiful houses with front gardens and off-street parking. I used to crane out of the window and imagine myself living there. I’d see myself getting out of bed – my own bed – onto a thick pile carpet, or watching the telly sitting on a big soft sofa, or opening the front door and stepping out onto my own green lawn.


     ‘One day I’m going to buy a house on this road, you know, Dad,’ I said.


     I was sitting next to him in the front and he turned to me and smiled indulgently. ‘Course you are, putt, one day.’


     ‘I am, Dad. Believe me, I will one day.’


     ‘Oh yeah.’ ‘Very likely.’ ‘Buy two, why don’t you?’ said my sisters in a sarcastic chorus from the back.










Chapter 4


When I was thirteen I got my first job with the newsagent at the bottom of Northumberland Street. I was paid £5.25 a week for delivering the papers to about eight streets round us. The bag was heavy and my shoulder used to ache but I loved doing it. It wasn’t for the money. I used to give that to Mum. She never said I had to, but I knew that was what she expected: I’d seen my sisters saving money to bring their husbands over. I’d say, ‘Here you are, Mum,’ and she would count it carefully and sometimes she’d pat me on the head before putting the coins in the jar behind the cooker.


     I loved the freedom. The paper round was the only time I was allowed out on my own. If you were sent to the corner shop to buy something you had to get there and back within ten minutes. After school we had to come straight home. Mum never came to school – she never went to parents’ evenings or talked to teachers – but she knew exactly how far away it was and if I walked through the door fifteen minutes later than I should have done I was for it. If she wasn’t there to see for herself my sisters always told her. It was the same for all of us. If an aunty saw you dawdling in the street or talking to a friend she’d tell Mum. The paper round was like a liberation. In the winter I had to hurry to keep warm but on sunny summer Saturdays I’d saunter up and down those streets taking the longest route I could. I looked at the white girls hanging around in little groups, leaning up against the lampposts, showing off their tight jeans. I longed to have a pair.


     ‘What are you thinking of? Why would you want to go round showing off your bum? Have you no shame, girl?’ Mum said when I asked her.


     Working was part of our lives once we reached adolescence. One summer holidays Mum got me a job in a pickling factory. She said not to say how old I was but the supervisor was a friend of hers and I don’t think he minded me being under age. It was only for a couple of weeks anyway. I can’t remember much about it except the mind-numbing boredom of the work and the way the smell of pickles clung to your clothes and your hair. I tried to train myself to breathe through my mouth until I could get home and wash myself.


     The only good thing about that job was Avtar; she was the girl next to me on the line and once I’d got my part of the production process off pat we could talk while we worked. Avtar was a free spirit and she made me laugh. She stayed at the factory after I left but we kept in touch and, as it turned out, knowing her would later change my life.


     In the meantime I got another job, in Presto, which was about ten minutes’ walk from our house. I did two evenings a week, sitting on the checkout or filling the shelves. Over my clothes I had to wear a pale blue nylon pinafore with Presto embroidered on it and I got paid £12.50 a week but I told Mum it was £11.50 and kept the extra £1 a week for myself. I had to unseal my wage packet to get the money out and at first my hands used to shake, I was so scared of tearing it, but I soon became quite clever at it and Mum never guessed. I wanted the money to pay to have my hair cut; it took me almost three months to save up enough.


     I was fourteen and a half but I’d never had my hair cut. Ever. Mum or Ginda occasionally trimmed the split ends but that was all and by the time I was fourteen my hair hung down below my bottom which was just how Mum wanted it. Short hair was for white girls with their fast western ways. Good Punjabi girls wore their hair in plaits.


     That spring the fashion was for wild curls. In the dinner break at school my white friend Caroline and I used to sit with our backs against the fence and study the pictures in her copies of Jackie and Just Seventeen. Caroline had straight hair like me but she said her mum was going to let her have a perm. I knew Mum would never let me; I wouldn’t even dare to mention it.


     There was a hairdresser called Rafferty’s just near Presto and its window was full of pictures of all the different hairstyles you could have. I used to stop on the way to and from work and gaze at the picture of the girl with curled hair. It was cut just above her shoulders, tumbling this way and that, and I thought she looked fabulous. I’d stare in at the window and dream of looking just like she did. One afternoon I set off for work ten minutes early and, having checked that no one Mum knew was passing, I plucked up the courage to go in.


     The woman at the desk was talking on the phone and she didn’t look up. I stood there waiting, glancing out the window every few seconds to check no one had seen me come inside. Eventually she finished her call and said, ‘Yes?’


     ‘How much would it cost to have my hair done like this?’ I asked, moving over to the window and pointing at ‘my’ picture. She came out from behind the desk, went over to the window, and stuck her head round so she could see which one it was. Then she consulted a list of prices on the desk. It felt like she took ten minutes but it can’t have been long.


     ‘Cut and perm costs nine pounds fifty. Do you want an appointment?’


     ‘Can I come next Saturday?’


     ‘Morning or afternoon?’


     ‘Either. After ten o’clock.’


     ‘Twelve-thirty, then. Name?’ she said, and when I’d spelt it out for her she closed her book. I ran all the way to Presto and my heart was pumping fast.


 


Saturday morning came and I was up early, anxious to check that Mum and Dad were going out. They were supposed to be visiting Aunty Rajni in Stoke, but I was fretting that they’d change their minds. It seemed to take Mum ages to get ready, fussing about the pot of dhal she was taking, losing her glasses in her big flowery bag. Dad stood in the doorway smoking a cigarette and reading the paper. When they finally climbed into the old Ford Cortina and drove away I was so relieved I felt light-headed.


     A couple of hours later I ran down the stairs. Robina had gone out to her Saturday job. She’d already been to India for her marriage and now, while she finished school, she was saving hard to bring her husband over. It was just Lucy in the living-room; she’d been in there since Tiswas came on the telly.


     ‘I’m going out,’ I called, without slowing my pace, and the door slammed shut behind me before she could ask where.


     Everything in Rafferty’s was new to me. The beige nylon gown they put you in. The adjustable chair. The enormous mirror right in front of you. Rod Stewart’s ‘Do Ya Think I’m Sexy’ was blaring out and everyone seemed to be chatting; I began to relax and enjoy myself. I’d shaken my plait out just before I left Dale Road and now one of the hairdressers was pulling her comb through my hair, running it right through from top to bottom.


     ‘Gorgeous thick hair you’ve got, love. Just a trim, is it?’ she asked.


     ‘No. I want it like that picture in the window. The one in the middle.’


     She dropped my hair and, just as the receptionist had, walked over to the window and peered at the picture. Watching her as she headed back towards me, I could see she looked surprised.


     ‘You want it permed?’


     I nodded.


     ‘Not many . . .’ she faltered before closing her mouth on the word Pakis, and after a second went on, ‘girls like you do that. Seems a shame when you’ve got this lovely long hair.’


     ‘It’s what I want,’ I said firmly.


     ‘Here we go then,’ she said. ‘First we’ve got to lose at least half of it.’


     I watched, fascinated, as she pinned up hanks of hair and then got her scissors out. Within seconds lengths of hair lay coiled round my chair like fat black cobras. I didn’t feel a second’s regret. I was revelling in how cool and light my head felt. Abba’s ‘Mamma Mia’ was playing now and it was all I could do to stop dancing in my seat.


     My hairdresser was talking all the time, not to me, but to another woman working next to her. They were discussing a nightclub they were both going to that night. But it didn’t seem to slow her down. Her scissors moved through my hair like quicksilver, snipping this way and that. Once the length was right she drenched my hair in a solution which smelt foul and caught the back of my throat; then she went to work with her rollers. When she was done it looked like I had pink hedgehogs all over my head. That was the only time I wondered what I’d let myself in for.


     But I needn’t have worried. When the hairdresser finally put her brush down and stood back to admire her handiwork I couldn’t stop myself; I grinned at my reflection with delight. My hair stopped just above my shoulders; she must have cut off eighteen inches, and it was soft curls everywhere. I loved it.


 


I tried to sneak back into Dale Road but Lucy saw me. She stopped dead in her tracks and her mouth dropped open.


     ‘You’re gonna get it when Mum sees you,’ she said, her eyes round as gobstoppers. ‘Robina, come and look, Jas has cut her hair off and it’s gone all curly.’


     I enjoyed the reaction but I knew she was right. Mum would be furious. The thought of her rage almost took the pleasure out of looking at my new reflection in the mirror. I decided I had to keep it from her. When she and Dad came home from Aunty Rajni’s I had my head wrapped up in a towel, as if I’d just had a bath and washed my hair.


     ‘Night, Mum,’ I called, all innocent as I went up early to bed.


     For the next three days I kept out of her way and made sure that, whenever I was in the house, I had a towel on my head. My heart used to beat that bit faster when I heard Mum’s footsteps approaching, and I could feel the tension growing in Lucy and Robina as they waited for the blow-up. It came on day four. I went into the kitchen to fetch myself a drink and I could tell from the way Mum looked at me that she was suspicious. As I walked past her to the sink she turned from the cooker and twitched the towel off my head.


     For a second we stood staring at each other. It was as if Mum was frozen; her face was like a mask of horror. Then she snapped out of it, grabbed my arm and launched herself at me like a crazy person. Her first blow hit me on the head; I lurched backwards and hit the counter, knocking a saucepan that was waiting to be washed. It fell to the floor with a clatter and its lid spun off and rolled round the kitchen floor with a clanging that resounded with the ringing in my head. Mum was raining blows down on me and shouting, ‘What have you done, girl? Again you have shamed us. What were you thinking of? You think you are clever with your western ways but no decent man will want you now. Will you not be happy until you have dragged us all down into the gutter.’ I was shielding my face with the arm she wasn’t holding and trying to twist away from her, but with each question she landed a wallop, harder and harder as she worked herself up.


     I tried to interrupt, to reason with her. ‘Mum, it’s only a haircut. It’ll grow out again. Why does it matter?’


     But I could hardly make myself heard above her shouting, incoherent now her voice was broken with accusatory sobs. ‘Do you want to make yourself look cheap like the white girls? Do you want them talking about you in the gurdwara? Was it your plan to bring shame on your family?’


     She was breathing heavily, a big woman tired by her exertions. Unconsciously, she let go of my arm to sweep her hair back off her face; I heard the deep intake of breath as she prepared to resume her tirade but I didn’t stay to hear the rest. Seizing my opportunity, I darted beneath her raised arm and fled the kitchen, squeezing past Robina and Lucy, who were standing wide-eyed in the doorway. As I ran upstairs I could hear Mum wailing still. ‘I am burdened with seven daughters, why must this one bring nothing but trouble? Why must I suffer this? What can I do with this girl?’


 


Two days later I was doing my shift in Presto, re-stocking the shelves with beans, when a figure suddenly strode down the aisle, grabbed the back of my hair and started shouting at me.


     ‘What is this, you foolish girl? What have you done? Are you trying to disgrace us all?’


     It was my sister Prakash, come all the way from London to inspect my haircut. I couldn’t believe it. I was mortified but I was also scared. We were all scared of Prakash.


     ‘Get off me,’ I hissed, glancing round to see if anyone was watching us. ‘Be quiet. Please. You can’t shout at me in here.’


     ‘I can teach you to have some respect. You’ll see, young lady,’ she said and, to my relief, she turned on her heel and stalked out.


     She was there at Dale Road when I got back. Mum called out immediately.


     ‘Come in here, Jasvinder. I want to tell you something.’


     I stood in the doorway, hesitant. She and Prakash were looking very stern. ‘When your sister goes back to London tomorrow morning you will go with her,’ Mum said. ‘Here you are dishonouring your family, picking up western ways. I can’t control you and Prakash needs some help in the house. You can go and learn what it is to be a dutiful daughter.’


     Prakash, sitting beside her, nodded her head and looked smug. The prospect of living with her – and worse still her drunken husband – was terrible.


     ‘How long will I go for, Mum?’


     ‘We’ll see.’


     ‘But I’ll be back in time for school, yeah?’


     She didn’t answer. I felt my chest tighten with a mixture of panic and anger. School was my link with the wider world, my escape.


     ‘You’ll be in trouble if you keep me off school. You’re not allowed to, that’s the law in England. Remember what the truant officer said last time you did.’


     But she and Prakash had turned away. The punishment meted out, they had turned their attention to something else.


 


It must have been about three months I stayed with Prakash, long enough for my perm to fall out and my hair to grow back long enough to plait. Mum wanted me decent before I could be seen again in Derby. It was an awful time. The days were monotonous and each one felt endless. My big sister seemed to enjoy the task of teaching me respect. As soon as I got there she took away my one western skirt – it was well below the knee – and blouse and made me always wear Indian suits, dreadful things she’d made herself. But it didn’t matter what I wore because I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere except a tiny little park near the house where I sometimes took the children. They were my salvation. Her three boys Ranjit, Manjit and Baljit were all under twelve then and I enjoyed playing with them, when I was allowed to do so.


     Most of my time was spent helping Prakash with her job, which was sewing ties. When I think of Prakash I think of her sitting at her sewing machine, day and night. She sewed the ties inside out and my job was to turn them right way round again, using a long stick. Then I had to iron them. The children had to help with the turning too when they came home from school, and if they didn’t work fast enough Prakash would get angry.


     As well as helping with the ties I had to do household chores, cooking and cleaning, cleaning and cooking. Prakash never seemed to run out of jobs for me. The evenings and the weekends were the worst because then her husband, Bila, was there, throwing his weight about, stinking of whisky. His eyes were yellow, which I used to tell myself meant he was a devil. I later learnt it was a symptom of the liver poisoning that finally killed him. He shouted at Prakash and shoved or slapped her if she didn’t anticipate his every need. He was a bully and I hated him.


     It was October and half the school term had gone by before Mum and Dad appeared at the house. I was so pleased to see Dad that I rushed across the room to hug him. He didn’t know what to do. He stood there with his arms dangling by his sides, but he was laughing as he said very gently, ‘All right, putt, all right.’ Mum was strict as ever. At first I didn’t know if she was going to let me come home but after she’d been there a bit she said, ‘Have you learnt your lesson? Are you going to behave if we take you back to Derby? If you don’t you’ll be coming straight back.’ That’s when I knew my punishment was over.










Chapter 5


A few months after Mum brought me home from Prakash’s house the subject of my marriage came up. I was in the living-room doing my homework when she showed me a picture, ever so casually. ‘What do you think of him?’ she said. ‘Do you think he’s nice? He’s the man you’re going to marry.’ I must have known this moment would come but I still felt as if I had been slapped. I didn’t want to look at the picture, in my head I didn’t want to go there, but I couldn’t stop myself taking a quick glance. She was pointing out a man standing in a group and my first thought was, no way am I marrying him, he’s shorter than me. I just looked at Mum. Then she started laughing and put the picture away so I thought perhaps she was joking and I needn’t take it seriously.


     I tried to put it to the back of my mind and get on with my life, but every so often Mum would mention it. At first she was always light-hearted and jokey, but over the weeks she became more insistent. She kept saying I should be happy that she had found me such a good husband and that it was my duty to marry him. As the weeks went by I got more and more frightened. I kept thinking of my sisters and the bruises I’d seen on them; I remembered them sobbing as they told my parents how their husbands abused them; I remembered Mum saying, ‘This is how men are, it is your duty to look after him.’ I used to lie awake and dread the thought of my husband beating me, and Mum and Dad refusing to help. I felt as if my life were sliding out of my control. When I said, ‘Mum, I want to finish school and go to university,’ she just laughed.


     At break times at school I’d watch the white girls. It was a style thing then for them to hitch their uniforms up so they were really short. I used to watch them, standing in groups with the boys, chatting and laughing, sometimes mock wrestling; occasionally a cheeky couple would even kiss. For them it was totally normal, but my mum would have killed me if she saw me doing that.


     My white friends had started talking about going to college or university. When they said, ‘Is it true you have to get married when you’re really young?’ I’d just say no. I used to wonder if other Asian girls in my class were going through the same thing as me, but I never dared ask them because I’d been so indoctrinated not to talk outside the family. Sometimes I used to fantasize about telling a teacher and asking them to help, but it would have flown in the face of everything Mum ever taught me. My fear of being judged was quite deeply ingrained by then.


     Even if I had been brave enough to tell a teacher, I didn’t think they’d understand. Robina stayed in India six months when she went to have her marriage and when she came back the teachers never even asked her where she’d been or why, they just put her down a year because she’d missed so much school work. Anyway I was ashamed to tell anyone that my mum was arranging my marriage while I was still at school. And I was afraid of what my family would do to me, and what the rest of the community would say about them if I did.


 


No matter that I was so reluctant, the arrangements for my wedding were soon well under way. The photograph of the man I was supposed to marry was on the mantelpiece, leering down at me when I came home from school. I’d studied it more closely by then: he was ugly as well as short, he looked much older than me and he had a stupid haircut. I still didn’t know his name, no one ever bothered to tell me that. More and more often, I’d come back and find that Mum had been out shopping. Gradually the chest that would go with me to my husband’s family was being filled up. Mum even bought my wedding dress without me, a red glittery thing that I refused to look at. She couldn’t care less that I didn’t want to get married; she had already married five daughters and she didn’t see why I should be any different. Ginda and Yasmin backed her up; they used to say, ‘Teri fol laga ya,’ which means, ‘Why are you any different, have you got flowers attached to you?’


     Even Robina was on their side. ‘Just do it. It’s what we’ve all done,’ she said. She was keen on the match because her husband, Navtej Sanghera, was friends with the man I was supposed to marry and came from the same part of India. Since her application for Navtej to come to England had been rejected, he’d moved to Germany and she was joining him in Frankfurt as soon as she had saved some money to take with her. ‘Your husband is going to Frankfurt too, Navtej told me. If you get married there we will be together,’ she said.


     She sounded light-hearted but my mind flashed back to a night not long before she left to meet her husband. She’d gone missing. At first Mum thought she’d slipped out to meet a friend and she was angry. But about ten o’clock Dad went out into the garden for a cigarette and he found Robina there, hiding behind the shed. He called Mum out and the three of them stood in a huddle. I could hear Robina sobbing and a couple of times she cried out ‘Please’. Eventually they all came in looking grim and later on, when we were in bed, Robina whispered that she’d been hiding because she was scared of getting married.


     Dad didn’t say much about my marriage. He was the only one who might have persuaded me to go through with it because I loved him and I believed he loved me. But he left it up to Mum. Sometimes when he’d had a drink – he was always more talkative when he came back from the Byron – he’d stroke my cheek and say, ‘Come on, putt. Don’t try to fight this, it’s what we all do.’ But it wasn’t enough. He didn’t try hard enough.


     Mum more than made up for it. She was always one for superstitions, things like if you sneeze before leaving the house you have to go back in and eat something sweet. Now she got it into her head that someone had put a spell on me.


     ‘I’m telling you, Chanan, the child is possessed. Someone has cursed her and my suspicion falls on that old man who sits on the corner by the gurdwara. You’ve seen him? Straggling beard and unwashed clothes. Well, what is he doing there if not causing trouble?’


     I was doing my homework – it was maths and we were working on Venn diagrams, I can remember that because I liked the clear simplicity of them. I got up from the table and went to the kitchen door to listen. I peeped round in time to see Dad’s head start its little nodding dance. He wanted to show Mum that he was listening, weighing up the situation. She had her back to me, stood there in front of him, hands on her hips as she continued.


     ‘Her behaviour is not normal. Why would she be so difficult if she were not possessed? She needs ridding of those demons and I think I’ve found someone to do it.’ Suddenly she dropped her voice and bent forward to whisper conspiratorially. I strained to hear but I could only catch the odd word, ‘Hindu’, ‘demons’, ‘Thursday’. I was craning forward at the door but I jumped back as she straightened up and said in her normal voice, ‘This is between the two of us, Chanan, I’m not going to tell the other girls.’


     She didn’t mention anything to me, but the following Thursday when I got home from school she was ready waiting by the door, with a headscarf that I’d never seen before wrapped close around her head. I’d barely had time to put my bag down when she handed me a scarf, helped me draw it round my face and hustled me back out.


     ‘Where are we going, Mum?’ I said as she linked her arm through mine and hurried me down the pavement. Her eyes were glued to the ground and she didn’t lift them or turn towards me as she said, ‘You’ll know soon enough. Quick now, and don’t look about.’ We stopped at a Hindu temple about twenty minutes’ walk from our house. Mum wouldn’t have risked being seen in our area.


     The Hindu priest who was supposedly going to cast out my demons was really old and he had this great long beard; he was wearing a skirt thing and a baggy top. He asked Mum my date and time of birth and all my likes and dislikes and then he started wringing his hands and saying, ‘We must calm this troubled spirit.’


     I just sat there dumbly as he ranted on, spouting off at me in Punjabi. ‘This is your fate and if you ignore it your family will suffer and you will meet with terrible misfortune. Ignore your duty at your peril.’ Mum had obviously filled him in on the whole situation beforehand.


     Before we left, he gave me this dark green bottle of what he called medicine and said I had to drink some twice a day. It was supposed to bring me to my senses. Any fool could tell it was only sugared water, but it made Mum happy if I drank it so I did.


     She went about her preparations with new enthusiasm. I’d come home from school and find her refolding my fabrics, checking that each crease was perfect. She started making a new suit for herself so I guessed that she’d be coming with me. Watching her felt so strange, like looking at my life through the wrong end of a telescope. She was planning my wedding but the plans were moving independently of me. I tried to ignore them, to blank them out. I had to control myself or the fear trembling in my belly would rise up and block my throat.


     One night it all got too much. I came into the living-room and Mum was there with Ginda and one of my aunties and they were all standing over the chest, admiring the wedding fabrics. Suddenly it seemed so real and close that I knew I had to do something. I said, ‘Mum, I’m not getting married. I’m going to finish school and go to college.’


     Mum was so angry that I could speak to her like that in front of an outsider – disrespectful and blabbing about the troubles in our family – that she picked up her heavy sewing scissors and whacked me really hard on the arm. She was screaming and crying and saying to my auntie, ‘Look what I have to put up with; I have to carry the burden of seven daughters and this one has no shame,’ and my auntie was crying as well and saying, ‘You must be a good girl and do this for your family, look how you are upsetting your mother,’ and I started crying and I stormed out, slamming the door.


     The next night I was stopping at Ginda’s. Mum used to send me there occasionally: ‘Go and stay with your sister, and while you are there see if you can find some sense!’ When I was younger I used to like going. I’d always enjoyed having Gin all to myself, but nowadays there were awkward silences between us. She wouldn’t talk about my marriage. What was the point? As far as Gin was concerned it was inevitable and there was nothing to discuss.


     I felt she had abandoned me. Gin virtually brought me up. She used to bath me when I was little. She reassured me when I got my first period and sorted me out; Mum had never mentioned it. She’d told me what little I knew about the facts of life. Now, it seemed, she was too caught up in her duty and the community and the family’s reputation to care about me. I went upstairs that night feeling really upset and angry. I felt I was screaming my lungs out trapped in a soundproofed box.


     In Ginda’s bathroom there was a shelf above the bath where she kept her shampoo and face cream, stuff like that. There was a bottle of paracetamol on it and that night, on impulse, I picked it up and unscrewed the lid. A second or two passed and then I shook a couple of tablets into my hand, and a couple more, and a couple more after that. How many were there in the end. Eight? Ten? I don’t know. I looked down into my palm and instead of little white pills what I saw was an image of Mum, crying and beating her breast. I shoved the pills into my mouth and then stuck my head under the tap and took a great draught of water; and another. Then I left the bathroom and went and got into bed.


     I lay there for a while monitoring myself for any little symptom. After about ten minutes I started feeling sick and frightened. I got out of bed and crept downstairs to the living-room where Gin was watching telly.


     ‘Gin?’ I whispered.


     She cocked her head towards me without taking her eyes off the screen.


     ‘Gin, I think I’ve taken too many paracetamol. I don’t feel good.’


     She whipped round. ‘What do you mean, stupid girl. How many have you taken? Is the bottle empty?’ She leapt up, grabbed me by the shoulders and peered into my face as if the appearance of my eyes and skin might give her the answer. ‘You stupid girl, I must go for help,’ she said and, letting go of me, she hurried from the room.


     I could hear her hammering on her neighbour’s door then a murmured conversation and, minutes later, she reappeared with a woman called Eileen. I knew her, she was Gin’s childminder and I liked her; she’d lived in London and she always had stories to tell. Once, when Gin wasn’t listening, she’d told me she didn’t see why I should marry someone I didn’t know. She had her slippers on and a pink chiffon scarf which was covering a head full of rollers. I expected she’d be angry about having her evening disrupted but from the one shamefaced glance I shot her I could tell she was concerned.


     ‘Check the pill bottle, it should be in the bathroom. I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Ginda. Eileen was quite lame. She hauled herself up the stairs laboriously and by the time she reappeared with the bottle – which was still about half full – Ginda was pouring me a cup of black coffee. She told me to keep standing up while I drank it. In the next hour or so she made me drink three cups of coffee and she and Eileen kept me moving round the living-room. It was well after midnight before they let me go to bed. As I headed for the stairs Ginda sighed and said, ‘Nothing is going to change, Jas. Grow up and face facts.’










Chapter 6


The best thing in my life at that time was Avtar. We’d stayed in touch and one Saturday I bumped into her while I was running an errand for Mum. We exchanged pleasantries for a bit, but then she suddenly dropped her voice and said very quietly, ‘Are you having an arranged marriage?’ I was so surprised that I dropped my guard; I looked right back at her and nodded. And she said, just as quietly, ‘So am I.’


     I saw her quite often after that. Avtar seemed to accept her marriage in a way I just couldn’t. ‘Mine’s quite good-looking,’ she shrugged. ‘Anyway, Jas,’ she gripped my arm and spoke through her giggles, ‘I’m going to enjoy my life until I’m shipped off to India. You know that boy who lives in Violet Street  . . . ?’


     That was Avtar for you: happy-go-lucky, cheeky, much more daring than me. Her parents were just as strict as mine but sometimes, somehow, she slipped their control. She had three sisters and five brothers and the brothers guarded her honour all right. They gave her a really hard time when they heard that she’d walked home with a boy, or if she went out in a low-cut blouse. But they were busy with their own lives; as long as Avtar went about her business quietly she often got away with it.


     If my mum had known this she would never have let me be friends with her, but she didn’t so all she had to worry about was the fact that Avtar’s family were a much lower caste than us. They were chamar. Mum had never let us have chamar friends. Years before I’d challenged her on that. I asked her why, if our chamar neighbour went to the same gurdwara as us, I wasn’t allowed to play out with her kids. Mum beat me for that, but I never got an explanation.


     I don’t know why she condoned my friendship with Avtar. Perhaps it was because she had strict parents and protective brothers. But she did condone it, she even let me visit Avtar after school. I had to get permission to go; I had to say when I would be going and when I’d be back and, having said, I would never dare be even five minutes late. I wouldn’t risk losing that freedom.


     Avtar’s parents both worked and all her brothers had jobs so we were often alone in her house. We’d watch TV programmes all through instead of quickly flipping channels if a couple started kissing like we always did in our house. We listened to music, secretly rifling through her brothers’ record collections. We talked and talked.


     One day we went into the living-room and one of her brothers was there, sprawled on the sofa balancing a cup of coffee on his chest. He didn’t move at first, just looked at me so long and hard I felt myself start blushing. Then he swung his legs round, stood up and gave me a lazy smile.


     ‘Hi, I’m Jassey. Make yourself at home, I’m just leaving,’ he said.


     Once he was gone Avtar looked at me. Her eyes were stretched really wide and they were full of mischief as she burst out laughing. ‘That’s my good-looking brother. No need to ask what you thought of him: you should have seen your face!’


     What happened next was really due to Avtar. She encouraged it: ‘He was asking about you, Jas, I think he really likes you.’ She engineered it: ‘Look after Jas for me, will you, Jassey, while I make the tea.’ She organized our meetings and acted as our alibi. But that came later; in those early days just being alone with Jassey while Avtar was in the kitchen felt like the most exciting thing I’d ever done. I’d never been alone with a male who wasn’t Dad or Balbir. I’d never had a conversation with a boy, not even at school. But Jassey made it so easy; he was relaxed and friendly and he seemed interested in what I had to say. I felt we could talk for hours.


     I started going round to Avtar’s as often as I could. Mum and Dad knew where I was and they’d said I could go there, so I told myself that I wasn’t deceiving them. I felt safe with Jassey. He was older than me, twenty-one when we met. He worked for an engineering firm in Derby but he was also a very keen boxer, semi-professional Avtar said. I surprised myself by telling him what I was going through at home and he surprised me by not laughing it off or telling me to accept it. He was a good listener and he was very sympathetic. I’d never before had anyone pay me so much attention.


     As I was about to leave one evening about four weeks after we’d met he suddenly said, ‘Will you go out with me?’


     Without giving it a second’s thought I said ‘yes’. I could feel this big grin spreading over my face, and my cheeks flushed hot with pleasure. He looked pleased too, his face lit up. We were standing by the front door and he had his hand on the latch, barring my way.


     ‘Avtar will tell you where to meet me,’ he said, and then, leaning forward suddenly, he dropped a quick hot kiss on my lips. I was stunned; we stood there looking at each other for a second and then he swung the door open and gave me a gentle push, under the arch of his arm out onto the pavement. ‘Bye then,’ he said.


 


The next day Avtar was all giggles and innuendo. ‘I’ll call for you at six-thirty Friday,’ she said. ‘We’ll pretend we’re going round to mine but when we get to the top of my road Jassey will pick you up in his car.’


     ‘But I’m at Presto Friday evenings.’


     ‘Tell them you’re not feeling well and you can’t make it.’


     ‘Mum will want to know where my money is.’


     ‘You don’t get much, do you? Jassey’ll give it to you. He gets paid loads.’


     She sounded so convinced I didn’t argue. It was like I was in a bubble of excitement bouncing along at one remove from real life. When I was getting ready to go out on Friday Lucy came into our room and sat down on our bed.


     ‘Why are you putting on make-up? You’re only going to Presto.’


     I pretended to be absorbed with my mascara and didn’t answer.


     ‘You’re not going to Presto, are you? You’ve got your best trousers on. And that’s your favourite blouse. Where are you going? What are you doing, Jas?’


     I didn’t even look round, but I could feel her gaze as she scrutinized my clothes.


     ‘You’re meeting someone, aren’t you? I bet you are! Who is it?’


     I’d finished doing my mascara. I put the brush down and turned to face her.


     ‘Okay, you’re right, I’m meeting someone. Just don’t ask any more, okay?’


     And she didn’t. We both knew it was for the best. If you don’t know, you can’t get into trouble for not telling. If you don’t know, when you’re asked you can’t say, even if they try to beat it out of you.


     That first evening with Jassey was magical. It was just like Avtar said. She called for me. We set off for her house and at the top of her road there was Jassey waiting in a purple Escort. He’d rolled the passenger seat right back, so when I got in and lay back no one could see me. He knew to do that, I didn’t have to ask him; in the Asian community lots of girls and boys have to hide their romance.


     He drove for about fifteen minutes, right out of the Asian area and over to Markeaton Park, where I’d only been once or twice before, on family outings. We got out of the car and he put his arm round my shoulders and we walked away from the paths and through a wooded bit where the greenish-grey light coming through the leaves made everything look mysterious. I shivered and Jassey pulled me closer to him. There were so few people about that we could hear the racket the birds made as they settled in the trees. The ground was wet and our feet left silvery trails in the grass. I felt so full of happiness that I could hardly breathe.


     On the way back we stopped at the children’s play area and Jassey pushed me on the swings, higher and higher until, through my laughter, I was shouting at him to stop. He waited for the swing to slow down a bit, then he grabbed the chains and pulled it to a halt and, while I was still sitting there catching my breath, he nipped round the front and bending right down he kissed me, this time properly. I thought I was going to melt.


     I had to be home at 10 p.m. We’d agreed I’d walk back by myself from Jassey’s road because it wasn’t safe for him to come anywhere near my house. I’d been worrying what I’d tell Mum about my wages, but Avtar must have talked to him because just before we said goodbye he dug in his pockets and counted out £6.25. ‘There, that should keep your mum happy.’ Then, very quickly because we were back in the Asian area, he cupped my face with both his hands and kissed me goodnight.


     That was the first of several visits to Markeaton Park that summer. It was our favourite place to go because we felt safe there, away from the eyes of the Asian community. In Markeaton Park Jassey first said ‘I love you’ and I said ‘I love you too’. I don’t know if I meant it. I certainly wasn’t thinking ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with this man and have his babies’, but I didn’t want to stop seeing him. I wanted to be with him more than anything at that moment. I was fifteen and I had a boyfriend and in the hours I spent with him I could forget about my duty and my family’s honour and my future with the man whose picture leered down from our mantelpiece. I think those times with Jassey are the closest I have ever come to carefree.


     I was so happy I got careless. There is a pond in the middle of Markeaton Park which, at its narrowest point, has stepping stones right across it. One evening just around dusk Jassey set out to cross them. He rolled his jeans up to his knees and stepped out very slowly and carefully with his arms outstretched for balance. When he got to the middle he swivelled round on the stone he was on and called to me to join him.


     I was laughing as I stood at the brink, but I took my first step and shrieked when I felt how mossy and slippery it was.


     ‘Come on, I dare you. It’s easy,’ Jassey said, holding out an arm for encouragement.


     I took the first three at snail’s pace, feeling about for a sure footing before shifting my weight. But when I reached the fourth stone I stretched out to reach Jassey and that was that.


     Splash!


     The water wasn’t so very cold, but it was murky and full of weed. I came up with green slime trickling down my face. Jassey was laughing and so was I, laughing and struggling to keep my balance as I splashed water at him. It wasn’t until I’d squelched my way to the side and Jassey pulled me out that it dawned on me.


     ‘If Mum sees me like this she’ll find out about us.’


     My hair was dripping and my clothes were plastered to me. Looking down at the muddy puddle forming on the grass beneath me, I was caught between laughter and tears. Jassey was struggling to keep a straight face as he pulled a piece of weed out of my hair.


     ‘Here, take your top off and put this on.’ He was holding out his jumper.


     ‘I can’t, I’ll never be able to explain that.’


     ‘You’ll just have to run in quick and hope no one sees you.’


     ‘Look at the time, we’re going to be late, Jassey. Quick, we can’t stay here any longer.’


     That night he dropped me closer to home than usual. It was taking a risk, but I couldn’t walk too far through the streets dripping wet. I bolted down Dale Road until I got to our house. Away from Jassey I didn’t see anything funny in my situation and I could feel my heart bumping in my chest. Very gingerly I tried the front door handle, praying it wouldn’t squeak. If it was locked I was really sunk; thank God it wasn’t. Holding my breath I eased the door open and slipped inside, ducking down so I couldn’t be seen through the frosted glass panel in our inner door. I could hear the telly in the living-room. Prayed that Mum was watching it. I leant back against the wall, plucking up my courage to take the next step. The stairs were just opposite the door and I decided to make a run for them. Three, two, one, I did it. I didn’t even bother to shut the door behind me.


     ‘Is that you, Jasvinder?’ Mum’s voice reached me as I hit the first step.


     ‘Yes, Mum. I need the toilet,’ I called back, taking the stairs two at a time. I rushed into the bathroom, locked the door, tore off my clothes and turned the bath taps on. I felt weak with relief.










Chapter 7


It was inevitable that Mum would find out about Jassey but I never dreamt it would be me that told her. I did it because I was desperate and I couldn’t think of any other way to save myself. It was on a Saturday afternoon and some of my aunties had come round for a visit. ‘My daughter will get the tea for us, won’t you, Jasvinder? She makes excellent tea, I feel confident that she is going to be a very good wife. Remember to use plenty of fennel, Jasvinder,’ Mum said.


     She was all puffed up and important as I passed the tray round the group of gossiping women, moving carefully between my elders and betters, smiling and respectful, eyes downcast as I’d been taught.


     ‘Jasvinder will be going to Germany to make her marriage soon. A very good match has been made. We are pleased,’ Mum said, fetching the photograph from the mantelpiece and placing it in greedy, outstretched hands. It was dog-eared now that so many of my aunties had fingered it, twisting it this way and that as they assessed my catch. ‘Look how nicely he smiles, Jasvinder,’ my auntie Dhanna said. ‘Not long now and you will be smiling for him too.’


     Soon. Mum had said soon; but how soon? When? I wanted to scream out ‘I won’t do it. You can’t make me. I won’t go.’ But I didn’t. I sat there as expected, impassive, dutiful and quiet.


     My mind was in turmoil. The holidays were only days away and that made me very nervous. Every year a couple of Asian girls would disappear from Littleover during the holidays. It was easier if they went then, when the teachers weren’t expecting them, weren’t making accusatory ‘absent’ marks in the big black register each day.


     ‘Four saris in her chest. Such an expense, but now there is only Lucy left for me to think about.’ Mum was showing off. For years she had felt herself pitied and patronized: ‘Seven daughters? Oh my, Jagir, what a fate!’ But this afternoon she was the queen, surrounded by admiring courtiers, all nodding their appreciation at her cleverness in marrying off six girls.


     I had a vision of myself clinging to my bed, refusing to leave the house. Then the ghost of a whisper came back to me, something I’d overheard Robina discussing with a friend. I only caught snatches: ‘. . . sleeping pills . . . carried onto the plane . . . woke up in a taxi . . .’ but I knew what they meant. I felt a prickle of sweat forming on my upper lip. Mum wouldn’t dare to drug me. Surely Dad wouldn’t let them do that.


     ‘Yes, Ginda has a daughter but also a son, Sukdev, we call him David. And Yasmin already has two fine boys and Prakash, you know, my daughter in London . . .’ Mum was in her element. I’d never before heard her sounding so proud – or so fond – of us. I think that’s what made me tell her. Either that or I had lost my wits through fear.


     I waited until the aunties had gone and then, on my best behaviour, I carried the tea things through to the kitchen and washed them all up. When everything was put away I went to where Mum was dozing in the living-room and touched her gently on the shoulder.


     ‘Mum?’


     Behind her glasses she blinked herself awake.


     ‘Mum. You know my marriage? Well, the thing is this. I can’t go through with it.’


     Mum was wide awake now, sitting bolt upright in her chair.


     ‘You see it’s like this, Mum.’ I swallowed hard. ‘I can’t go away. I’ve got a boyfriend. I’m seeing someone here.’


     Why did I do it? What was I thinking? Did I, even for a second, imagine Mum would say, ‘Oh, fine. Stay here and marry an untouchable whose family means nothing to us.’


     The effect on her was instantaneous. Grabbing my arm she pulled herself off the sofa-bed and started yelling even before she’d found her feet. She took a couple of swipes at me but then changed tack and started beating herself, tearing at her hair and clothes. She was calling out for Dad, for Ginda and Yasmin, for anyone who would listen. Robina, Lucy and Dad came running.


     ‘Oh, the shame! What is this girl doing to me? She will kill me.’ She clutched at her heart and steadied herself against a chair. ‘All my life I have struggled to bring up seven daughters – seven daughters – and this one will not rest until she sees me dead. Ayee! I can hear them now, talking in the gurdwara.’ She covered her ears and bent her head against the imagined gossip. ‘Have you heard this now, Chanan? My daughter, my daughter, has a boyfriend. You have ruined yourself, girl. What will become of you? What will become of me? You have brought dishonour on us all.’


     She went on and on until, having spent all her energy, she collapsed back onto the sofa-bed. I had sunk to my knees, sobbing, at the beginning of her onslaught but now, thinking to make my escape while she was exhausted, I stood up and slowly – very slowly – began to edge towards the door. Her hair had fallen from her bun and it was hanging wild about her face, but she spotted me and was on her feet again in seconds. She grabbed me by the hair on the back of my head, thrust her face into mine and screamed, ‘You will stay in your room. Go there now. Don’t think of coming out. I should never have trusted you. You will not go anywhere on your own.


     ‘Chanan!’ She jerked her head to indicate that Dad should follow me and, raising a shaking hand, mimed the turning of a key in a lock.


     Dad followed me up the stairs. I was emotionally drained, almost too tired to speak, but as we reached the bedroom door I tried one last entreaty. I didn’t quite dare to lean against him, but I yearned towards him as I said, ‘Dad, please, don’t let her make me marry him.’


     He stood there looking sadly at me, then he gave a weary sigh and, dropping his eyes so he didn’t have to see the plea in mine, he shook his head. I heard the key turn in the lock as I flung myself face down on my bed.


     For the next three days that room was my prison. The first evening I was in there I heard Dad screwing a bolt onto the outside of the door. If I wanted to go to the toilet I had to shout out and whoever came to open the door would stand outside the bathroom. Lucy brought me food a couple of times a day but she never said much. She was angry with me and I knew why. I’d heard Mum shouting at her: ‘Who is he? Where did she meet him? Don’t try to protect that prostitute.’ ‘They’ve been to see Avtar,’ she said on the second evening. She’d brought me up a bowl of dhal but the way she thrust it at me made it clear she wasn’t planning to stop for a chat.


     ‘What did she  . . . ?’


     ‘Nothing.’ Her hand on the door handle, Lucy cut me off. ‘But Mum told her parents that she wasn’t welcome here anyway. She said Avtar was to stay away from you and so were her brothers.’


     ‘Did they . . . ?’ Lucy closed the door on my question. I wanted to know if they had beaten Avtar. I hadn’t thought about her until that moment. I’d barely thought of Jassey. My head ached from crying and my brain felt numb. In all the hours I’d lain on my bed I’d been tormented by a vision of me and the man in the photograph sitting side by side on a settee while Mum lectured us about honour. In my mind’s eye my face was bruised and there were tears pouring down my cheeks.


     I was so absorbed by this image that at first I didn’t register the rattle on the window. When it came again I looked up and was quick enough to see a trickle of tiny stones slide down the glass. Two steps and I was there looking out. If I peered right round to the left I could see the street and there was Jassey’s Escort right opposite the house. How did he dare? Where was he?


     Suddenly the driver door opened and Jassey climbed out and walked along the pavement to stand beneath the lamppost just down from our house. He waved and my heart lurched at the sight of his slow familiar smile. Standing in the dim street light he started acting out a little charade. I tucked myself in behind the flimsy curtain and watched. His arms encircled the air in front of him and he planted a kiss on the imaginary person he was hugging. He pointed up to me and then down into the empty space in front of him. He tilted his head towards me and, with a clenched fist, bumped out the rhythm of his heart. If I ever really loved Jassey I think it was at that moment.


     Then his mime changed. He pointed up to me, then to himself and then made out he was running. Given that his left hand was held out beside him, clenching thin air, I reckoned that I was supposed to be running with him. My smile faded as slowly it dawned on me what he was suggesting. Involuntarily I turned to look back into my bedroom, my own bedroom, a privilege my older sisters’ marriages had bestowed on me. The curtain caught on my shoulder and the light from the street flooded in, illuminating the Magnum poster that I’d fixed above my bed with Blu-tack.


     For a moment I stood there surveying the silhouettes of everything in that room that was familiar to me. The tangle of clothes that never quite got put away. The jumble of make-up spilling out across the chest of drawers. The narrow bed with its lumpy mattress and candlewick bedspread, mine alone and a haven after all those years of bed being a battlefield of arms and legs. The street light lit up the flowery wallpaper, the flowery carpet. I thought about how pleased and proud Mum was when we got them, ‘the very latest design’. This was my bedroom and in all the time I had spent dreading my arranged marriage I had never actually envisaged leaving it.


     I turned back to the street where Jassey, head on one side, was looking at me quizzically. I smiled and shrugged my shoulders. It seemed impossible. Where would we go? What we would do? Who would I be without my family?


     Those were the questions that ran through my mind in the days that followed. On the third day, after Mum had given me a long lecture about doing my duty, the bedroom door was left unlocked, but not the front and back doors. I wasn’t allowed to use the phone and I wasn’t allowed out of the house unless someone was with me. I spent hours sitting by the window, wondering about my future and waiting for Jassey to drive past. He kept coming. It wasn’t always safe for him to stop but he’d drive past slowly enough to clock that I was watching. I began to think he was the only person in the world that cared about me.


     The Saturday after I’d first been locked up, Mum said I was to come into town with her and Robina. Everyone was out and she didn’t want me alone in the house. I thought I’d relish being out and about but it felt humiliating being sandwiched between my mum and my sister, walking at their pace, not being allowed to stop when I wanted to.


     They had a couple of things to buy, and as we made our way up the street I became aware of a strange person shadowing us. At first I wasn’t sure if it was a man or a woman. It was wearing women’s clothes but the hair was obviously a wig and the lipstick, well, whoever applied it must have had their eyes shut.


     My first instinct was to nudge Robina and have a giggle, but something stopped me. We got to Bacon’s where she was planning to buy some shoes and, while she and Mum discussed styles, they both relaxed their watch on me. That’s when the person brushed against me. She – or he, I still hadn’t decided – pretended they were moving towards the racks of shoes; they passed too close and I twitched away. I thought I felt a hand touch mine. A couple of seconds later it happened again but this time I moved so I could see the person’s face.


     It was Jassey!


     My mouth dropped open in astonishment and I was about to say something but he frowned and shook his head almost imperceptibly. Again I felt the nudging hand but this time I met it and my fingers closed on a folded piece of paper which I quickly tucked into my pocket. Mum and Robina seemed to spend hours choosing shoes after that, then Mum wanted some spices and Robina needed something at the chemist. The shopping trip seemed to drag on for ever.


     Eventually we got home and, with the note burning a hole in my pocket, I went straight upstairs to the bedroom.


 


I want to help you. We could go away together. I will look after you. Look out for me at 11 tonight J xxx


 


That’s what the note said. I sat there for ages looking at it. I heard Mum rattling pots and pans in the kitchen. Somewhere downstairs Lucy and Robina were having an argument. Dad came in from the pub and turned on the telly. If I went, would it finally make them understand?


     I had to talk to Jassey but that seemed impossible when there was always someone watching me. Suddenly it struck me that there was a way to buy back my freedom. I considered it for a couple of seconds and then stood up and went downstairs.


     I stopped in the kitchen doorway. Mum was at the stove.


     ‘Mum, I’ve changed my mind, I will get married.’


     She whipped round. Her face was stern but her voice was gentle as she said, ‘What did you say, child?’


     ‘I will get married, I will go through with it. I’ll do it for you and Dad.’


     ‘Good. At last you’ve come to your senses,’ she said, nodding approvingly. As she turned again to her cooking pot I thought I saw a change in her bearing, her shoulders seemed to relax.


 


My announcement worked just as anticipated. The front and back doors were still locked but I wasn’t so closely watched. The atmosphere changed. People were pleased with me, aunties who had lectured me came round and patted me and pinched my cheek. I forced myself to smile. Mum hummed as she smoothed and refolded the fabrics in my chest. The air was sticky with the smell of sweets, dozens of them being baked for me to take with me to my new relations. Their cloying scent hit the fear still settled on my stomach and made me nauseous.


     My freedom was still very limited. I lived for the moments when I could ring Jassey. He never dared ring me. Our conversations were brief and urgent. I was scared. Mum hadn’t said anything about dates but I could tell from the way preparations were going that they would be sending me away any day. I overheard her on the phone discussing flights to Frankfurt for me, her and Ginda. I couldn’t think straight but Jassey seemed so confident.


     ‘You can’t marry a stranger,’ he said. ‘I’ll look after you. We’ll be fine.’


     We made plans. I hid a small suitcase under my bed and gradually I packed it. I had to be careful no one noticed what went missing. All I took was a few clothes, a photograph of my dad and a photograph of Ginda’s eldest, David, because I loved him very much. At the last minute I put in a panda bear that Robina had made at school in needlework. She’d given it to me several birthdays back and now it had a half-torn ear and an eye hanging off, but it was precious to me.


     We’d worked out how to get the case out of the house. I couldn’t just carry it out the front door because even if Mum and Dad didn’t see me, one of the nosy neighbours in our terrace would. The night we’d agreed to do it I stayed awake until 2 a.m. I was so worn out with worry it was hard for me. I kept dropping off then jerking back awake. When the time came I tiptoed along to the bathroom, keeping as close as possible to the walls so the floorboards didn’t creak. I’d pulled the sheet off my bed and now I knotted it really tightly to the handle of the case. My heart was beating so hard I could almost hear it.


     I flushed the toilet to disguise the noise of the sash window scraping open then I ran the tap as, standing on the seat, I gingerly lowered the case down into the garden. The sheet wasn’t quite long enough and I suffered agonies of indecision before deciding I would have to let it drop. It landed with a dull thud. My mouth was dry and the blood was pounding in my ears. I stood there frozen as I waited to hear Mum stamping out of her bedroom, come to see what was happening. A couple of minutes passed and nothing broke the silence. I sank down onto the toilet seat and sat there with my head in my hands until my pulse slowed down.


     Next morning I woke with a start at eight o’clock. Mum would have gone to work and I could hear Dad in the bathroom. I hurried downstairs, through the shed and into the garden. The case was gone. Having checked no one was watching from an upstairs window I looked behind the stack of empty seed trays piled up by the back gate. My sheet was there, neatly folded. As I picked it up I felt the crackle of a piece of paper beneath the top fold. It was a scrap torn from a paper bag.


 


3 a.m. WE DID IT! J xxx










Chapter 8


I spent the next few days in limbo feeling as if all my drive and energy had been sapped. I was ready to go but I couldn’t imagine going. This was my home. It was what I knew and who I was. I looked in the mirror and fancied that I saw myself dissolving.


     Then something happened to snap me out of my torpor. I was woken one morning by the sound of the front door slamming. I looked at my watch: it was late. Mum would have been at work for hours, Dad would be asleep after his night shift; it must have been Lucy going out. From where I lay I could hear her footsteps hurrying down the pavement. Something – instinct, intuition, call it what you like – made me want to see if she had remembered to lock the door behind her. Perhaps it was just hope. I climbed out of bed, went downstairs and gingerly tried the handle. The door opened. I closed it again instantly, and as quietly as I could. I knew I had to seize this opportunity.


     Upstairs, I tore a page out of one of my school exercise books and sat down to write Mum and Dad a note. There were so many thoughts crashing round inside my head that I struggled to find the words to describe why I was going, how I felt. I kept crossing bits out and starting again: I wrote three or four versions but in the end what I left on my pillow was this.


 


Dear Mum and Dad,


     When you read this I will have gone but I can’t say where. I’ve tried to explain things to you but you won’t listen so I can’t stay here any more. I’m too young to get married. I want to go to college and make you proud of me. I want to have a life.


     Don’t worry about me because I’m going to be okay. I love you both very much and hope I will see you again soon.


     Your loving daughter, Jasvinder.


 


Once it was done I wanted to go straight away. I had nothing to pack. I told myself to wait a while. Jassey was at work and he didn’t know I was coming. It would be better to wait until the working day was over, but I was terrified that Lucy would come back. I sat down in front of the telly and tried to concentrate but I found myself looking at my watch every five minutes. I drank two cups of coffee. The house seemed deathly quiet. Even the street outside seemed dead and empty. At about twelve o’clock I couldn’t stand it any longer. I got up and ran.


     I ran as if the hounds of hell were after me, up Dale Road, Normanton Road, into the centre of town and out again. I was so scared of getting caught, it was not until I was well clear of the Asian area that I slowed my pace a bit; I was hot and I needed to catch my breath.


     With only the vaguest idea where Jassey’s workplace was I got lost several times but I wasn’t bothered. Outside the Asian area I felt anonymous. When I asked directions I was careful to ask white people and I was glad to see I didn’t spark their interest, they barely noticed me. Eventually I found the engineering works, tucked under a bridge on the outskirts of Derby. There were a good two hours to go before Jassey’s shift was over, so I sat down on a wall to wait for him. I sat there willing the hours to pass. My heart was racing, but time seemed to have slowed to a crawl, eking out each minute between the ending of my old life and the beginning of my new one.


     Jassey was absolutely shocked when he came out and found me there. I was too caught up in my own feelings to give him credit for that and I babbled on, oblivious to his incomprehension. When I paused for breath he said, ‘We can’t go now. We’re not ready.’


     ‘But we’ve got to go. Don’t you understand? I might not be able to get out of the house again.’


     He stood there, twisting his overalls in his hands, looking really worried.


     ‘But Jas, what about work? I haven’t told them. I can’t just  . . .’


     ‘You said you’d help me. You said you loved me. Well, now’s the time. I’m telling you Jassey, it’s not safe for me to stay here any longer.’


     He came round quite quickly although it can’t have been easy for him. His workmates were streaming past, calling out and teasing him for talking to me. Once he’d made his mind up he said he’d need about an hour to go back to his house, pack his stuff and get mine. He said I was to stay there and wait for him.


     That was the longest hour. The sun went in and as the streets emptied I felt conspicuous and cold. Eventually the purple Escort pulled up beside me. Jassey was looking hassled but he managed a smile. His mum had seen him carrying cases out of the house and asked where he was going. ‘I just told her I’d be back later.’ He hadn’t even had time to leave a note for her. At that moment I was too self-absorbed to think what that must have meant to him.


     My heart was racing. It was six o’clock: Mum would be getting home soon and people would realize I was missing. Then they’d start looking for me. I was scrunched up in my seat, trying to see out of the car window without being seen myself.


     ‘Where are we going to go then?’ Jassey said.


     I gawped at him. We’d never even thought about that. He picked a map book off the back seat and opened it at the page with Derby on it. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Close your eyes and point. Wherever your finger lands, that’s where we’ll go.’


     So I did. My finger landed on Newcastle. It meant nothing to me; I’d never been; I didn’t know anybody there. Jassey said he’d been once, to visit an auntie, years before. It took us about four hours to drive there and we hardly talked at all. What I had done was beginning to sink in, and my stomach was churning with a mixture of relief and terror. The fact that I had actually managed to escape made me feel elated, but at the same time I was convinced that at any moment someone would catch up with us and drag me home again. Just outside Derby a police car passed us with its siren screaming and I sank down into the footwell of my seat and remained crouched there for the rest of the journey.


     Jassey was scared too, and very worried about what we’d done. During all our preparations I don’t think he’d really considered things properly. I was so young, so naive, although I don’t think he saw me like that. He never took advantage of me, or made me do anything I didn’t want to do. As far as he was concerned, he’d fallen in love with me and I was in trouble and he wanted to help.


     It might sound very romantic but Jassey and I were not Romeo and Juliet. I wanted to teach Mum a lesson. I wanted her to say, ‘Oh, all right then, come home, you don’t have to get married. Finish school. Go to college. Do all the stuff the other kids are doing.’ I must have been mad.


     We stopped once on the way and got a cup of tea and some chips, and it was after ten o’clock by the time we reached Newcastle. We’d agreed that we’d sleep in the car to save money until we could find a room to rent, so Jassey found a public car park and we pulled our jackets over us and tried to get comfortable. I can remember biting really hard on my collar so that Jassey wouldn’t hear me crying but he did anyway, and for what felt like ages he sat up, stroking my hair.


 


The next morning I woke up feeling cold and stiff, with all my worries sitting like a rock on my stomach. It felt so strange not having to watch the clock; I’d been used to having every minute monitored, now time stretched ahead of me like a vast blank canvas. We washed our faces in the public toilet in the middle of the car park and got some more tea in a café and then tried to sort ourselves out. We needed somewhere to stay and a job for Jassey, so we trailed up and down the streets looking at the ads in newsagent windows.


     Finally we just sat in the car. We were so scared of being seen. Although I kept telling myself I was really glad I’d escaped, I couldn’t help imagining what it would be like if I was still at home. I blanked out the chest full of bridal fabrics and that picture on the mantelpiece and just saw me and Lucy watching telly in the living-room, Mum in the kitchen chopping vegetables for the curry, and Dad sitting opposite her at the kitchen table sipping his tea before the night shift. It was all so warm and familiar it made me ache with longing. I grabbed hold of Jassey’s hand and squeezed it really tight.


     We were desperate to save our money, but living in the car was so grim that after a couple of days we checked into the Heron Hotel. A really lovely old couple ran it. They invited us to watch telly with them in their lounge and gave us tea and biscuits and they asked us so many questions – not prying, just friendly – that we ended up telling them our story. After that they let us stop another night without paying.


     It must have been on about day four that we came across a shopkeeper who said he had a place that we could stay in. It was very dingy: one room three floors above his shop, with a shared kitchen and bathroom one flight down.


     There were cigarette burns in the carpet and the only furniture apart from the bed was a chest of drawers and two hard chairs. The bed looked quite clean but the mattress was really thin. The kitchen stank of old grease, only one ring worked on the cooker and there was a pane missing in the bathroom window so it was permanently freezing. I felt my stomach lurch as Jassey said we’d take it. Home, in comparison, was a five-star hotel.


     I thought that often in the months that followed, months when it got so cold that we could make jelly and leave it on the windowsill to set overnight. I was from a working-class family, no doubt about that, but until Jassey and I moved to Newcastle I’d never felt poor. At home we’d always had hot water and clean clothes and enough to eat. Now, especially in the weeks when Jassey couldn’t get much work, we often only ate one meal a day; sometimes we couldn’t afford anything more than a bag of chips. I got used to bathing in the lukewarm trickle of water that the decrepit Ascot boiler spat out, but there was never enough of it to wash our clothes so we used to save up our fifty-pence pieces and take them to the launderette every two or three weeks. I’d brought very few clothes with me and those I had soon looked worn and grey but there was no money for anything new. I was beyond caring about my appearance anyway, and for the first weeks, before I felt confident enough to go out and start looking for work, I never went anywhere that it mattered what I looked like. The area we were living in was rough. The all-seeing eye of ‘the community’ used to drive me mad in Derby but at least I never feared coming to physical harm on the streets. In our squalid area of Newcastle even Jassey’s old Escort was a target for thieves and it was broken into twice. I never walked outside alone at night.


     We tried to keep ourselves to ourselves and avoid the Asian areas but even so Jassey managed to pick up snippets of information; there was talk about us on the Asian grapevine. He learnt that my mum and dad had been round to his place and demanded to know where I was. Avtar was beaten until she finally persuaded her parents that she didn’t know anything about our whereabouts. When I heard this I was glad we hadn’t told anybody or implicated any of our siblings in our ‘crime’. For years that’s how I saw our escape; I felt I was the baddy and my family were the goodies and that didn’t feel nice.


     We heard a rumour that my mum and dad had hired a private detective and about ten days after our flight from Derby the police caught up with us. Early in the morning – before Jassey had set off on his daily search for work – there was a knock on the door. It was such a strong, authoritative rat-tat-tat that we guessed at once that it was the police. I was sitting on the bed and Jassey gestured that I should stay there as he went to open the door.


     ‘Jaswant Rattu?’


     From my position out of sight of the door, I could see Jassey nodding his head.


     ‘I have reason to believe that you have abducted and are now harbouring a young lady, Jasvinder Kaur Kang. She went missing from her home in Derby ten days ago and has not contacted her family since. They are very concerned for her safety. Can I come in so we could discuss this?’


     As Jassey stood back to let the policeman cross the threshold, I rushed forward, tears pouring down my face, and blocked his way.


     ‘It’s not like that.’ I scrubbed at my tears with my sleeve. ‘Jassey didn’t abduct me, he rescued me, I asked him to take me, he was trying to help me because my parents are trying to force me into a marriage, he’s never hurt me, it’s them who  . . .’


     ‘Slow down, Miss, slow down and then we can get this sorted out. Now, if you wouldn’t mind me coming in?’


     I drew back to stand beside Jassey and as the policeman stepped inside I saw him run an appraising eye around our dingy room with its unmade bed. Our bed. I wanted to hide that from him. What we did together there was so beautiful and magical and mind-blowing that I couldn’t stand to have it held up for scrutiny.


     The policeman was tall and heavily built. He took off his helmet and I could see that his hair was greying and he had a fatherly air about him.


     ‘May I?’ He gestured to one of our two chairs. Jassey took the other and I sat back down on the bed.


     ‘Now, if you’d like to tell me the whole story, but go slowly please so I can get it straight.’


     So I did, I told him everything, starting with the fact that the plane ticket had been bought and how if Jassey hadn’t rescued me – I made out he was the saviour in the whole situation – I would have been forced to go to Germany to get married. I explained that I didn’t want to get married, let alone to someone I didn’t know, because I wanted to finish school and go to college. I told him that Mum and Dad wouldn’t listen to me no matter how much I begged them to, and I even told him about Prakash and Ginda and how their husbands beat them. Then I swore blind that Jassey hadn’t put me up to anything I hadn’t wanted to do and pointed out that I’d be sixteen in just a few weeks.


     All the time I was talking the policeman sat there listening; occasionally he looked surprised or nodded his head. He was so quiet and kind and it was such a relief to pour it all out.


     ‘I’ve seen this before,’ he said, when finally I’d finished. ‘I understand your position, Miss, and I understand why you did what you did, so don’t worry: I’m not going to tell your parents where you are. What I will do is tell them that you’ve contacted the police and that you are safe. And I think it would be a good idea, Miss, if some time soon you would ring them and tell them that yourself. All right then?’ He gave an encouraging smile. ‘Good luck to you both,’ he said, as he stood up and left.


     I wish I could remember that man’s name because I owe him a debt of gratitude. If he’d taken me home I’m sure I would have been on the next plane out to Germany and the rest of my life would have turned out very differently.










Chapter 9


I longed to make that call home but for weeks I didn’t have the courage. Time – acres of empty, unmonitored time – stretched out, leaving Derby further and further behind, and I yearned to do something that would close the gap. It was the comfortable familiarity of it all that I missed. I wanted to walk down our street and know the people that I saw; I wanted to go into our corner shop and put my hand on the groceries on my list without having to think twice; I wanted to stand in the playground at Littleover, laughing with my friends. If you’d told me the previous term that I’d mind leaving school I’d have laughed, but . . . I kept thinking of the English teacher who’d handed back my essay saying, ‘Very good, Jasvinder. You’re showing promise.’ What good was promise now?


     Images of home teased me, dancing in and out of my mind. I’d see Mum sitting on the floor in the living-room peeling onions. Dad standing on the back doorstep, his hand cupped around a cigarette. I can’t believe I’m writing this, but I almost missed Mum’s nagging: ‘A bag of flour and a white loaf and straight back, mind, no loitering or skipping off.’ In those days she always knew where I was.


     I knew I’d call home eventually and in my mind I ran through the conversation I’d be having many times: Mum answering the phone, calling across to Dad, ‘It’s Jasvinder. She’s safe!’ Everybody crying, telling me I was forgiven and that everything was going to be all right.


     I couldn’t have been more wrong.


     Mum’s harsh words cut me to the quick – even today I wince at the sharp pain their memory brings – but almost as bad was the fact that she didn’t even ask where I was. She hung up on me without even trying to find that out. It was like she was already being as good as her word:


     ‘In our eyes you’re dead.’


     Deep down inside I couldn’t really believe Mum had meant that. I couldn’t accept I meant so little to her. I wrote to her, hoping words could bridge the gulf that had opened up between us.


 


Dear Mum and Dad,


     I hope you are well. I am well but I miss you very much. I wish I could see you, or even talk to you. I think of you a lot.


     I’m sorry I made you cross by running away and I hope you can forgive me, but you know why I left. I didn’t want to leave you, but I didn’t want to marry that man either. I’m too young to get married. My teacher at school said I could do A levels. I want to make something of my life.


     Please forgive me, I’d like to come home. I miss you very much. I love you both and I wish I could be with you. I hope I will be, some day soon. Please tell my nephew David that I love him.


     Your loving daughter, Jasvinder.


 


I sent that letter and then I kept ringing, more and more often, but every time it was the same. If Mum or Dad answered, they’d just put the phone down. I felt I’d been kicked every time Dad did that.


 


Once I rang and Lucy hissed, ‘Do you realize what you’ve done to us? How difficult it is for Gin at her house? Do you know what they’re saying in the gurdwara, that people spit at Mum in the street?’ And then she hung up.


     I’d thought my sisters would support me but I was wrong. I don’t know if the things they said were true. All I knew was that my whole family was rejecting me and they were saying this is your fault; this is because of what you’ve done.


     Poor Jassey. When I could force myself to focus on our situation, it looked impossibly bleak. There we were in a strange city, cut off from all the people we knew and loved. Jassey had given up his secure job and income for my sake, and there didn’t seem much work to be had in Newcastle, not for Asian people anyway. He’d been my knight in shining armour; he’d done it because he loved me, and that made me feel bad too, because although I loved his kindness and his sweet funny ways, in my heart of hearts I knew I’d never really loved him.


     I’d made my bed and I had to lie in it. We had somewhere to live. Once we’d signed on for benefits we found somewhere a bit nicer, somewhere that was clean at least, but we still didn’t feel settled. When I turned sixteen I started to look for work, but my heart wasn’t really in it; most days I just sat on our bed wrapped up in my thoughts. With every day that passed I got more and more depressed. I’d lost my dad, my mum, my sisters, my brother, my nephews, my nieces, all those aunties who had so annoyed me with their busybody ways, my friends, Avtar . . . everybody. The only reminder I had of home was my two photographs and Robina’s little cloth panda. I used to cry myself to sleep and I would wake up crying in the morning and the panda would be drenched with tears. My cheeks were red and raw. My skin flared up with all the anxiety and in the afternoons when Jassey came home we used to trawl the health shops looking for herbal remedies. Sometimes my homesickness and guilt and fear and loneliness would chase each other round my mind so furiously that I felt possessed. I’d peer into the mirror trying to see if the turmoil inside me was visible on my face. Sometimes I didn’t recognize the blank face of the person staring back at me. I felt so isolated I didn’t know who I was any more.


     When it got really bad, Jassey put me in the car at five in the morning and drove me down to Derby just so I could see and smell the place where I’d grown up. He drove past my house then parked a small distance away so I could see my dad walking home from work. I watched him trudge along, his thermos and his newspaper – the Asian paper, he never learnt to read English – tucked under one arm. His feet dragged slightly and my heart bled. He looked much older than I remembered. I had to stop myself leaping out and chasing after him; once I gripped the edge of my seat so hard I broke my nails. I longed to talk to him but I knew if Mum found out she’d be furious and I didn’t want to get him into trouble.


     Sometimes we parked outside Dale primary school where my nephews and nieces then went and I pressed myself against the playground fence and watched them with their friends. I reached my hands out as if to touch them. It comforted me to see them looking so carefree. At least they weren’t old enough to hate me.


     Those visits were a bit like watching a soppy movie. For a couple of hours I could step out of my reality and pretend I was part of someone else’s. Sometimes, driving through those streets I had known all my life, I could almost feel happy; the look of relief on Jassey’s face when that happened made me realize what a burden he was carrying. He was endlessly supportive. But I was always crying again before we got back to Newcastle. My family had washed their hands of me, they were completely out of my reach, but I couldn’t stop loving them.
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