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Preface



  November 2018


  ‘Welcome to Las Vegas where the local time is 1.30 p.m. The weather today is mostly cloudy, and it’s a chilly 58 degrees out there.’


  I’m not even off the plane yet and I already know this trip is going to be different. The last time I was here, it was so hot it felt like walking into an oven every time you stepped outside.


  Did I even pack any warm clothes?


  Judging by the lightness of my suitcase as I lift it off the conveyor belt, the answer to that is definitely: no. Great.


  Zipping my hoodie up as high as it will go, I wheel my bag out of the terminal and head to the usual Uber pick-up spot, bypassing the stream of Brits joining a taxi queue growing longer by the second.


  As I walk, my pocket vibrates. Pulling my phone out, I expect to see a notification telling me the Uber I requested a few moments ago has arrived. Instead, I see one telling me that actually, it’s not coming at all. It cancelled on me.


  I let out a long sigh and request another one. A few minutes later, there’s another vibration: RIDE CANCELLED. What’s going on?


  I stop walking and stare down at my phone, my mind suddenly infested by negative thoughts. Fears. Worries.


  What am I doing here? I’ve spent my life savings on this trip and I don’t even have a fight lined up. I could have used that money to put a deposit down on a flat or do something useful. Instead, I’m chasing something I don’t have any answer for. Something that might not lead me anywhere.


  My body decides to join in with the negativity. Tightening my chest. Shortening my breaths. If I don’t take control of the situation I know exactly what comes next . . . focus, Rox. And breathe . . .


  In for three, out for four. In for three, out for four.


  Sitting on a nearby bench I close my eyes and try to stop the tears from gathering beneath my eyelids. I desperately want to call my sister, but it’s 5.30 in the morning at home. I can’t call her now. Instead, I text Bill – my Muay Thai coach and a man who’s been in my life for more than fifteen years: ‘I don’t know what I’m doing any more. Do I have what it takes?’


  SEND MESSAGE.


  Staring down at the screen once more, I tell myself he won’t reply straight away. But I stare anyway – the screen offers a comforting sense of familiarity compared to the reality around it. No more than thirty seconds later, three flashing dots tell me Bill is awake and typing his response . . .


  Another deep breath: in for three, out for four.


  ‘You’re in the right place. Think about all the times in the past you felt like this and you came out the other side. This is just another one of those. You’ll get through it.’


  Sinking back into the bench, I start to notice its hard metal seat chilling me through my jeans. Time to move. I take one more look at Bill’s words and start wheeling my case back towards the taxi queue. Uber can do one.


  At least the hotel feels familiar. I was in the same one a few months earlier – when the streets were warmed by bright sunshine and the picture in front of me seemed so much clearer. Then, I was building towards my first fight as a professional boxer. I had a manager and support team around me. And in my corner, one of the best boxing trainers in the world: Ismael Salas.


  This time, it’s just me.


  Before going to bed that night, I say a prayer called Salat al-Istikhara: the prayer of seeking guidance. I ask God to let me know if I should be here. If it’s good for me. Because if not, I will go straight back to the airport in the morning, fly home and be the traditional Bangladeshi daughter my parents always wanted me to be.


  The next morning, I turn on the TV and get the direction I asked for.


  America’s former First Lady, Michelle Obama, is on a breakfast television programme, being interviewed about her time as a student at Princeton University in the early 1980s. I lie in bed and listen as she describes how out of place she felt. How she was judged on her background and the colour of her skin. And how she learned not just to survive, but to thrive in that environment.


  I recognise every thought. Every feeling. And the mindset that didn’t allow her to give in to them or to change who she was just so that she could ‘fit in’.


  It’s what I’ve spent most of my life doing.


  She came through all of those things to become a leader. Someone who makes a real difference.


  As I listen, I understand that my path is leading me towards a similar purpose. That my story can help others to realise that there is no obstacle too high for them to climb. That there is something beautiful we can take even from the darkest moments. That those who persevere will always get to their destination.


  Sharing it here is part of that.


  My hope is that you will recognise some of your own thoughts and feelings in mine. And understand that if I can overcome these obstacles then there is hope for you, too.


  This is my purpose.


  Yes, I am meant to be here.




  Chapter 1


  Shit. Shit shit shit shit shit.


  I’d known this moment would come. For three and a half years I’d felt like a fugitive living with the constant fear of capture. But I still felt unprepared for it. What should I say? What could I say?


  I said nothing. I was frozen. Stuck halfway up the stairs with my father glaring at me from the bottom step.


  A few moments earlier, he’d caught me coming home from training, attempting – as I always did – to make it upstairs to the relative safety of my bedroom without being seen.


  ‘Ruqsana, why are you walking like that?’


  His voice chased after me as I hurried further up the stairs.


  ‘Like what?’ The moment the words came out of my mouth I wanted to suck them back in.


  ‘Like a boxer.’


  I’d made it as far as the second to last step when I was paralysed. He knew. Shit.


  I turned and stood there, looking at him, my mouth hanging open while my brain searched for a response.


  Eventually I turned away – I could never look directly at him when I wasn’t being entirely truthful – muttering something about the treadmill and my tired legs. Then I forced myself to move, picking up one leg at a time to inch closer to my room and further away from him.


  Fight or flight? Outside of the ring, it’s always the latter, especially when it comes to my family. Anything to avoid confrontation.


  I don’t know if he was still watching me but I made sure to move as calmly as possible, just in case. Internally, I was anything but calm.


  A million thoughts whirred around my head. Did he really know? If not, why would he say that? And if he did know, then why not say something?


  Back in my room I went straight to my bedside cabinet where I’d hidden my first-ever trophy. It was a golden figure of a boxer standing on a plinth. Beneath the fighter’s feet was a silver plate bearing the words:


  Ruqsana Begum
 U21 Atomweight Champion


  What if he had found it? I was so stupid. I should never have brought it home. I found a stash of old plastic bags in my wardrobe and wrapped the trophy in them. Next time I went out it was going straight into the neighbour’s dustbin.


  ‘What’s that?’


  I spun around, clutching what turned out to be a tatty old Tesco bag tight to my chest and glared angrily at my sister. She’d scared the crap out of me.


  ‘It’s my room too, you know,’ she said, flopping down onto her bed. ‘Anyway, what’s in the bag?’


  Ane (whose full name is Farzana – in our culture we have a ‘passport’ name, which is used for formal things, and a nickname that we use at home. So while everyone outside of the family knows me as Ruqsana, at home I’m usually Tanni, or Tan) had known about the Muay Thai right from the start. She’s only a year younger than me and we’ve always been really close. She was my best friend. We told each other everything. Even if that hadn’t been the case, sharing a bedroom meant it would have been almost impossible to keep it from her.


  I told her what Dad had said. That he must have found the trophy and that I was going to have to give up something that over the last three and a half years had become an important part of my life. An important part of me.


  Ane wasn’t convinced. ‘If he knew, you would already know that he knew. You know?’


  As she spoke, Ane came closer and motioned for me to turn around. After every training session she checked me over, looking for any cuts or bruises that I might need to hide from our parents. The backs of my legs were the usual spot – the kicks in Muay Thai can be more brutal than the punches – but they were easy enough to hide with trousers or a long skirt.


  My arms often took a battering, too, from blocking the kicks aimed at my body or head. Long sleeves covered them up for most of the year, but in the summer it could be a real struggle. I’d sweat my way through a family meal, dressed for winter when it was 25 degrees outside.


  So far, I’d been lucky. I’d never suffered any real facial damage. I often think that’s one of the reasons my defence became so good – all I had to do was imagine my father’s face when confronted by his daughter’s puffed up, battered eye socket and my levels of concentration doubled.


  This time, Ane found no visible signs of damage. I was given the all-clear to go downstairs and help Mum with the dinner. As the oldest daughter, I’d always felt it was my responsibility to help around the house, and that feeling was redoubled by my guilt.


  In some ways, doing something that I knew went against my parents’ wishes actually made me a better daughter. When I wasn’t at the boxing gym, I was either in lectures at uni, studying in the library or doing chores around the house. No socialising, no partying, no boyfriends.


  Outside of the ring, I was the perfect daughter.




  Chapter 2


  It all started a few years earlier, at KO gym in Punderson’s Gardens.


  Except that it didn’t. Not really.


  Where it really started is about a ten-minute bus ride from the sweaty stench of KO, inside a three-bedroom flat on Tapp Street in Bethnal Green. That was the Begum family home. The only home I knew for the first sixteen years of my life. And the home where my uncle Surath would often spend his Saturday nights, staying over after finishing work at a restaurant in town.


  One Sunday morning, when I was about eight years old, I woke to find him watching something on our TV that I’d never seen before. It looked like people fighting, but it was more about movement than violence. More about speed. Balance. Awareness.


  I was captivated.


  Uncle Surath was a massive Bruce Lee fan, and from then on, so was I (although I didn’t exactly know it at the time). It got logged somewhere in my brain as something intriguing.


  As I got older, I’d flick through our local newspaper – East End Life – looking for snippets on martial arts. I don’t think I really knew why, or what I was looking for. I just knew I was attracted to the words and the pictures that went with them. I wanted to know more, but I had no idea about how I could do it, nor did I think my parents would ever really allow me to find out.


  Aside from the wonders of Bruce Lee, the flat in Bethnal Green was where I also learned the meaning of the word ‘sacrifice’. Not because myself, my sister Ane, or my three brothers, Moynul, Mosh and Eklim, were left wanting for anything (well, aside from the things we didn’t actually need, like designer clothes or the latest video games), but because that was where I watched my parents put everything they had into giving us the best life they possibly could.


  That included giving up their own bedroom. Try dividing five kids, two grandparents and two parents into a three-bedroom flat . . . something has to give, right? For my parents, it was their bedroom, which they gave up to my younger brothers Mosh and Eklim. My sister and I had one of the other rooms and the third bedroom was shared by my paternal grandparents and eldest brother Moynul. All of which left Mum (Minara) and Dad (Awlad) sleeping on sofabeds in the living room (occasionally joined by Uncle Surath).


  Now, I look back and wonder how we lived like that for so many years, but at the time it didn’t seem that hard. Most of my friends were living in the same circumstances, so it was all I knew.


  The only thing I really hated about it was the cold. Some of the flats in our building – including ours – had one room that was cantilevered, meaning it actually sat outside of the building structure. I suppose they wanted to make the block look attractive or different from the other council flats around us, but for those of us on the inside, it had a major downside: that room was freezing.


  That was the room I shared with my sister. Even though we slept in the same bed, I’d wake up every morning with blocks of ice instead of feet. And when the temperatures got really low, I’d wake up with a nose bleed.


  But it was home, and there was a lot I liked about it, too. For a start, it was right next door to our primary school, which meant Mum didn’t have to walk us there. And we had a playground just outside where I’d spend hours riding my bike and playing. But once I got to about ten years old, Mum put a stop to that.


  Playing with boys? Not any more. As the eldest daughter, I had to be the responsible one. My brother Moynul – the eldest boy – had responsibility, but my family wanted to give him all the opportunity, too. The traditional way of thinking is that: he’s the male, he needs to really do well for himself. Whereas with the female, they’re not really as concerned because they think: you’re going to have someone else to look after you.


  It was also my responsibility to set an example for my younger sister. We’re only a year apart but the rules for Ane turned out to be pretty different from those for me.


  You wouldn’t think it to look at me now, but I was the one who grew too tall, too soon. While Ane was very skinny, I was an early developer – and the ‘chubby’ one – something that put the fear of Allah into my parents when I reached my teenage years. ‘Cover your hair, cover your bum . . . cover your boobs.’


  I wanted to wear jeans and leggings and whatever my friends at school were wearing. But Mum liked me in long dresses with trousers or leggings underneath. If I had a shirt on, I needed a scarf around my neck to cover it. If I wore jogging bottoms, I needed a long jacket or shirt on to go over my bum.


  It was part of our culture to cover up, I knew that. But having been called ‘chubby’ from about the age of five, it made me feel even more conscious of my body shape than I already was. My parents never used that word, but my brothers did, and so did my uncles.


  I always felt like I was too big. Even as a teenager at school my friends – who were all slimmer than me – would point out the size of my thighs or my ‘big bum’. I was so conscious of it. And every time my parents told me to ‘cover up’ it only intensified that feeling. The image of beauty in our culture was of someone who was petite, light-skinned and had sleek, straight hair.


  Well, two of those three things definitely did not apply to me. My hair has always been naturally curly. My mum used to call it ‘bird’s nest hair’ and tell me I should oil it to get it looking more like my sister’s straighter hair. I would do it occasionally and, as I got older, I did try to straighten it when I could be bothered.


  But when I was at university, I did something that I knew would not go down well: I cut my hair short, into a bob. I knew Mum was going to come down hard on me but getting into trouble for a few days was a price I was willing to pay. Shorter hair was in fashion and I wanted to see what it would be like to have mine short.


  Mum wasn’t happy: ‘It’s not very ladylike . . . you don’t look nice with that hair.’


  Even now, she doesn’t like my hair curly. But the difference is that as I’ve grown older, I’ve learned to love it. I’ve realised that it makes me unique. I am Bangladeshi, but I have attributes and features that aren’t typical in our population, and that’s not something I have to be ashamed or embarrassed about – I’m proud to be different.


  That goes for my body shape too. It took a long time for me to rid my mind of those insecurities, though. And although I didn’t recognise it at the time, it was a process that started when I first walked into a Muay Thai gym and began a journey of learning about what my body could do. As I improved and my confidence in the gym grew, it started to have a knock-on effect on how I felt outside of the gym, too. I started to see the benefits of having bigger, stronger legs and larger shoulders than more petite girls. I started to feel: I’m made for this. I’m built for it.


  Over time, my belief systems changed. That doesn’t mean I don’t still have those moments – like we all do – when I look in the mirror and think my shoulders are too big or my legs too bulky. And there are still times when I’ll get comments from women such as: ‘You’ve got large shoulders . . .’, which I’m never too sure how to take. But I just remind myself that, actually, these are my weapons. These are what helped me to become a world champion.


  If someone tries to knock me out, my strong legs are going to hold me in place. And these shoulders are strong enough to keep my punches flowing for as long as necessary to get the victory.


  In society we’re constantly bombarded with images of what beauty ‘should’ look like and sometimes it’s hard to fight against that. But whenever those thoughts come into my head, I shut them down. Because I know that, actually, I am beautiful. I know who I am and I love myself. It has taken time for me to get to this place, but now I’m here I can tell you it makes you feel so much happier and more confident in yourself.


  Aside from the ‘chubby’ label I picked up as a child, I was fortunate to grow up in an extremely loving household. A huge part of that was down to my grandparents who, in some ways, were actually more modern than my parents.


  My grandfather first came to England to fight for the British Army during the Second World War, and, afterwards, he brought my grandmother over from Bangladesh to join him. They lived all over London but really loved the time they spent in Marble Arch. My grandmother’s face would light up every time she told me about the times she and my grandfather went out to the cinema or to walk around Hyde Park.


  They weren’t like a traditional Bangladeshi couple – they were genuinely in love. My parents love each other too, but it’s in a different way. My grandparents were in love in a way that you could see. Bengali couples tend not to really show their spouse how they feel, but my grandfather didn’t care: he loved my grandmother and he was never afraid to show it.


  He was the same with his grandchildren. We were his world. He would take us to Victoria Park and kick a ball around with us. Or to Green Street (a famous Asian shopping area in east London) where he would take my grandmother every so often to buy a new sari. And every day he’d come back from mosque with chocolate bars – Aeros or Whispas – anything that came in a pack of five, so that there was always enough for all of us.


  We had a lot of love growing up. I’ve always been grateful for that. Some of my friends didn’t have the same kind of love – not from their parents or their grandparents. Even years later, when my grandfather became ill with kidney problems, he was still determined to make his grandchildren happy.


  I remember when my youngest brother Mosh wanted a pair of Nike trainers that were about £80. He asked my father for the money and, of course, he said no. So Mosh went straight to my grandfather. At that time he was really ill – house-bound, in fact – but he didn’t want to say no, so he called my father into his room, gave him his bank card and asked if he would go to the cashpoint for him.


  ‘Why? What do you need money for?’


  ‘Mosh. He needs shoes.’


  Now, my father smiles when he remembers that story – his heart warmed by the memory of the lengths his own father would go to for his grandchildren. But at the time, he definitely wasn’t smiling . . .


  My grandmother wasn’t quite as soft a touch; you couldn’t get anything past her. I remember my sister coming home from college one afternoon and walking into the living room. Before she had even put down her bag, my grandmother said: ‘You had your hair cut at Toni & Guy and you spent £70.’


  She knew everything. When I was at college, I had a summer job working in a sports shop on Oxford Street and some nights I wouldn’t get home until around midnight. The first time it happened, my father went crazy: ‘You don’t finish work at twelve o’clock, what are you talking about? All the shops close at seven o’clock.’


  ‘No,’ said my grandmother, ‘not in the West End.’


  She knew.


  My parents were so different. I don’t think my mum even knew what Toni & Guy was and, still today, she has never been to the cinema. Although she did discover YouTube recently, and is now addicted to the cooking channels.


  Sometimes I wonder if that difference comes down to the fact that my parents were the next generation on from the ones who first left Bangladesh. Maybe they felt as though they were drifting further away from their culture and wanted to do whatever they could to hold on tight to it. Maybe they were scared of losing their identity.


  I was around eighteen months old when my grandfather decided to go back to Bangladesh for a while. He still had three daughters in the country (my aunties) and wanted to build a family home there in case my parents ever decided to move back. But he found it hard to leave his grandchildren behind for so long, so he asked my parents if he could take one of us with him.


  At that time, there were three of us – my eldest brother Moynul, me and Ane, who was only around six months old. I was the chosen one.


  For the next nine months I resided in Bangladesh, cared for by my grandparents, aunties and uncles. The one memory I have that has always stuck with me is from the day I heard the distinctive sound of a rickshaw coming down our road, accompanied by a less familiar noise: ding, ding, ding. I ran to the gate, knowing it was about the time my grandfather would be coming home, and found him with a present for me – my first bicycle!


  By the time I started school, I’d been back in England for a couple of years, but my English still wasn’t as good as some of my friends’. At home, we spoke mostly Bengali – my grandmother got offended if we spoke anything else – and the community we lived in was predominantly Bengali. So, I never really had to speak English that often.


  That didn’t change much even once I started school. Most of the kids there were Bengali too – it was just the teachers and a small number of pupils who weren’t. I found English harder to pick up than some of my friends, though – maybe because I’d spent those nine months in Bangladesh at such a young age. For the first few months, my friends would often have to translate what the teacher was saying for me.


  These days, it’s the opposite – my struggle is to communicate with my parents in Bengali. I speak it so infrequently now that I find I can’t express myself as well as I can in English. So, I’ll often talk to them in a mixture of the two.


  My father’s English isn’t too bad because he’s had his own business – he used to make leather jackets for big brands like Topshop – and has had to communicate with a wide range of people. But my mum hasn’t had that opportunity so her English isn’t as strong. Outside of our community, she knows our neighbours, but, really, that’s about it. She did sign up for an English course once, but it got put on the backburner because my grandmother still needed a lot of looking after and Mum felt she couldn’t take the time to do it. I’m hoping she will go back to it one day.


  Like I said, our primary school was right next door to where we lived. So close that Mum could keep an eye on us in the playground at breaktimes. It was there, outside of the classroom, that I really came into my own. I tried in lessons, but it sometimes felt like I had to work twice as hard to get a grade half as good as my siblings.


  It was only years later, when I was in college, that I found out why that might have been – I am dyslexic. But at school, they just thought I wasn’t as smart as Ane or my brothers. I struggled with reading and writing – sometimes the words would just come out in the wrong order. It was the same with numbers, too.


  When it came to doing my GCSEs, the teachers decided they couldn’t put me into the higher tier for maths, so they put me into the lower tier, where the highest mark I could get was a D. I knew I was capable of doing better than that, and I really wanted to get all A to C passes. So, I resat it as soon as I could, which was in my first year at college, and got my C grade. A few years later, I was doing some pretty high-level mathematics as part of my architecture degree – presumably something my schoolteachers would never have thought me capable of either.


  It was quite a relief when I was actually diagnosed as dyslexic – I knew I wasn’t as dumb as people thought, I just needed the right support. But I never really shook off that feeling; never rid myself of the voice in my head: They don’t think you can do it. No one believes in you.


  Even later on, when I was doing my A-levels, I think my family thought: what’s she doing? Okay, if she wants to go to university, let her. If she can finance it herself, just let her get on with it. I was sure they all thought I was going to fail because I wasn’t smart like my older brother Moynul, or as street smart as others in the family. I was just someone who had to work really hard.


  Growing up, my view of myself was always: I’m not good enough.


  Looking back, maybe that’s one of the reasons I’ve always been so determined to prove everyone else wrong – so willing to push through the difficult times to find the better ones. Inside and outside of the ring, I’ve always had that voice in my head reminding me of just how good it will feel to show the doubters what I’m really capable of.


  The playground was the one place where I felt differently, especially at school. There, I was just as good as everyone else. Actually, I was better. I was the fastest girl in my year and used to love playing football with the boys at breaktimes. I wasn’t one of the ‘popular’ kids, but I was good at sport, which in many ways was just as good. I was one of the few girls in my school who the boys wanted on their team during PE lessons and on sports day.


  When the Spice Girls emerged a few years later, that meant I automatically became Sporty Spice among my group of friends. And that was fine by me. I always thought she was the best one anyway.


  At the end of the school day, my learning continued at the East London Mosque. I was about nine years old when my grandfather enrolled us there and we started going most evenings after school. There, my siblings and I joined a huge group of kids for a two-hour lesson that mostly seemed to consist of learning verses from the Quran and doing recitations.


  I hated it. Mostly because the teachers used to carry this little stick around with them, and if you didn’t get the readings right, they’d hit you on the hand with it. I always felt that was unfair – I wasn’t trying to forget the words; I just had a bad memory.


  It didn’t help that I never really understood what I was reading. So I could never become interested in the passages or learn anything from them. I was just committing them to memory (trying to, anyway).


  As a child, that’s what religion was to me – something I had to learn, but never fully understood. I actually used to go to school thinking, I wish I wasn’t Muslim, because it felt like something that was imposed on me – not something I was actually a part of, or that was part of me.


  When I moved on to Swanlea secondary school my parents were keen for me to start wearing a hijab (headscarf ). It was never something they forced on me, but I wanted to please my mother (and I don’t like confrontation), so sometimes I’d leave home with it wrapped loosely around my head. Of course, once I actually got to school it was straight onto my shoulders – or stuffed in my backpack.


  That first year, I was still what I guess you’d call a tomboy – playing with the boys and being ‘Sporty Spice’ with my female friends. But it was then that I first started to feel a sense of being dragged in two different directions. At home I was very Bangladeshi. That meant being respectful. Being very honest. Helping my mum cook. Not really having a life outside of the house. Studying hard, but not being overly ambitious. And probably getting married once I reached my early twenties. That was how I envisioned being a ‘good Bangladeshi daughter’.


  But in school the message was different. We were supposed to be ambitious. Encouraged to follow our dreams and be who we wanted to be. I felt like all those things contradicted each other. Like I was living in two separate worlds, and I had no idea how they could possibly fit together.


  But towards the end of my first year at Swanlea, one of those worlds started to come into sharper focus, and present me with a sense of direction I’d never had before. A sense of purpose. A sense of who I thought I really was.


  I found the Prayer Room by accident, really. It was in the music corridor where I used to go for my weekly violin lesson, but I’d never ventured inside it until this particular afternoon when circumstances – mostly my violin tutor running late – led me to do just that. While I was standing around in the corridor waiting for him, I saw a girl I knew – she was a teaching assistant who worked with a disabled boy in my class. I gave her a little smile as she went into the room next door and she beckoned me in.


  There weren’t many people in there. Maybe two or three other pupils and an older Muslim woman who seemed to be leading the conversation. It was one I couldn’t help but be drawn into (silently, that is). I stood just a few inches inside the doorway and listened as this small group discussed religion and God. But this wasn’t like any religious discussion I’d ever heard before. They were talking about whether God actually existed. I’d never thought about that before, and I’d certainly never allowed myself to question it.


  I wasn’t raised to ask those kinds of questions. I was raised to think: I’m Muslim, I follow Islam and that’s it. You don’t ask questions. If we did ask anything as kids, we got told off because you were meant to ‘just do it’. But here it was being encouraged. Recommended, even.


  I was twelve years old and following Islam, because that’s what made my parents happy, but in terms of actual belief, I wasn’t quite sure if I believed in anything at that point.


  I only stayed by the doorway for a few minutes, but it was long enough to spark my curiosity. I wanted to know: is there a God? And, if there is, then why does he punish people?


  I went back to the Prayer Room at lunchtime a few days later. They were discussing something different, but the openness was still there. Questions were encouraged. Opinions allowed. For the first time, I felt like I was really learning about and understanding my religion.


  I fell completely in love with it. Everything I’d learned from my parents about Islam had been: ‘Do this’ and ‘Don’t do that’. My parents had simply taught me what they themselves had been taught: to blindly follow. Whereas now, I was asking the right questions and finding out so much more as a result. A whole new world opened up to me. And it wasn’t about ‘doing’ or following instructions. It wasn’t about blind faith. It was saying: God wants you to ask questions. God wants you to find out what it’s all about.


  Over time, it led to a realisation: I did believe. For me that meant I needed to start praying. I’d pray as soon as I woke up for school, then in the Prayer Room at lunchtime, again when I got home from school and then once more before I went to bed. If I ever did miss one, I’d always make it up. I was more observant than my family. My parents were thrilled (apart from those times I took it a bit far and would say things like: ‘Mum, can you do this properly please?’ or ‘This is not how you pray’).


  From the start of the next school year, I decided to wear the hijab. The sisters encouraged me to, and I felt that, as a good Muslim, it was something I should do. Mum and Dad were so proud. They could hardly believe it when my sister started wearing one too – her enthusiasm for it only lasted about a term, though.


  At school, I started to isolate myself from the boys. I asked the head teacher if we could have separate PE lessons, and would sit by myself in class if I had to, just to avoid getting involved in any of the sexual jokes teenagers like to throw around. I didn’t want to feel like I was doing anything wrong. I was so caught up in the religion and what I was learning that when the sisters started talking about what was expected of me as a Muslim, I accepted it. I was young and passionate about what I’d found. I didn’t want to put it at risk.


  It took me a few years to realise that this path I was on wasn’t mine. To understand that, actually, I am human – God is not going to be angry with me for doing PE lessons with boys or sharing a joke with my schoolfriends. The sisters were expecting me to be in a place that I wasn’t ready for.


  By the time I went to college, I’d started to feel like a hypocrite for wearing the hijab. I hadn’t put it on out of my own desire. I’d put it on to fit in. Gradually, I wore it less and less. I’d find excuses like ‘my scarf doesn’t go with it’ when going to a wedding where my mum wanted me to wear a beautiful outfit. Other times I would wear it, but not fully. Not really tight.


  My father was heartbroken. He’d been so proud of his daughter, teaching him and my mum things that even they didn’t know about our religion. I felt like a disappointment. But I also knew that I’d found my own path. I’d come to understand that God doesn’t judge you based on what you’re wearing; it’s about the intention behind it.


  But when I took the scarf off, the Muslim sisters I’d become so enamoured of completely lost contact with me. It felt as if they’d judged me. And that taught me something valuable: that people portray Islam in different ways and you can’t judge it on their beliefs or actions. It took time, but eventually I became comfortable with the fact that I was still a good person and still making the right steps to get close to God. I just felt that wearing the hijab didn’t make any difference for me – I was still me. I was still a good person. Still a good daughter. Still respectful. Still praying.


  Others will feel differently, and that’s completely understandable too. You have to find your own lane – one where you are comfortable.


  I don’t feel any resentment towards the sisters. I’m actually grateful to them in a way, because even though I missed out on some of those teenage years, that period in my life helped to make me who I am today. It taught me principles and values. Gave me resilience and inner strength.


  Little did I know then just how much I would need all these things, as I climbed the ladder of a sport where people like me (female, Muslim) were a rarity. Indeed, it’s only in recent years that I’ve come to understand what those things really mean. And how they have made my journey a far more positive one than it might have been.




  Chapter 3


  ‘I want to train. I want to be a fighter.’


  As the words came out of my mouth, I could see Bill’s brain whirring. He was sitting in his office upstairs at the KO gym in Punderson’s Gardens when I knocked on his door. When he’d asked: ‘How can I help you?’, I don’t think my statement was quite what he was expecting.


  I can’t blame him. At that time, it was pretty rare to see a female in his gym, let alone one like me: a 5ft 3in Asian girl wearing baggy tracksuit bottoms, an oversized long-sleeved top and a scarf wrapped around my head like a bandana.


  ‘You want to train here?’


  He pointed incredulously to the room below us that housed a sweat-stained boxing ring, a collection of decaying heavy bags and a pile of gloves that had been used so many times they sagged open, waiting for the next sweaty hand to be inserted.


  The doors to this world – one that I never imagined being allowed to enter – had cracked open a few weeks earlier, when I’d seen a sign pinned to the notice board at my college: ‘Try Thai Boxing! Thursday 4 p.m. in the gym’.


  I had to go.


  That morning I told Mum I was going shopping with a friend after college – I hated lying to them but there was no way my parents would approve of me doing something that was so male-dominated. And it was just this once. I walked the 2 miles to college with an excited buzz in my stomach. I had no idea if I’d like it, or even if I’d be any good at it, but at least I was finally going to get to try it.


  By 3.45 I was already in the gym and ready to go. I was also the only one there . . .


  Bang on four o’clock, a young-ish guy, in his mid-thirties, walked in wearing a black adidas tracksuit – hardly the bright-yellow jumpsuit I remembered Bruce Lee wearing. But the bag of gloves and boxing pads he was carrying confirmed it: this was the coach. By then there were around six of us all nervously shifting from one foot to the other as we waited to see what he had in store for us.


  For the first fifteen minutes or so, it was mostly sitting while Kru Zeeshan (kru means teacher in Thai) told us about the history of Muay Thai: how it was originally designed as a warfare art by the Thais, who used it to defend their country. Why it’s known as ‘the art of eight limbs’ (you can strike your opponent with punches, kicks, elbows and knees) and what it looks like in full flow: ‘It’s full pace, full speed, full power.’


  There was so much to learn.


  The rest of the session was spent mastering the basics, starting with our fighting stance: ‘Get this right and everything should flow from there. Get it wrong and you’ll always be off balance and out of position.


  ‘Feet slightly wider than shoulder width apart. Dominant foot half a step back. The other foot half a step forward. Knees slightly bent. Weight on the balls of your feet.’


  I listened intently as Kru Zeeshan talked us through it.


  ‘Now, bring your fists up to your cheekbones, keeping your wrists straight, knuckles facing outwards and palms facing in. If you’re right-handed, you should have your left foot and hand set forward, with your right side ready to throw the more powerful shots. If you’re left-handed then . . . yep, you guessed it, it’s the other way around.


  ‘From here, you should feel in complete control of your weight and able to attack, defend or move out of your opponent’s line of attack without losing your balance.’


  Standing there with my hands raised up to my face and my feet ready to kick out, I felt powerful. Like I was in control.


  Next up: how to actually throw a punch.


  ‘Remember, any strike comes from the ground – not from your arm or your shoulder, but from the earth.’


  Zeeshan explained how we had to transfer the force from the ground, up through our legs and into the hips, which twist to increase the power of a strike from any of the eight points.


  His eyes scanned our small group of confused-looking schoolgirls, then settled on me: ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Rox . . . Ruqsana.’


  ‘Okay, Rox, come up here and hold this pad for me, so I can demonstrate how to throw a jab.’


  He wasn’t a huge guy, but he certainly had quite a few inches on my 5ft 3in frame . . .


  ‘Okay, hold the pads up a bit, Rox, and set your feet in the position I showed you earlier. Don’t want you flying backwards across the gym now.’


  I smiled nervously, got into the position he described and waited. I was watching his left hand all the time, but it came shooting out towards the pad so quickly it was like my brain didn’t have time to react to what my eyes had seen. Before I knew it, his jab landed hard, sending me stumbling backwards, just as he had warned.


  Zeeshan apologised profusely, but I felt like I was the one who should have been saying sorry. I’d messed up.


  ‘Do it again,’ I said, setting my feet once more and this time bracing myself for the shot.


  ‘Next time, Rox. Now it’s your turn.’


  Zeeshan put us into pairs: one held the pads while the other practised throwing the jab and then we’d swap. None of us could get it to make the same sharp sound as Zeeshan’s had, though – his was like a gunshot. Ours were more like the faint thud of someone punching into a pillow.


  In the final part of the session he showed us one more punch: the cross. A power punch that starts right from the toes of your back foot, and travels through that hip to explode into your opponent (or a pad, in our case) with as much force as you can generate.


  I held the pads first and watched as my partner struggled to get her timing right. It was like her toe, hip and arm were acting completely independently of one another. Instead of forming one fluid motion, they created something jerky and forced – and powerless.


  My turn. As I took the gloves from my partner and pulled them on, I visualised the way Zeeshan looked when he demonstrated the shot. The way his back foot pivoted. The speed with which his hip twisted inwards. The effortless way his fist followed, producing a crack that echoed around the gym.


  I set up my feet, lifted my back heel off the ground and twisted, throwing my right fist towards the pad as hard as I could.


  Thud.


  I left my hand out there for a moment, confused. Why hadn’t my noise matched up to Zeeshan’s?


  ‘Relax your shoulders, Rox. You’re forcing it. Don’t think about throwing the shot with your shoulder or your arm, think about throwing it from the hip . . .’


  Okay. Shake out the arms. Drop the shoulders. Reset.


  CRACK!


  Wow. That was weird. I threw my arm out with nowhere near as much force as I had the first time, but it hit the pad with twice the power. Zeeshan walked over, grinning proudly: ‘See? That’s what happens when you stay relaxed.’


  My face too was fixed in a broad smile. I wanted to go again. And again. And again. But all too soon it was over. The session had come to an end and Zeeshan was stuffing the pads and gloves back into his bag.


  ‘When’s the next session?’ I asked, reluctantly pulling off my gloves.


  ‘Actually, this is the last one.’


  I stood there looking at him. How could it be the last one? I’d only just discovered it. Zeeshan told me the school had said they didn’t have the funding to pay for his sessions any more, so he wouldn’t be coming back. I was devastated.


  Seeing the look on my face, Zeeshan reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card with the name of his Muay Thai gym on it. Handing it to me he said: ‘Why don’t you come along to a few sessions? It’s not that far from here.’


  I was desperate to say yes, but I knew I could never afford to pay for something like that. Wouldn’t I have to be a member? ‘Don’t worry about that,’ he said, picking up his kit bag and walking a few steps towards the door before looking back over his shoulder: ‘Just come along and I’ll look after you.’


  On the walk home, I pulled out Zeeshan’s card and looked at the words embossed on it in bright-red lettering: WARRIOR MUAY THAI: THAI BOXING GYM OF CHAMPIONS! I had to go, but there was no way Mum and Dad would let me and I didn’t want to lie to them again. I’d felt guilty all day after telling Mum I was shopping so that I could go to Zeeshan’s class. I wasn’t sure I wanted that feeling again.


  At home I went straight to my room to change and found Ane in there, lying on her bed reading a magazine and chain-eating strawberry laces (our sweet tooth is one of the few things we have in common). She looked up mid-chew: ‘Where’ve you been?’


  I told her about Zeeshan and the Muay Thai, how I’d learned to throw a punch and that I was gutted it was something I wasn’t going to get to do again because of the school’s funding issues. I spat it all out, threw myself down onto Ane’s bed next to her and took a strawberry lace from the paper bag.


  ‘You said this guy has his own gym, right?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘So, why don’t you go?’


  ‘How can I? Mum will never let me . . .’


  ‘You don’t have to tell her, you know? Just make something up, like you did today.’


  My parents were always much more lenient with Ane than with me. I was the eldest daughter – so I was the one expected to be the role model – while she could get away with wearing and doing things I never could. In some ways I guess that made her a bit braver when it came to pushing the boundaries.


  There were times when Mum would ask us to bring something back from the supermarket on our way home from school and both of us would forget. I’d be the one saying: ‘We better go back and get it.’ Ane would be the one saying: ‘Don’t worry about it. We’ll just tell her they ran out . . .’


  We’ve always been super-close, though. We’re in our thirties now but we still speak on the phone every other night. I think it’s because we are so different that, even though we’re only a year apart in age, there has never been any competitiveness between us. She has always supported my journey and I hers.


  Ane convinced me that I should go to Zeeshan’s gym, just to see what it was all about and if it was something I really wanted to do. But there was no way I felt ready to go that weekend – I needed a bit of time to build up to it. To get my head straight and to figure out how I was going to get out of the flat without arousing suspicion.


  The following weekend was the one. On Sunday morning I made sure I was up early enough to help Mum with the housework. I cleaned the bathroom. Chopped vegetables. Did the washing-up. Hoovered the entire flat. By 11 a.m. everything was done. I took a deep breath:


  ‘Mum, can I go to the gym?’


  It wasn’t something I’d ever asked before, but it also wasn’t that strange coming from me. I’d always been the sporty one in the family (along with my younger brother Mosh, who loves football), and this was just me saying that I wanted to be a bit more active – now I was doing my A-levels, it wasn’t like I had PE lessons to go to any more.


  It wasn’t really a lie. I just didn’t specify what type of gym I was going to. I guess Mum just thought I was going to the gym to run on a treadmill or sit on an exercise bike. She looked a little surprised but said okay. Seeing as I had done everything else, I could go for an hour or so.


  Warrior Muay Thai was only a ten-minute walk away from the flat, so by midday I was already standing outside a shabby-looking building that gave no clue as to what lay behind its corrugated-metal door. The number and street name matched those on Zeeshan’s card, though. It had to be the right place.


  I looked around me to see if there was anyone else heading this way. Anyone who might give me some clue as to whether I was right. There was not a soul in sight. But I did start to hear a noise – a rhythmic tap, tap, tap – coming from inside. Once it started, it didn’t stop. Gradually the taps speeded up, getting faster and faster until they were so close together they emerged as one constant tapppppppppppppppp.


  I pushed open the door, stepped inside and saw a tall, muscled figure through the blur of a skipping rope whipping swiftly around him. Before I could take in anything more, I was struck by a stench so thick it felt like it was stuck in the back of my throat. I coughed.
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