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    Prologue




    Princess Dilly of Sharnia had it all. Her beauty was legendary throughout the kingdom. Her eyes were the colour of sparkling emeralds, her mouth as soft as a rosebud, and her long hair fell about her shoulders in a thick silky pool of gold.




    Hers was a pampered life, her every need met by willing handmaidens. For nineteen years she’d avoided contact with people whom she considered to be beneath her – the ‘common folk’, as she called them – staying away from the noise and smell and the hustle and bustle they created as they went about their pitiful lives.




    Given a choice, she would have preferred to be back at the royal palace now, plotting ways to rid herself of the evil Queen Gongal while King Shah was away in far-off lands.




    But the King’s word was law, and that’s why she was standing in a queue at the Bradford Interchange at two in the morning, waiting to board a National Express coach bound for Manchester Airport. Sighing inwardly, she paused for a moment at the bottom of the stairs. What was that she could smell? A nasty warm concoction of unwashed bodies and diesel fumes. Her stomach heaved and she suddenly felt nauseous. She was dimly aware of her three maids pushing impatiently past her as they clambered aboard the coach.




    Surely, the Princess thought, it would have been so much more civilized to make the journey by glass carriage, pulled by her four white Lipizzaner stallions.




    Why had the evil King insisted on her travelling in such a demeaning manner? In fact, why did she have to go at all? It wasn’t even her wedding. How preposterous that she, heiress to the Kingdom of Sharnia, was being forced to attend the wedding of a simple maidservant. It was unheard of . . .




    She was jolted from her reverie by a sharp shove from behind.




    ‘Dammit, Dilly, get a bloody move on – you’re holding everyone up.’




    The warm wispy clouds of dreaminess vanished in an instant.




    ‘Sorry, Daddy,’ I mumbled. ‘I was miles away.’




    ‘Just get on the coach,’ he barked.




    As I reluctantly took my seat beside my sisters at the back of the coach, I stared out from behind my veil at the holiday-hungry passengers already tucking into sandwiches and bottles of pop. A small child ran up and down the gangway, shooting a plastic cap gun. A young couple were studying a map and giggling excitedly. The blonde woman in the seat in front of me looked up from her Thomas Cook brochure, turned to glare at me, and sniffed indignantly.




    ‘What’s your problem?’ I asked angrily.




    ‘You lot,’ she replied tartly as she went back to reading her brochure.




    My sisters were sitting together in a huddle of gloomy silence. Meanwhile, my father had his nose buried in a cricket almanac. It was a tatty dog-eared volume that he’d already read several times. I don’t think he was even reading it; it was just an excuse for him to ignore his daughters. I wondered if he knew how much we all hated him. I guessed that even if he did he wouldn’t have lost much sleep over it; he was that sort of man.




    He would have been more concerned had he known about the plan that was beginning to form in my head, a plan that would allow me to finally escape from him and my mother.




    All my life I’d been a prisoner, but, unlike Cinderella, I’d given up waiting to be rescued by a dashing young prince and had decided to figure it out for myself. I knew my struggle for freedom would be long and hard-fought, for my shackles had been forged by the evil witch Rasheeda, many years before I was even born . . .








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 1




    1967 was a fruitful year. Twix and Smash were born, Elvis married Priscilla, and, on 21 March, as Engelbert Humperdinck sang, ‘Please release me, let me go . . .’ my mother pushed me out into the world. There were already two boys in the family – my brother Monkey and my cousin Doc – but Mammy wanted another, and I don’t think she ever really got over the disappointment of having a girl.




    A year later, she was disappointed again when she gave birth to my little sister, Egg. In 1970, she was doubly disappointed by the arrival of twin girls (Daisy and Poppy), and that’s when Mammy decided to give up on childbirth altogether.




    From as far back as I can remember, all the Shah kids could speak two languages – English and Punjabi. You’d think that would be enough. But when I was eight my mother decided she wanted to teach me Urdu as well. She said Punjabi was such a guttural, vulgar language, whereas Urdu was cultured and refined, and maybe learning it would soften my rough edges. So, one sunny afternoon during the summer holidays, she sat me down at the huge oak table in the kitchen, handed me a textbook, and told me to do the first lesson while she got the dinner ready.




    I took one look at the book and knew it wasn’t going to be a good day. The lesson went:




    

      

        

          1)  Translate the following words into English: din, rah, jab, kar, kam.




          2)  Practise the pronunciation of each word.


        


      


    




    ‘When you’ve done that, Dilly, take a look at the next page and answer those questions as well,’ Mammy said as she peeled an onion the size of a melon.




    I turned the page and looked at the next lesson. She had to be joking.




    

      

        

          1)  Write ten sentences using yakayak.




          2)  Write ten sentences using baad.


        


      


    




    I laughed out loud. ‘Mammy, they’ve spelt this one wrong. Isn’t that meant to be “bad”?’




    ‘No, you idiot; it means “after”.’




    ‘Oh, I see,’ I said, feeling foolish. ‘So what’s a yakayak?’




    ‘For God’s sake, just get on with it.’




    ‘And this word here, Mammy, what’s dar?’




    ‘Be afraid,’ she replied.




    ‘Why?’




    ‘No, that’s what dar means,’ she said impatiently. ‘If you read the bloody thing with a Yorkshire accent, you’ll never get it right.’




    I didn’t like the way she kept waving the knife in the air, so I slouched down at the dining table, positioned Exercises in Urdu in front of me, and quietly practised singing Bay City Rollers songs to myself.




    *    *    *




    Half an hour later, my mother looked over my shoulder and saw I was still on the first question.




    ‘Oh my God,’ she groaned. ‘Why are you such hard work?’




    ‘’Cos this is boring. Can’t we go shopping?’ I asked hopefully.




    ‘Why would I want to go shopping with you?’ she replied impatiently. ‘I asked you to do one simple thing, and you can’t even be bothered to do that. You’re so lazy and ugly, I don’t know how I’m ever going to find you a husband from Pakistan, but at least if you make the effort to learn Urdu you might be in with a chance.’




    ‘That’s baad,’ I said, feeling proud that I’d used one of my new words in a sentence.




    ‘No,’ she replied as she lit the cooker with a long strip of cut-up cereal carton. ‘What’s bad is your attitude. You can’t just think about yourself all the time. When you’re married, your husband becomes your boss, and you have to do whatever makes the boss happy.’




    ‘Bollocks to that.’




    My mother gave me a stinging slap across the face. ‘Get out of my kitchen, you little bitch!’ she shrieked.




    And that was it. I’d got what I wanted: I was free to play.




    Leaving her to her cooking, I grabbed Hamble, my favourite doll, and headed out into the back garden. It was a beautiful sunny afternoon. A gentle breeze was rustling through the leaves of the giant oak trees on the other side of the back alley.




    From somewhere came the distant hum of a lawn-mower, and the tinkling of Harami’s ice cream van. Next door, Batool’s washing was dancing on the line, and the familiar scents of Daz and Lenor came floating over the wall to embrace the aroma of frying onions that was escaping from the open kitchen windows.




    I gave Hamble a bath in the water coming from the drainpipe. She was my pride and joy. I’d bought her at a school jumble sale, and she was special because she was darker than me. I didn’t know anyone who had a doll like Hamble. The minute I saw her little black foot poking out of a box of toys, I knew I had to have her.




    A dripping wet Hamble and I had just started to hunt for caterpillars in the vegetable patch when the back gate opened and suddenly my father was standing there, glaring at me with a manic look in his green eyes.




    And that’s when I learned that sugar can fly. A two-pound bag, cruising at an altitude of four feet, narrowly missed my head. Like a fat white pigeon, it flew across the garden and landed with a soft thud on the doorstep.




    The bag ruptured, and I watched in fascination as the sugar trickled out to form a little white mountain. Another bag followed, and it dawned on me that my father was armed, dangerous, and busy reloading. It was time to run for cover. As Hamble and I cowered in a corner of the garden, Daddy reached down into the two huge hessian shopping bags on the ground next to him. With me out of sight, he decided to turn his attention to the house.




    It was a tin of tomatoes that broke the first window. My father looked like he was playing cricket as he bowled a big red apple straight through the jagged glass. Good shot, I thought. One by one, every item – potatoes, eggs, cartons of milk, bags of flour, tins of soup, bunches of grapes – was thrown across the garden and into the kitchen through the broken windows. Finally, out of ammunition, he went charging into the house, spreading chaos in his wake.




    ‘You useless cow!’ he shouted at my mother. ‘I’ve lugged that shopping all the way from Rawson’s Market and you couldn’t even be bothered to open the front door!’




    ‘Did you ring the bell?’ she asked in a deadpan voice.




    ‘No, I didn’t ring the bloody bell.’




    I sneaked up to the kitchen doorway so I could get a better view. Daddy was raging, surrounded by broken glass and scattered groceries.




    ‘So how was I supposed to know you were there?’ Mammy asked.




    ‘You knew I’d gone shopping. You should have known I’d be back.’




    ‘Don’t be stupid. I’ve got better things to do than sit and look out of the window all day. Maybe next time you’ll remember to take your key.’




    It was a bad choice of words. Daddy picked up a tin of spaghetti and hurled it through the last unbroken window. Then he grabbed more of the weekly shop and sent it flying again – only this time it was all going out of the kitchen and into the garden.




    When, at last, everything was in the back garden, I crunched my way through the glass, picked up some tins, went into the house and put them on the dining table in front of him. It wasn’t often I was handed an opportunity to humiliate both my parents at the same time.




    ‘Here you are, Daddy, I brought these back so you can chuck them out again.’




    He stared at me in disbelief.




    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ my mother shrieked.




    ‘Keeping your boss happy,’ I replied. ‘Go on, Daddy, chuck them out and I’ll fetch them back for you.’




    He was too embarrassed to speak. As his rage subsided and his shoulders sagged, we all stood and surveyed the mess.




    ‘You’re going to have to mend those windows,’ Mammy snapped as she stepped gingerly across the kitchen floor.




    ‘Yes, Gongal, I’m well aware of that,’ he said through clenched teeth.




    ‘I’ll help you, Daddy,’ I offered eagerly.




    ‘Get lost,’ he hissed. ‘Go on, get out of here.’




    Disappointed that the show was over so quickly, I shoved my hands deep into my tartan flares and skulked back into the garden. A moment later, my mother followed, grabbed the yard brush and started to sweep the path furiously.




    ‘The neighbours are going to love this,’ she muttered to herself. ‘The man’s crazy. One minute he’s fine, and the next he’s acting like a rabid dog. It’s as though someone’s done voodoo on him.’




    Daddy strolled casually out of the kitchen. ‘Gongal, I need you to help me fix the windows.’




    ‘Go to hell. You broke them, you fix them.’




    ‘Aw, come on, love,’ he wheedled. ‘I can’t measure the glass on my own.’




    ‘Why don’t you get your daughter to help? She’s obviously on your side.’




    ‘Oh shut up, woman, and get inside. You’re going to help, whether you like it or not.’




    She glared at him, then carried on sweeping. The bangles on her wrists jingled, and, with each movement, tiny sparks of red and orange light glinted off the gold and darted round the garden.




    But it wasn’t long before my mother gave in, as she usually did, and my father got his own way, as he usually did. Together, the two of them cleared up the mess, with constant interruptions from people wanting to know what had happened. My parents didn’t say anything, but I think the neighbours knew anyway. The whole street would have heard Daddy, and I’m willing to bet they’d all stepped outside to listen.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    My father was a very religious man. He prayed five times a day, and every evening he’d line all the kids up in the back room and make us read verses from the Koran. Recitals would go on for hours and, by the time I got to bed, Arabic words would be spinning round in my head like clothes in a tumble dryer. And when I went to sleep I’d dream that the alphabet was chasing me down the street.




    But one day, by chance, I discovered that if I read my verses for my mother, before my father got home from work, I wouldn’t have to read again in the evening. Mammy was always too busy to pay much attention to how much time I’d spent, and my cunning little plan worked well for a while – until the day I made the mistake of lying down on my stomach in the back room to read the Koran. Mammy came in unexpectedly, took one look at what I was doing and blew her top.




    ‘What the hell?’ she shouted. ‘How dare you be so disrespectful?’




    ‘I was just trying to get comfortable,’ I said, sitting up quickly.




    ‘I’ve never seen anything so disgusting in all my life,’ she exaggerated. She slapped my face and frog-marched me to the cellar, shoved me inside and bolted the door.




    I hated that place. It was where all the demons conjured up by a young and vivid imagination would hunt. It was cold, the air was always damp and heavy, and in winter the walls would run wet with condensation. It was my idea of hell; there were black rats skulking around down there, and huge spiders like the Martians from The War of the Worlds. But worse still was the vapour monster that Monkey had told me lived in the hole in the stairs. As a little girl I spent a lot of time in that dungeon beneath the house, being punished for whatever it was I was supposed to have done wrong, and worrying about the monster that was creeping slowly up the stairs on all fours to come and devour me.




    My mother would leave me in the cellar for hours. Occasionally someone would rattle the handle and I would hear her telling them to come away. After each trip to the cellar I would tell myself there was no way I was going back in there again, and then I’d do something wrong and find myself sitting in the dark, begging to be let out.




    However, on this particular occasion I did something I’d never been able to do before. I reached up on tiptoe and discovered that, at last, I was just tall enough to reach the light-switch. For the first time in my life, it wasn’t such a scary place after all.




    There was no sign of the monster, so I made my way downstairs. There were piles of junk everywhere: old newspapers that would be used as firelighters, broken furniture and old mattresses being kept for bonfire night, and empty paint tins that Monkey and his friends used as targets when they were practising with their BB guns in the back garden. There was a huge chest freezer, boxes of tools and tins of food that were kept for emergencies, and lanterns for whenever the miners were on strike or Daddy forgot to pay the bills.




    I hurried over to the sash window, clambered up on to the sill and undid the locks. The window groaned as I pulled it up, then a soft breeze came into the room. I climbed out quickly, closed the window to cover my tracks, and headed out into the street.




    Gomshall Road was full of rows of large terraced houses, all locked together like huge chunks of Lego. Many of them had been converted into bedsits, which were inhabited by a variety of tenants: students from the university, immigrants from Pakistan, OAPs, single mothers with small children, and people stopping off en route to somewhere else. Behind the houses on our side of the street was a cobbled back alley, and beyond that a high brick wall separating the alley from the railway tracks. On the opposite side of the street there was a gap in the terrace with a path that led down to Titus Park, which was sometimes used as a gypsy camp. At the far end of the park were the haunted woods that no child had the courage to explore.




    I loved my street. It was full of noise and colour, the sort of place where everybody knew each other. There were always lots of people to watch: the boys would be playing cricket and football, while the girls jumped rope or played Jacks. You could usually find the older children, including Monkey and his best friends Scully and Mark, sitting on a wall, flicking back their ridiculously long, poker-straight hair, trying to out-Ozzy Osbourne each other, while eating sweets and drinking Irn-Bru they’d stolen from Toadie’s, the shop by the entrance to the park.




    There was always at least one small child looking after a baby in a huge Silver Cross pram because their mam was knackered and she’d told them to ‘piss off out and take the baby with you’.




    There wasn’t much to thank my parents for, but I was grateful they’d chosen to settle at 38 Gomshall Road. I couldn’t imagine living in any other street. Everything about it was etched in my mind: the familiar faces, the back alleys crawling with children until late in the evening, the sun shining at a certain angle on the windows across the street; in summer dandelion seeds dancing in the breeze, and in winter the air thick with the metallic smell of frost and the snow falling in plump grey flakes from an even greyer sky. Gomshall Road was my favourite place in the world.




    Today Scully’s sister, Sue, was skipping outside her house across the road. I went over for a chat.




    ‘What are you up to?’ she asked.




    ‘Not much,’ I replied.




    ‘I’m waiting for Sharon. Did you know she’s got her first bra? It cost ninety-nine and a half pence.’




    ‘What’s the big deal?’ I asked, thinking I’d much rather spend the money on a catapult.




    ‘I can’t wait till I get one,’ Sue said. ‘I’m gonna go to John Street Market with my mam, and we’ll choose one together.’




    Not to be outdone, I replied: ‘Yeah, well, me and my mam are gonna get mine from Busby’s. She said I can have a pink one.’ I knew hell would freeze over before Mammy ever took me to Busbys’.




    Sue climbed up on to her garden wall. ‘I didn’t know your mam could go out. I thought Pakis didn’t let their women go shopping.’




    ‘Yeah, but we’re British.’




    ‘Only when it suits you.’ She giggled. ‘Hey your dad’s home – shouldn’t you be going in for your tea?’




    ‘Shit! I’m supposed to be locked in the cellar. My mam’ll be coming to let me out.’




    I waited until my father had gone into the house, then raced across the road. But, to my horror, when I tried to open the cellar window it was stuck tight and I couldn’t get it to budge.




    Cursing loudly I tried again, but it was no use. There was only one thing to do, so I did it. I rang the bell.




    The front door opened, and my mother stared at me as though she was seeing a ghost.




    ‘What the . . . ?’




    ‘Hi,’ I said as I brushed past her, following the smell of frying parathas into the kitchen.




    ‘Huh?’ she questioned, unable to articulate.




    My father was already feasting on saag aloo; there were long slivers of green chillies and a puddle of butter floating on the surface of the bowl in front of him.




    ‘Hello, love. Where’ve you been?’ he asked good-humouredly.




    Shaking her head in disbelief, my mother said, ‘I locked you in the cellar – how did you get out?’




    ‘I got fed up of waiting for you, so I let myself out.’




    ‘Dear God!’ she said in disbelief. ‘What sort of demon is this?’




    Instead of showing concern about the fact that my mother’s main method of punishment was now useless, Daddy just laughed. Mammy, angry that she’d been outdone by an eight year old, stormed over to the stove, picked up a paratha and slammed it down on my father’s plate, sending buttery fragments flying in all directions.




    ‘That girl’s got no respect. You should’ve seen the way she was reading the Koran; you’d have killed her. She was lying on her stomach.’




    My father’s attention was no longer on his meal. ‘Dilly? Is that true?’




    ‘Yes, Daddy, it is,’ I replied sheepishly.




    ‘Go upstairs and wash. Then come back down and get your Koran. You’re going to sit and read it, and give it the respect it deserves.’




    ‘But I’ve already done that, Daddy.’




    ‘Well, now you can do it again. And this time you’ll sit up properly, and you’ll continue to read until I tell you to stop.’




    It was five hours before my father was satisfied I’d learned my lesson. He taught me well; I never made that mistake again.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    Two monsters inhabited the Kingdom of Sharnia. The vapour monster lurked in the cellar, while upstairs in the attic lived my father’s older sister, the she-monster known as ‘Auntie Climax’.




    Climax had lived in Sharnia since before I was born. She and her son, Doc, came to England soon after her husband had caught her in bed with another man. Her mother, Rasheeda, horrified by the scandal, packed her daughter off to live with my father in Bradford, far enough away that any future indiscretions wouldn’t be trumpeted all round Jallu, their village in Pakistan.




    Every night, I would hear her clumping around overhead as I tried to sleep. Sometimes the smell of a Woodbine would float down the stairs, accompanied by the wails of Asha Bhosle and Lata Mangeshkar.




    Climax wasn’t a good-looking woman. Five feet nine tall, with size-eight feet, she could have been the bastard offspring of Desperate Dan and Dick Emery in drag.




    She had the biggest breasts I’d ever seen, and wasn’t ashamed to flaunt them for all to admire. She knew it wound my mother up, so she would deliberately dress in clothes that did little to hide her voluptuousness; her kurta tops all looked like they’d been welded to her skin, and she used old nappy pins to hold together the zips whose teeth had twisted out of shape and could no longer be done up.




    Whenever my mother told Climax to cover up, because parading around the house in revealing clothes was shameful Climax would say, ‘Don’t look if it bothers you so much. I can’t help being gorgeous, can I?’




    It wasn’t uncommon to see one of Climax’s enormous bras dancing wildly on the washing line, each cup big enough to accommodate a Galia melon. She’d use the clothes stick to hoist the line up in the air so that every passer-by in the back alley could get an eyeful, then she’d have a good laugh as Mammy hurried outside to peg a towel over the top of the bra.




    If she was feeling particularly playful, she would wash two weeks’ underwear in one go, and Mammy wouldn’t have enough towels to cover everything up.




    I admired the way she refused to be bullied by my mother. Of course, her boldness and self-confidence were bolstered by the knowledge that, as Daddy’s older sister, she was virtually untouchable. Unlike every other female in Sharnia, Climax could do more or less what she wanted, knowing that my father would turn a blind eye. Her reputation was already in tatters, so there was simply nothing left to preserve.




    She couldn’t even be bothered to look after her own son – most of his pitiful upbringing was done by my parents. Doc shared a bedroom with Monkey; Climax would drop in now and again, like a visitor, to see how he was, but I never saw her being affectionate towards him (or anyone else, for that matter).




    Climax baffled me. How could a woman who was such a negligent mother be such an excellent cook? I loved to watch her when she was preparing a meal; she reminded me of a mad scientist as she danced around the kitchen, opening cupboards, pulling out bottles of spices, mixing and measuring, wiggling her hips and humming away to the tune in her head.




    My mother was a hopeless cook – her food tasted watery and weak, as though she’d deliberately rinsed out all the flavour. When Mammy cooked, it was in black and white; but when Climax cooked, it was like she was working with a rainbow.




    If Climax could have been persuaded to spend more time in the kitchen, how different mealtimes would have been. But sadly she could only be coaxed in front of the stove on special occasions. It was Mammy’s slops that we had to endure on a daily basis.




    Climax wasn’t an easy woman to get close to. One day I found her in the back room, reading TV Times. I clambered onto her lap, put my arms round her neck, pulled her face close to mine and said, ‘Why can’t you cook for us all the time?’




    She snorted, pushed me off her lap and turned her attention back to the magazine. As I tried to climb back up, she put a manly hand on my forehead to keep me at arm’s length.




    ‘If you loved me, you’d give me a cuddle and you’d cook for me every day,’ I insisted.




    ‘Look, Dilly,’ she sighed, ‘let’s get something straight right now. I don’t love you. Come to think of it, I don’t even like you. But then again, I don’t really like anyone in this house. Now piss off, I’m trying to read.’




    Maybe my words hadn’t come out quite right, but I’d done my best to compliment her and all she’d done was throw my affection back in my face. Feeling confused and downhearted, I took Climax’s advice and headed off into the street.




    Monkey, Doc and a group of their friends were playing football in the middle of the road. I raced over to join them, but Doc shoved me roughly out of the way and said, ‘Piss off, Dilly, no girls allowed.’




    ‘Hey, Monkey!’ I shouted. ‘Please can I play?’




    ‘You’ve been told, now piss off,’ came the reply.




    There was no point picking a fight with him; he was six years older than me and didn’t have a problem using his fists. Compared to the rest of his gang, Monkey was a beast of a boy – tall and muscular, with demon-green eyes and long brown hair usually tied back in a ponytail. He spent most of his schooldays truanting, and whenever there was a fight in the street he was always in the thick of it. He’d already had his nose broken twice.




    Dejected, I sat on the kerb and watched the game jealously. Scully was on the ball. He skipped past his marker and smacked a shot straight at Doc, who was goalkeeping between two parked cars. The ball bounced off Doc’s leg, hit a blue Ford Anglia, and flew into the front garden of Number 43.




    A collective groan went up.




    ‘Not again!’ Monkey shouted at Doc. ‘You retard!’




    Doc hurried over to where I was sitting. Although he was only two years younger than Monkey, and almost as tall, he was weedy and spotty, and his watery green eyes and pale skin made him look as though he was permanently suffering from some sort of vitamin deficiency. Doc idolized Monkey, and did what he could to emulate his hero, but he lacked his cousin’s charisma.




    ‘Dilly,’ he said in a low voice, ‘go get the ball, or I’ll kick the shit out of you.’




    Feeling my hackles rise, I scrambled to my feet and faced him. Doc had clearly learned a lesson from living with my parents: whatever the problem, threatening violence was usually the solution. But, as Monkey ambled over, Doc’s tone suddenly changed.




    ‘Look, Dilly,’ he wheedled, ‘if you get the ball, we’ll let you play.’


    

    Refusing now wasn’t an option; I couldn’t afford to be branded a coward. I was desperate to be taken seriously by Monkey’s gang, and this was a chance to prove myself. But everyone knew that Estie, the Jamaican lady who lived at Number 43, was as big as a mountain because she ate children in between meals. I’d lost count of the number of times that Monkey had told me he’d seen a child’s bones poking out of Estie’s rubbish bin.




    Full of false bravado, and with the eyes of a dozen older boys upon me, I walked slowly up to the wooden gate and hesitated, my heart beating furiously and my legs shaking. Standing on tiptoe, I tried to peer into the garden, but the thick privet hedge was too high for me to see over.




    Doc ran up behind me, opened the gate, shoved me inside and pulled it shut.




    A moment of panic gripped me when I realized I wasn’t alone in the garden; Estie was sitting on the bench under the front window, wolfing down a bag of chips.




    ‘Please, lady,’ I mumbled, ‘can I have the ball back?’




    ‘Lady?’ She chuckled. ‘I haven’t been called that for a while. If you like, you can call me Estie, ’cos I’m the bestie. Want a chip?’ She held out the bag. ‘They’re nice and hot – I just got them from the fish-and-chip van.’




    ‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘You might eat me.’




    Estie threw back her head and roared with laughter. ‘Now where did you get that notion from?’ she said as tears rolled down her cheeks. ‘I think someone’s been pulling your leg.’




    Throwing caution to the wind, I sat down next to her on the bench and dipped my hand into the chips. They were delicious.




    ‘You can have some Lucozade, if you don’t mind sharing my glass,’ Estie offered. I was just about to take it from her when a nervous voice came from the other side of the hedge.




    ‘Dilly! Are you okay?’




    ‘Go away. I’m busy,’ I called back.




    ‘Now then,’ Estie said warmly, ‘I expect those boys will be wanting their ball back. But I say let them wait. Why don’t you just sit here a while and tell me about yourself.’




    The next hour was sheer bliss. That day I’d been told to piss off three times by members of my own family, but here was a complete stranger who was happy to spend time with me.




    Later that evening, Estie came over to our house with a bagful of Woolworths’ pic ’n’ mix and a huge bowl of homemade vanilla custard. I was overjoyed to see her again, but it was my parents and Climax she chatted happily with for hours. And, when she finally left, it was Mammy who ate all the custard.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 4




    With Daddy at work in the library all day, and Climax showing little interest in housework or her son, the job of raising six children fell to my mother. She found it difficult to cope.




    Monkey and Doc were too boisterous to be stuck indoors for long, so Mammy would kick them out into the street and then spend hours tense with worry over what they were getting up to. Of course, she couldn’t go out to check on them, because she wasn’t allowed out of the front of the house without my father – and the boys, aware of this, were too smart to play round the back.




    My three sisters added to my mother’s stress, in different ways.




    Egg was a frail, stick-thin fussy eater, who avoided mealtimes as much as possible. Poppy was clingy and demanding; when she wasn’t asleep, she was usually throwing a tantrum.




    But worst of all was Poppy’s identical twin, Daisy, who wasn’t even living with us. Daisy suffered from pustular psoriasis, and when she was a baby her scratching and crying used to keep my parents up all night. During the day, Mammy was supposed to treat Daisy’s skin frequently with emollients, but she never had the time to do it thoroughly and the neglect made things worse. So much so that, by the time Daisy was two years old, Daddy had had enough. He decided it must be the damp Bradford air that was aggravating the problem, and made up his mind to send Daisy to Pakistan to live with his mother, Rasheeda, in Jallu.




    Mammy hated Rasheeda, and she was horrified when she heard of Daddy’s plan.




    ‘You can’t do it,’ she cried hysterically. ‘I’m not going to let you give my baby to that witch.’




    ‘You can’t stop me,’ my father shouted. ‘That child’s driven me up the bloody wall. I can’t take it any more.’




    A week later, father and daughter were on their way to Jallu, while Mammy sank into a deep depression, and took to her bed.




    It was a joyful time for me, because Daddy wasn’t around and Climax did all the cooking.




    Three years later, memories of Daisy had become blurred in my mind. It would have been easy to forget about her altogether, but for the fact that my mother would often burst into tears and plead with my father to bring her home. His response was always the same: ‘Stop nagging, Gongal. She’s in good hands. There’s no one I’d rather have raising her than my mother. She’ll be fine.’




    Sometimes, when Daddy wasn’t around, Mammy would say, ‘I don’t trust that Jallu crowd. I know what they’re like. When I lived with Rasheeda she treated me like shit. Why would it be any different for Daisy?’




    I’d heard so many conflicting stories about Rasheeda’s cruelty (according to my mother) and saintliness (according to my father), I didn’t know who to believe.




    It was impossible for my mother to speak to Daisy, because neither family had a phone, so Mammy had to rely on occasional letters from Rasheeda to find out how her own child was. The letters all followed the same theme: gushing with enthusiasm about how well Daisy was doing on the farm, her skin almost healed by the country air and sunshine. She even had her own pet goat that Rasheeda’s husband, Pappajee, had bought for her. At the end of every letter, Rasheeda claimed that Daisy didn’t want to come back to England, but did miss her sisters and maybe my father should consider the importance of Daisy’s feelings, and send over one or two of the girls to keep her company.




    Instead of reassuring my mother, each letter would send her into a frenzy. ‘That lying old bag’s full of shit! How can Daisy miss her sisters? She doesn’t even know them. As if one isn’t enough, now she wants all my daughters. I just knew this was a bad idea.’




    Then, in July 1975, Asif, one of my father’s friends from Jallu, who now lived in Keighley, called round for a cup of tea and a chat. He said his father was ill, so he was going back home to visit his family soon. My mother waited until my father had gone to the toilet, then she pleaded with Asif to check up on Daisy, as she was out of her mind with worry.




    A fortnight later, Asif returned with bad news: all was not as Rasheeda had led us to believe. Daisy, who had been in Jallu for three years, and was now five years old, was so neglected she was more animal than human. Asif had seen her, half-naked, squatting in the road and shitting like a dog. When he’d tried to speak to her, Daisy had shouted obscenities and thrown stones at him.




    My father decided it was time for Daisy to come home, but he couldn’t take the time off work to go and get her. So he sent a telegram to Rasheeda, saying: ‘SEND DAISY BACK’.




    It was the dead of night when the sound of the doorbell woke everyone up, and the whole family gathered in the passage to see what was going on. My father opened the door to be met by a weary-looking man.




    ‘Mr Shah?’ he asked timidly.




    ‘Yes,’ my father replied, making no attempt to conceal his irritation. ‘What do you want?’




    ‘Sorry to disturb you at this hour. I’ve just got back from Jallu and I’m on my way home to Leeds. I promised your mother I’d do her a favour. She asked me to drop this little one off.’




    As he stepped to one side, a skinny, long-haired doe-eyed girl emerged from behind him; she bore a striking resemblance to Poppy. I felt my mouth drop open in surprise.




    ‘Daisy?’ my father said shakily. ‘Is that you?’




    ‘Oh my God!’ my mother cried, clasping her hands together in delight. ‘It is! It’s Daisy!’




    ‘Come in, love,’ my father gushed, throwing the door wide open. ‘It’s so good to see you.’




    ‘You motherfucker, you sisterfucker, I wanna fuck your granny’s cunt. Come here and suck my dick,’ Daisy replied.




    There was a sharp intake of breath.




    It appeared that Asif hadn’t been exaggerating.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 5




    The next morning, Mammy spent hours furiously shampooing Daisy’s hair with nit lotion. Then she combed out all the dead lice (of which there were hundreds), filled a matchbox with them, and posted it to Rasheeda.




    Now that Daisy was back, my mother tried to salve her guilty conscience by spoiling her rotten. Daisy was aggressive, greedy, foul-mouthed, cunning and selfish. She was terrified of falling into the toilet, so whenever she could get away with it she’d shit in the back garden. She was a savage.




    I hated her for coming back and monopolizing my mother’s affection. When I asked Mammy why she didn’t make Daisy sleep in the shed with the rabbits, I was told not to be so silly, and to play nicely with my little sister.




    I didn’t expect anything different from my mother, but I was appalled when Egg, who was supposed to be my best friend, decided to take our new sister under her wing, and the two of them would play happily together, unaware of my growing resentment. Egg even gave Daisy the one-legged teddy bear that I’d given her as a birthday present.




    Frustrated at being edged out by the newcomer, I began to channel a lot of my negative energy into making Poppy’s life miserable. She was easy to scare, would cry a lot, and was too young to defend herself. She was perfect bully fodder.




    My mother kept a huge milky-pink conch in a cupboard in the back room. We weren’t allowed to play with it as it was fragile, but sometimes Daddy would let me hold it, and I would put it to my ear and listen to the rolling waves.




    It was scary to think that the sea still haunted the insides of a shell it had surrendered many years ago.




    ‘How does it do that?’ I would ask.




    ‘It’s magic, Dilly,’ Daddy would say.




    But then I discovered that the shell had other amazing powers. Poppy was terrified of it – I could get her to do almost anything I wanted, just by threatening her with it.




    One evening, I was chasing her with the shell when I dropped it and snapped off one of the spikes.




    ‘How many times have I told you not to play with that?’ my mother yelled.




    ‘I was only showing Poppy.’




    She snatched it from my hands, and then slapped my backside.




    ‘Daddy said it’s magic,’ I sobbed.




    ‘And he’s right, you little bastard. Watch it disappear. You’ll never see it again.’




    She gave Poppy a cuddle and sent me up to bed.




    When Estie found out about Daisy, she invited herself round. I was delighted to see her, and even more thrilled at the sight of the huge tray of cupcakes she’d brought with her. But then she said the cakes were for ‘the little one from Pakistan’. Daisy stuffed as many in her mouth as she could, and I wanted to cry at the injustice. It seemed as though everyone was oblivious to my torment, treating the new arrival like royalty while I was being overlooked. Estie was meant to be my friend, yet she hardly noticed me as she set her massive bottom down at the table, took a bottle of Lucozade from her handbag and asked my mother how she was.




    The two of them chatted happily while Mammy made chapatis, then Estie asked if she could have one. Instead of eating it, she placed it on her knee and said, ‘Ah, Gongal, that feels so good. Make me one for the other leg.’ And the two of them howled with laughter at the sight of Estie sitting there, warming her knees with freshly cooked chapatis.




    The amusement ended abruptly when Daisy shouted, ‘Black cow!’ at Estie, and threw a cupcake at her.




    Estie rolled her eyes in horror. ‘Gongal,’ she demanded, ‘are you going to let her get away with that?’




    Mammy sighed dejectedly, and said, ‘I’m so sorry, Estie, but Rome wasn’t built in a day. It’s going to take a long time to teach her manners; she’s been living with savages for years.’




    ‘Really?’ Estie’s eyes lit up at the whiff of gossip. ‘Tell me more,’ she implored. ‘I’m not in a hurry to get home. Nathaniel won’t be back for ages – he’s gone to a church dance.’




    My mother rinsed her hands under the tap. ‘Well, in that case,’ she said, ‘why don’t we go in the other room?’




    Mammy piled the chapatis and remaining cupcakes on to a plate and led Estie into the back room, where they made themselves comfortable. I groaned inwardly at the prospect of another of my mother’s stories about the evil relatives in Jallu, but I still followed them, because I wanted to be with Estie. As soon as she’d sat down, I climbed on to her lap. She felt warm and cuddly, and smelt of coconut oil. She tweaked my pigtail affectionately.




    My mother scowled. ‘What do I have to do to get a bit of peace and quiet around here? Dilly, get lost.’




    ‘Oh leave her, Gongal,’ Estie said. ‘She’s no bother. Now come on, girl, pass the chapatis and tell me everything.’




    ‘Well,’ my mother began, beaming with joyful anticipation. It was rare indeed for her to have the floor to herself; most of her friends just treated gossip as a way of trying to outdo each other. But then most of her friends came from Pakistan, and none of them liked their husband’s families. ‘Where shall I begin?’




    ‘Start at the very beginning,’ Estie sang. ‘It’s a very good place to start.’




    I shuddered, and put my hand to my forehead. I knew this could take hours.




    And so it was that Estie heard my mother’s life story. About how her own mother had died, leaving her father, a dirt-poor farm labourer, to bring up three children in poverty, all of them living in a shack they shared with their chickens and goats.




    ‘Life was hard, Estie,’ she sighed. ‘I spent most of the day working in the fields alongside my father. I never even got a chance to go to school.’




    Estie tutted sympathetically, and shook her head. ‘But you’re all right now.’




    ‘Am I? All I did when I got married was trade one set of problems for another. Sometimes I wish I’d never met Shah.’




    ‘Why did you marry him, then?’ Estie asked in surprise.




    ‘I didn’t have a choice. I lived in Chowki and Shah used to ride his bike over to see me on his way home from college. He’s a cousin of mine, so no one thought much of it. But you know how one thing leads to another, and before I knew it I was pregnant with Monkey.’




    Estie guffawed. ‘Men, eh?’




    My mother nodded. ‘You’re telling me. Shah knew Rasheeda would never approve of him marrying a pauper, so we sneaked off to the mosque and got wed in secret. Then he took me back to his house in Jallu, and all hell broke loose.’




    Estie clapped her hands loudly. ‘Girl, this is good! Tell me about the hell.’




    ‘It was the first time I’d met Rasheeda, and we hated each other on sight. I think she was jealous of me. You should have seen me back then, love.’ Mammy sighed nostalgically. ‘I was gorgeous. I had skin the colour of honey, hair down to my waist, and I was as slender as a reed. Mind you, I was only thirteen at the time. But what really put her back up was that I’d ruined all her plans. Shah was doing a Business Studies degree, and once he graduated Rasheeda wanted to pack him off to England to get a job so he could send money back to her. She had big plans for that money. Every day I’d hear the same speech, over and over, until my ears bled: half the families in Jallu had sons in England who were sending money back home to their mothers. All the neighbours were racing their shiny new tractors around Jallu, and Rasheeda’s pathetic husband was still using a stick to poke a cow across a field. So the last thing she wanted was for me to be on the scene, ready to reap the benefits once Shah started earning.’




    ‘Silly cow, what did she expect?’ Estie asked. ‘A good-looking fella like Shah, he’s not going to stay single all his life, is he? Blimey, I wouldn’t mind copping a feel of that arse.’




    The two women roared with laughter. Estie’s lap bounced up and down alarmingly, and I struggled to hold on. When the rumbling finally subsided, I settled back down as Mammy said: ‘It was sheer hell in that house. Everyone bossed me about. I was nothing more than a housemaid. Worse than that, Rasheeda brainwashed Shah into believing that he was some kind of king, and that his wife and any daughters we might have were worthless, and were there just to serve him. “Rule them with a rod of iron, or they’ll all become whores,” she used to say. That witch poisoned my own husband’s mind against me. He’d punch me in the face just to make her happy, even when I was eight months pregnant. By the time he left for England, I was glad to see the back of him. As soon as he’d gone, Rasheeda put me to work in the fields. The day after Monkey was born, I was fetching water from the river for the livestock.’




    Estie reached forward to grab a cupcake, and I tumbled on to the floor. I tried to climb back up, but Estie held me off.




    ‘Gongal, I take my hat off to you. If my mother-in-law had tried that with me, I’d have knocked her block off.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘I’m going to have to make a move. Nathaniel will be back by now, and he’ll be wanting his tea.’




    ‘But you can’t go,’ my mother said. ‘I haven’t told you about Daisy yet.’




    ‘Just five more minutes, then, and I can blame you if Nat’s cross.’ Estie slumped back into her chair and took a big bite out of her cake.




    ‘Where was I?’ my mother asked.




    ‘Daddy’s left for England,’ I said. ‘The next bit’s about the money.’




    Mammy shot me a dark look, then said: ‘You know what, Estie? The whole time Shah was in England, he was sending money back for me, and that bitch Rasheeda was stealing it. I never saw a penny. When I finally got my visa and came to Bradford, she was furious because the money dried up and she still didn’t have enough for a new tractor. But then Shah sent Daisy to live over there, and of course Rasheeda wanted lots of money to care for her. So for three years she’s been getting money again and doing God knows what with it, while my child has been left to run wild like a savage. It’s going to take me ages to undo the damage.’




    Estie shook her head slowly. ‘Dear Lord, preserve us. What’s the world coming to when you can’t trust your own blood? But don’t you worry, Gongal, the Lord Jesus sees everything, and that woman’s got it coming, for sure.’


    

    I cast a sneaky glance at my mother, to see how she’d react to the idea of Jesus helping her out. I was mildly surprised to see that she was nodding her head in approval.








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 6




    In the world outside our house, everyone loved my father. He was six feet three inches tall, with green eyes and freckles. He’d been shaving his head ever since he’d seen the first episode of Kojak. He was educated, amiable, hard-working and always willing to lend a hand. The Pakistanis in Gomshall Road thought he was fantastic, not just because he was captain of the local cricket team (the York Shah Terriers), but also because he could read and write English, and helped them to fill out forms.




    Throughout my childhood, we had a steady trickle of illiterate visitors, and it was always the same story: a smiling man would call round on the pretext of saying hello, and would then pull out some official document. With a perplexed look, he’d hand it to Daddy, who would waste no time in filling in the paperwork, while his guest drank tea and sang his praises.




    If I’d ever summoned up the courage to tell any of these visitors that my father was a bully and a tyrant, they’d never have believed me. For them, Mr Shah was beyond criticism.




    Whenever Daddy left the house he would be immaculately turned out, and would think nothing of weeding the front garden in a new suit and tie – which made him very popular with all the ladies on our street, except for my mother. Gabby, the alcoholic tart from Number 37, would hang out of her bedsit window and holler, ‘Shah, that’s a fine arse you’ve got there – can I have a squeeze?’ And Daddy would pretend he hadn’t heard, so she’d come bounding up our path, her floppy boobs swinging under her grubby white T-shirt, and say, ‘Lend us a fiver, love.’




    While he was protesting that he didn’t have any money, she’d be stroking his head and saying, ‘Bald men are such a turn-on.’




    He’d smile and reply, ‘Well, your hairy armpits aren’t,’ and chuckle to himself as he went back to his gardening.




    I loved it when he was being given all this attention; it made him easy to be around. My mother, confined to the house and unable to do anything to stop the flirting, would sit in the window, bobbing her head up and down angrily like a budgie trying to frighten its reflection.




    It wasn’t just among the women on our street that my father created a lot of interest. He was the only male employee at the library, and there was never any shortage of female colleagues wanting to come over for dinner – which, of course, Mammy and Climax would have to prepare.




    A week before the end of the summer holidays in 1975, Daddy threw a dinner party to celebrate his recent promotion to Head Librarian. This wasn’t the first time he’d given a party, but on this occasion he went to extraordinary lengths to ensure that everything went without a hitch. He told his children and Doc he expected nothing but the best behaviour; he insisted on making the yogurt chutney and the shami kebabs himself, because he ‘wanted the salt just right’; he even went out and bought a pineapple-shaped ice-bucket to chill the bottles of Coke and lemonade that he’d bought from the drinks delivery van. In a house full of psychedelic wallpaper, shag-pile rugs and mismatched furniture that he’d picked up from various house-clearance sales, a cheap plastic ice-bucket was the cherry on the cake. Most surprisingly of all, he persuaded Climax to spend all day in the kitchen.




    By evening, the whole house smelt fantastic. Climax had roasted Juicy Anne, the big fat hen that Daddy had slaughtered especially in the back garden that morning, and there was a huge vat of mutton and potatoes bubbling away on the back burner. The dining table was groaning under the weight of stacks of poppadoms, buttery parathas, pans of pilau rice, kebabs, homemade cheese, sauces, and semolina pudding.
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