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Glossary


When two cultures collide is the only time when true suffering exists

Hermann Hesse (1877–1962)


For Ion and Sophie

My home is not a place, it is people

Lois McMaster Bujold (1949–)


Prologue

Prisoners!

Locked in the airless heat of a dark, dingy room, the girl and her younger sister waited with dread, comforted by the fact that, whatever happened, at least they were together.

The older girl’s hair was damp with perspiration and the humidity made her cotton kameez cling to her body. It was early evening but outside it was already dark. For in the East there is no transitional period of dusk where the day lingers lazily into evening; in this part of the world the sun gathers up her golden skirts and makes a hasty retreat and night falls swiftly. The crickets started to sing their familiar night-song as the blistering heat of day gave way to a welcome evening breeze, breathing the scent of orange blossom and jasmine across the courtyard.

But no soft breeze reached the claustrophobia of this small, stifling room, where the heat made it difficult to breathe. Elsewhere in the house there were cool tiled floors and open windows where brightly coloured curtains danced beneath the humming punkhas (fans). But in this room, the door was shut and the one small window was shuttered and barred. Here, there was a bare concrete floor and an old pedestal fan, which had been turned off earlier that evening as punishment.

The room was located in the main body of the bungla (house), built by the girls’ Dadda, paternal grandfather, for his wife and young family. Years later when the children had grown up, the girls’ mother had come to this room as a new bride. After their parents left, the room was taken over by other members of the family as, one by one, the rest of the sons were married off and their brides were brought in turn to live here. Then, as the third generation of the family expanded, Dadda had built outward and upward, adding more rooms and another storey. The house had now been changed beyond recognition since their parents last lived here. Now, this room was considered too insignificant to be used as anything other than a store room. For the past few months it had also been a prison.

‘They’re going to murder us, aren’t they?’ the younger sister whispered. It was more of a statement than a question, but the thought of being killed here suddenly brought the reality of their situation home. To die here in this room would indeed be ironic because it was in this very room that the older girl had been born, twenty-four years ago.

‘I think so,’ the older sister replied, no longer having any comfort to offer. Perhaps it was better that they should admit the unspeakable and prepare themselves for the unthinkable. For months the girls had clung to the hope that there would be a miraculous change of heart and they’d be released, or that they might be able to escape to the British Embassy and demand their right as British citizens to be given sanctuary and returned home to England. But now, even this dream was fading. There was no hope left. A wave of homesickness caused an involuntary sob to catch in the older girl’s throat as she remembered how they’d been told that they’d never see England again. She knew she’d either die here or go insane.

‘Do you think they’ll come tonight?’

She didn’t know. Maybe. It depended on whether their family’s izzat, their respect, could be salvaged by killing them. For this was an Islamic state and in Pakistan honour killings happened every day. They’d been told in great detail that people could do anything to them here, told of girls who’d been murdered for dishonouring their families by ‘immoral conduct’. The nature of that ‘immorality’ was a very subjective test, with the killer being judge, jury and executioner. What’s more, instead of being punished, family members were given sympathy because, to some Muslims, honour killings are construed not as murder but as justified execution. And what Muslim would not do the same? To a Pakistani, what else comes above honour? A person cannot live without izzat. It is better to die. Or to put to death a daughter who brings shame and dishonour. Indeed, does not the Koran demand it?

She didn’t know how long they could both go on. They were losing the will to fight. And yet, incredibly, that prospect in itself gave her the will and determination to survive. While she breathed, she would keep fighting – and she shuddered suddenly at the memory of when she’d first fought back, quite literally.

‘Haramzadi! Bitch!’ the woman had cried at her younger sister. ‘You live like a whore with your Western ways and shame me. I’d rather you were dead!’

And snatching the old man’s heavy walking stick, she raised it to strike the girl, who cowered as the blow fell.

‘No! Don’t you dare hurt her!’ the older girl yelled, lunging at the weapon in order to shield her sister and wincing with pain as her own body took the blow. ‘Run!’ she cried, grabbing the walking stick with both hands before it was raised again.

‘Shaitan ki aulad! Spawn of Satan!’ the woman spat, turning on her, eyes blazing with hatred. ‘Haramin! This is all your doing! She does whatever you brainwash her to do! You should have been strangled the day you were born!’

‘You’re mad!’ the girl cried. Something inside her suddenly snapped, all reason gone as hatred for this woman consumed her. She no longer cared what else they’d do to her. This was insanity born of anguish and despair. She felt she could take no more.

‘Let go!’ she cried, tugging at the stick. ‘I said, let go!’

‘What are you going to do?’ the woman demanded, suddenly afraid. Some instinct told her that she must not let go of the stick, and holding on for dear life she screamed for someone to come and help her. Feet came running, and the girl was seized and flung to the floor in disgust while the woman was pulled to safety and collapsed into her rescuer’s arms, weeping with relief. Yet still she refused to unfasten her terrified grip. Because she, the girls’ mother, knew, as they both did, that if she had lost control of that weapon, her daughter would have smashed her skull.

These events had taken place some weeks ago. Tonight, the girls had dragged the bed across the room to face the door so that they could be alerted should anyone try to enter the room. The unfamiliar positioning of the bed made the girls even more uneasy and they both knew sleep would not come easily. As they lay in bed, sleep was the last thing they wanted, too terrified to close their eyes, afraid that they’d never wake up again. For this could be the night – the night a silent executioner crept into the room and murdered them.

The older girl sat up in bed, and a sudden chill gripped her heart as she heard footsteps approaching …


Part 1

A turbulent beginning


1

An abusive start

What we remember from childhood we remember forever.

Cynthia Ozick (1928–)

I grew up being called a bitch, a bastard and an idiot.

From an early age I answered to a whole variety of names that roughly translated into the same thing. Sali, haramin, haramzadi, kameeni were just the ones I was most familiar with, but other names of various unspeakable sexual acts and perversions were flung at me long before I was old enough to understand what they actually meant.

My father could terrorise me simply by looking at me and using a range of these profanities that conveyed illegitimacy, promiscuity or sexual depravity. Bhahenchode (sisterf***er) and Maaderchode (motherf***er) were ones I heard frequently but only understood many years later. When I was young I recognised them simply as words that my father used when he was angry. It was only when I grew up and acquired a more adult vocabulary that I realised, with horror and shame, exactly what he had meant. For this reason I never swore in Urdu, for even the worst English expletives I uttered could not match the ones I heard at home for utter baseness.

My mother rarely disciplined me, but if need be she would administer a reprimand or slap. A slap, however, would be the furthest thing from my father’s mind. A punch with a closed fist, a hard male fist, inflicted far more pain. Slaps and slippers were for amateurs, especially when the beating was not to discipline but to vent frustration or anger at some unrelated cause.

He’d drag me around the room by my hair, punching me and battering my head against hard objects. Sometimes he’d choke me, releasing his grip just before I lost consciousness. Or he’d hurl my body against a wall, a door, a hard floor. I’d be knocked to the floor, kicked and punched. He’d drive his fists into my face, my head, my ribs. No part of my body would be spared. He’d use his fists and feet, and anything he could lay his hands on – a belt, a boot, the flexible orange plastic tracks of a toy car racing set; any implement so long as it hurt me. And didn’t hurt him. My screams just made him beat me more and he stopped only when his strength was spent. Sometimes he’d pant from the sheer physical exertion and needed time to recover his breath.

My distraught mother would silently remove me from his presence, check my bones were intact and then clean up my battered face, split lips and broken skin. Later I’d suffer the humiliation of swollen eyes and multi-coloured bruises that drew gasps of pity from my siblings. I’d be excused chores while my wounds healed: damaged joints and limbs, crushed fingers, an arm where I’d landed badly, a limp where he’d smashed my hip against the table. It was my duty to keep out of his way and spare his feelings when he was ‘good Dad’ again.

It didn’t take much to trigger my father’s outbursts. Any excuse would justify giving me a good beating, such as not putting enough salt in his dinner. Or whistling!

The ‘whistling’ incident happened when I was about seven years old. He came home one night vexed about something that had happened at work. His grumblings gathered momentum as his voice became louder, waking me as I slept upstairs. As his language became more profane I lay trembling, knowing from past experience what was to come. Sure enough, as I’d dreaded, his angry footsteps thundered up the stairs and he burst into the bedroom. My head hit the floor first as he flung back the covers and dragged me out of bed by my legs and shook me, demanding to know why I’d been whistling the day before, the week before, or was it the month before? It was immaterial, really, what the crime was or when it was committed: the point is that it gave him justification for beating me. Crying was forbidden, and I lay on the ground as he left me, not daring to move or make a sound, face averted, hot tears silently spilling over. Only when he’d gone back downstairs and had sat down to eat his dinner did I dare to move my frozen limbs, hoist myself back into bed and quietly sob myself back to sleep, in the knowledge that I had served my purpose.

I remember all too clearly the first time I was in fear for my life.

My father was visiting my mother and the new baby in hospital, leaving my ten-year-old sister and me at home taking care of the younger children. As it was late, we assumed he’d stopped off at the place where he acquired that strange smell on his breath. The two other babies, aged one and two, were asleep and the original black-and-white Godzilla film was on television. By today’s standards that plastic model monster seems primitive, but in the late 1960s it was deliciously scary. We were riveted and so absorbed that we didn’t hear my father come in.

Hearing my baby sister Farah grizzling in the cot, he strode over to discover her nappy had leaked and her clothes and bedding were a mess (to this day, the colour of Coronation Chicken makes me gag). The room shrank as my father loomed, more terrifying than Godzilla, very real and very angry. Predictably, the verbal and physical abuse was directed solely at me, but this night, although I was used to his assaults, the violence was about to take a terrifyingly new turn.

To my horror and disbelief he grabbed a big knife from the kitchen and, roaring that he was going to butcher me like an animal, he pulled my head back by my hair, exposing my neck, and held the knife across my throat. I was barely conscious, aware only that these were the final moments of my life.

My sister fell to her knees, hands clasped, weeping and imploring my father not to kill me. Only then did his fury subside and he released me. Then he went out, leaving us both cleaning up the mess, sobbing from the fright of what had just happened.

My father had almost murdered me by cutting my throat. I was six years old.
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A new life in England

There are only two lasting bequests we can give our children. One is roots, the other is wings.

William Hodding Carter II (1907–72)

Perhaps things might have been different for me if, like my sister (older than me by four years), I’d been able to form a relationship with my father before he emigrated. I was only a few months old when he left Pakistan to make a new life in England.

In 1947 my father had been one of Midnight’s Children. Born in Allahabad, he was Indian by nationality until the stroke of midnight on 14 August 1947, when he and millions of Muslims like him suddenly stopped being Indian, took on a new nationality and became Pakistani. The days of British occupation had ended after almost two hundred years; and in the aftermath of Independence, after Lord Louis Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of India, and the rest of the British had departed, a new nation was born in the western portion of the country that had been India. This was the Islamic state negotiated and campaigned for by the founding father, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, the brilliant English-educated lawyer revered by this new nation as the Quaid-e-Azam or ‘Great Leader’: Pakistan, the land of the Pak (pure), stretching from Karachi in the south, a thriving port by the coast of the Arabian Sea, to the forbidding borders of Afghanistan in the northwest, to the foothills of the Himalayas in the north.

Dadda, our paternal grandfather, and Nanna, our maternal grandfather, who were yet to meet, each took their wives and young families and made the long hazardous journey west along the now famous Grand Trunk Road, crossing the newly defined borders to make a new home in Karachi, having survived a bloody trail of massacre and misery. Muslims were crossing into Pakistan while Hindus were making an exodus the other way to reach India, and all along the route both Muslims and Hindus were slaughtering one another – men, women and children – for no other reason than that they were of the other faith. Muslim independence from India was purchased at the cost of much Hindu and Muslim blood. Millions died in the aftermath of Partition. The atrocities perpetrated by both sides were burned into the memories of all who witnessed them, and my parents, who were young children at that time, never forgot.

Having lived through the experience, Dadda, a strong-willed and forceful man, was determined to be prosperous. In India he’d had an uncanny ability to make money and coming to Pakistan was no different. The political upheavals happening on the Indian subcontinent had meant leaving everything behind in Allahabad, loading up a bullock cart with his young family and taking whatever possessions they could carry. Once in the new country, he settled on the plot of land given to them by the government, built the family home and established a new business. The nature of that business changed frequently but his ability to make money did not. He had a daughter and six sons, and by the time they were old enough to take over, Dadda had established a large family home and a prosperous, thriving business. My father told us that Dadda always carried a rolled-up wad of money secreted in an inside pocket of his kurta because having ready money always at hand gave him a sense of security.

More importantly, it also bought status and respect. The family had achieved a name for itself in the community. The sons took on the businesses and the only daughter, Zainab, was put through college and qualified as a lawyer. They worked hard and achieved the one thing all Pakistanis believe is worth living and dying for: they had izzat, honour.

It was easy to see why my father was his parents’ favourite. He was the most handsome and cultured of his brothers, with film-star good looks. And even more unusually, in a country where the majority of the population have brown eyes, my father had pale, blue-grey eyes, inherited from Dadda who had piercing blue eyes. All of this made my father stand out from the rest.

My father proved early on that here was a son who’d make them proud. He brought izzat to his parents by doing everything expected of him. He went through college, got a good job, married a suitable girl and became a father. He was the perfect son, brother and husband; indeed, he was so beloved of the whole family that his pet name was Acha Bhai (Good Brother). My Dadda and Daddi (my paternal grandmother) never concealed their pride and overwhelming love for this son, calling him simply Acha.

However, he also inherited his determination and adventurous spirit from Dadda, and it was apparent he’d always do things differently from his brothers. Therefore, while it was a huge blow to his parents and brothers, it came as no surprise to anyone when he announced he was emigrating to start a new life with his own young family in England.

In the 1960s, England was in a state of economic boom. Almost two decades after the war had ended, the country was busy rebuilding its economy, and employment prospects were excellent. Indeed, the problem for the country was the abundance of jobs, which allowed the indigenous workforce to pick and choose and left unfilled those jobs that were classed as dirty, lowly or badly paid. There was, in particular, a need for cheap labour in the heavy manufacturing industries in the West Midlands, in cities such as Birmingham and Coventry, and with the thriving textile manufacturers of Lancashire and Yorkshire.

Hence, an invitation was issued to Commonwealth countries such as Pakistan (and the West Indies, where England was still known as the ‘mother country’ by people who’d never yet set foot on its soil). The word went out for men to come and work as bus conductors, factory hands, cleaners and any other jobs the British didn’t want to do. To this day, northern towns and cities such as Bradford, Preston, Blackburn, Manchester and Birmingham are associated with the large Pakistani communities that came over during the 1960s. My father was one who took up the challenge.

In retrospect, I believe that a great deal of his frustration came from doing a job and living a lifestyle that he and his family would have considered beneath him. He arrived with £6 in his pocket to take up a job in the Courtaulds factory on the outskirts of Preston, Lancashire, in the North West of England. This was a social come-down for him. He exchanged a shirt and tie in an office for a pair of overalls in a factory in order that his children would have access to opportunities that would not have been possible back in Pakistan.

Anyone unfamiliar with Pakistani culture may wonder why a man would leave behind the security of a large extended family, comfortable home, servants, status and position in order to embrace the bottom rung of the social ladder on the other side of the world. But to understand that, you have to understand the kind of man my father was.

The challenge of bringing up his family in a new country, with a different culture and different opportunities, would have been irresistible to a man who was never comfortable in his comfort zone. My father wanted to push boundaries, to do something no one in his family had done and achieve what no one else had achieved. He respected his father for his ability to start all over again in another country and go on to do well for himself. When his time came, the fruits of all that Dadda had achieved in his lifetime would be my father’s for the taking, should he choose to step into his inheritance. However, the responsibility of being the head of the family would never challenge him. What did challenge him was the prospect of becoming a success in England on his own terms and without his extended family to help or hinder him. Back in Pakistan, my father had not even been able to choose names for his own children.

This was not unusual. A young couple begin their married lives living with the husband’s parents and usually have little say in the naming, educating and upbringing of their own children, with the grandparents claiming the prominent role. By imposing his own will, the son can risk upsetting his parents and rocking the domestic boat. Or he can take the easy way out and allow them their own way. The young wife’s opinions and wishes regarding her own offspring barely register as far as her mother-in-law is concerned. My Daddi was no different from other Pakistani mothers-in-law. She was a very forceful woman who’d have created a storm had she not been given a free hand with her grandchildren in every aspect of their lives, from how they were dressed to what they were called.

When I was born my grandparents named me after the Mogul emperor who’d built the Taj Mahal. Exactly why they chose to bestow a male (albeit royal) name on me was a mystery. Nevertheless, whether my parents liked the name or not, the decision was made on their behalf and they had to accept it. However, while he allowed them their grandparents’ prerogative in Pakistan, one of the first things my father did when I arrived in England was to change the name I’d been given at birth. In Pakistan I’d been called Shah Jahan. In England my father renamed me Ferzanna.

When my father pursued his dreams and came to England, he initially left behind his young wife and two daughters in the care of his parents. During this time he sent money regularly to support the three of us back in Pakistan. It wasn’t an easy life for the first generation of Pakistani men who came to England. While they were tolerated in the factories where their cheap labour was needed, they were not made welcome in the society where they’d been invited to live and work. My father told us stories of those early days, when Pakistanis had to help each other to survive.

Finding somewhere to live was a problem, for a start. Angrezis – the English people – were suspicious of the ‘coloureds’. They were even more suspicious of a people and culture they’d hitherto never encountered. Furthermore, they had never experienced such cooking before, and to people who were more used to the smell of boiled ham and stewed cabbage, the spicy aromas of a cuisine that was to captivate the British nation within the next decade or so were decidedly alien – and therefore offensive. What they didn’t know they disliked. To them, Pakistanis carried with them this strange pungent smell that pervaded their homes and clung to their clothes. This made them reluctant to rent out their houses or let rooms to these smelly ‘Pakis’. As a result, Pakistan men had to help each other.

In a culture where biraderi (brotherhood) comes naturally, during those early years the men would of necessity buy a house together and rent rooms out to other Pakistanis. This biraderi benefited the men enormously. It offered companionship in their loneliness and separation from their families, and also offered financial benefits. Rooms and even beds were rented on a shift basis in order to maximise accommodation and save as much money as possible to send back home. And in their own houses the men had the freedom to come and go as they pleased without being monitored by curious landladies, ever watchful for the suspicious or deviant behaviour they half-expected from these foreigners.

More importantly, in their own homes the men were free to cook the desi (native) food that seemed to offend the Angrezis but which for them evoked memories of the lives and families they’d left back home.

Even in these early days, the first enterprising Asians, quick to spot an increasing demand in the market, had set up businesses importing and supplying authentic Asian ingredients hitherto unheard of in this country – spices such as chilli, turmeric, coriander and cumin, and exotic vegetables such as okra and aubergines. These shops were also the only places where the men were able to purchase halal or kosher meat required by their religion. At first these specialist Asian shops were few and far between, but they increased in number as demand grew.

Like other men in his situation, my father rented a room in the house of a friend. He worked hard to establish himself in this suspicious, unfriendly society that required his over-qualified labour but gave him no help or encouragement in return. It was the drive and determination he inherited from his own father that helped him to succeed. Within three years, he’d saved enough to buy his own property, obtained an English driving licence and purchased his first car, a brown Morris Minor.

However, even in those days he was different from the other Pakistanis. They had sought out areas already inhabited by Pakistanis, where they could feel secure by being surrounded by their own kin. As more Pakistani immigrants moved in, the Angrezis started moving out, thus increasingly creating almost exclusively Pakistani areas which happened to be located in the more affordable or otherwise poorer parts of town. I clearly recall one such area of Preston where there were, and still are, streets of terraced houses all named after birds and nicknamed the ‘Canary Isles’. This extended into the area called Deepdale, which was one of the first areas where there was a purpose-built mosque and specialist Pakistani shops, and where it was quite normal to see people walking around dressed in traditional shalwar kameez.

However, my father wanted a decent house in a better area and, eschewing the areas where other Pakistanis had begun to settle, purchased a house in Morgan Street, which was an all- Angrezi street. His belief was that integration, not segregation, was the way to live in a new country.

Thus, having prepared a home for his family and saved for three airfares, he was finally able to send for his family.

This came as an enormous relief to my mother. Like so many other Pakistani wives in the same position, she had been given little choice but to wait behind with her children as her husband departed to the other side of the world to make a new life for the family. She lived with her in-laws, waiting for the day when he would send for her, resigned to the fact that it would take some time to work hard and save for somewhere to live and, just as important, save for the airfares.

Worryingly, from time to time stories came back to Pakistan of certain men who’d left behind wives and children with the intention of making a better life in the West. It was said that, once in England, they took up with goris (white women). Some did eventually send for their families but carried on doing what they’d been doing, secure in the knowledge that here in England they were far removed from the disapproval and censorship of the extended family. Isolated in a new and alien culture, the wives were helpless to do anything about it. A few others were even less fortunate. My father told us of some men of his acquaintance who actually married their English mistresses and settled down to have second families in England, leaving the first families languishing in Pakistan.

I was just a baby when my father left Pakistan to come to England, and therefore had no memories of him. It was, however, a very different story with my elder sister. A tragedy had occurred prior to her birth that shaped the nature of her relationship with my father: my parents had lost their eighteen-month-old baby son. In a patriarchal society where the birth of a son is regarded as a blessing to the parents, the death of their first-born son doubly devastated the young couple. The birth of another baby soon after had been the balm to my father’s inconsolable grief; according to my mother, my sister’s feet never touched the ground as she rode everywhere on my father’s shoulders. They adored each other and were inseparable. When the time came for him to leave, again according to my mother, my sister grew thin and almost wasted away with grief, living only for the time when she would be reunited with her beloved Abba-Ji.

I was three when I saw my father again, so I had no such anticipation. Having no memory of him, travelling to England was less of a reunion and more of an adventure for me. It had been a long flight from Pakistan via Switzerland and the journey was very emotional because of my mother’s quiet anticipation and my sister’s irrepressible joy at being reunited with her father. The strange new Western food can’t have agreed with me as I do recall throwing up all over the elegant feet of the stewardess.

My meeting with my father was equally inauspicious. I observed my mother receiving a discreet pat (Pakistani couples don’t do public affection) and my sister running to him, crying, ‘Abba-Ji! Abba-Ji!’ But I felt totally overawed by this man who was presented to me as being the far-away father everyone loved. All my life I’d been told about him by Dadda and Daddi; been told how clever and handsome he was, what a good son, brother and husband he was. He was always the topic of grown-up conversation. Everyone loved him, Acha Bhai was a legend in the family – and suddenly here he was, stooping down to greet me, arms outstretched.

If he’d been overjoyed that his elder daughter lived up to the memories he’d cherished of her, he was to be very disappointed in whatever expectations he may have had of his youngest. I remember feeling a pang of wanting the same rapturous welcome I’d just witnessed between him and my sister, but there was quite simply no history between us for that to happen.

While I knew about ‘Abba-Ji in England’, he was simply a name on everyone’s lips and a face on a photograph. I’d been only a baby when he’d left. My Dadda, chachas (father’s brothers) and mamoos (mother’s brothers) had been the men in my life. It was my chachas and mamoos who’d carried me on their shoulders, bought me sweets and played with me. To the infant that I was, this man before me was no more than a stranger and I hid behind the voluminous folds of my mother’s shalwar and cried. My father was displeased but laughed it off, saying I’d get used to him in time.

Unfortunately, things didn’t get any better after we arrived at our new home. My shyness of this stranger-father must have felt like a rejection to him, and it wasn’t long before my cowering irritated and angered him. He’d shout at my mother to keep me out of his way and, either by choice or default, turned all his attention and affection to my sister.

From the very beginning he’d bring home little presents for her. She’d squeal with delight as she played with these toys, basking in the glow of being the Loved One. That was a state of affairs I accepted and had always accepted. Even before I met my father, I could not avoid her memory of him, because during the years of separation, when the family spoke of my father, she’d been able to share in their memories of him, claiming him as her own.

However, my father had kept his promise to my mother and had sent for us. Once here, there was much for us to learn about this new society. For instance, there was a new language, and as young children my sister and I were unable to speak a word of English. In the beginning I didn’t understand that there was any language other than the one we’d always spoken.

Away from my father, I was a happy, sociable child and would stand outside our front door chatting to neighbours and passers-by. To eyes that had known only dark-skinned, dark-haired people, goras (white people) were strange but beautiful to look at with their pale, translucent skin and hair of shades that I’d never seen before: blonde hair in particular fascinated me. I’d always let blonde gori ladies pick me up so I could stroke their hair because it never failed to amaze me that this golden hair was real.

This was the late 1960s, when people like us were still a novelty. Angrezis would smile at me indulgently as I chattered away. I didn’t understand what they were saying and they quite clearly had no idea what I was babbling on about in Urdu baby talk. There were huge differences between us in terms of race, language and culture. But despite that, I think we understood that we liked each other.
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Home life under siege

It does not matter who my father was: it matters who I remember he was.

Anne Sexton (1928–72)

Ironically, of all of his children, I was the one most like my father.

I was aware that I infuriated my father, exasperated him and made him feel uneasy. The fact that I was a female version of him in so many ways always disturbed me because I grew up anxious that I would turn out like him in temperament. Many times as I was growing up, I’d ask myself whether, if I had children, I would beat them as my father beat me. This gave rise in my mind to the age-old question concerning human behaviour: would it be nature or nurture? Until I was a mother myself I could not answer that question.

I always had a strong sense of what was just and unjust, and I felt it was my right to say so. I never lost an opportunity to deliver scathing opinions of my father’s treatment of me. As an obedient Asian daughter I should have held my tongue, but that went against my nature, something that does not go down well in an Asian household where absolute obedience is demanded by the parents.

Nevertheless, despite his treatment of me, my father was first and foremost a home-loving man. When he wasn’t at work, he preferred to be at home with his family around him – sitting on the sofa next to him, on his lap, eating from his plate, drinking from his cup. He used to take the family on days trips out to Knowsley Safari Park, Chester Zoo, Blackpool and Morecombe. He’d tell my mother to pack a picnic and we’d all pile into the back of the car (which was now a Morris Minor van) and spend the day out. I clearly remember one incident that illustrates the paradox that was my father.

One summer evening, he announced that, because it was so nice, we were all going to drive to Morecombe Bay. We hadn’t been there very long when my mother began frantically searching for something in her handbag, eventually emptying everything out onto the car seat.

‘Where is it?’ she wailed fearfully, ‘I know I put it in here. How could I be so careless?’ Because it had been a last-minute trip, my mother had quickly counted up the day’s takings from the shop and put the money in her handbag intending to bank it first thing in the morning. The money had now disappeared and I could sense from the tremble in her voice that she was dreading my father’s reaction. I think she had lost at least a few hundred pounds. To everyone’s dismay, my mother was overcome with distress and burst into tears. Perhaps moved by my mother’s uncharacteristic tears, my father did not get angry, as we expected, but put his arms around her, comforting her and telling her that it was only money and although we would miss it, the most important thing was that the family was safe. This was not a tragedy he assured her, a tragedy would be losing a member of the family.

Incidents like this show that, beyond any doubt, the family was the most important thing for my father – the centre of his universe, without which he could not function.

In fact, the main objective in his life was to provide for the financial security of his family, and the reason he left Pakistan in the first place was to make a better life for his wife and two daughters (five more children came later). My father simply didn’t handle rage very well, and when he was under stress he’d look around for someone to be the butt of his frustration. Once that emotion had subsided I’m certain he felt remorse.

Perhaps he might have felt differently about me if I hadn’t been so nervous of him and responded more positively when he was trying to be ‘good Dad’ (and he did try, very hard). I’d freeze at the very suggestion of cuddling up to him on the sofa. While I dared not refuse, I’d sit rigid, avoiding eye contact, responding to his conversation in monosyllables until I could make an excuse to check on the dinner, the babies, anything that gave me a reason to flee. I think I spent my whole life trying to avoid being in the same room as him.

In Pakistan, Dadda was feared for his temper and my chachas were also hot-tempered. My father similarly inherited the khandani (family) temperament and it affected his relationship not only with me but also with the rest of the family. One moment he’d be laughing and joking, the next he’d become exasperated from stress in other areas of his life and begin shouting. No one wanted to be the one who got him started. We all wanted a normal home life instead of being hostage to his mood swings. He was unpredictable – it could happen at any time, sparked off by something totally insignificant or unexpected, like shoes left on the landing or a Muslim acquaintance casually questioning why his daughters wore English clothes instead of shalwar kameez.

The criticism and cussing would start, with all his comments being addressed to my mother regarding his lazy, ungrateful offspring whose sole purpose in life was to cause him problems or embarrass him. A heavy atmosphere of anxiety and foreboding would descend on the household with everyone speaking in hushed voices, treading around the house quietly, taking care not to let doors bang or plates and cutlery clatter too loudly, avoiding getting in my father’s way. If he walked into a room, within minutes there would be an exodus as one by one we’d all find an excuse to get up and go, leaving him sitting on his own.

Paradoxically, if he was in a good mood, my father rarely used physical punishment, instead administering a carefully worded reprimand, pointing out the misdemeanour and its possible consequences. Solomon-like, he would dispense justice, appeal to our sense of right and wrong and leave us feeling fairly treated and justly chastised.

However, when he was not in a good mood, he’d complain, curse and criticise loudly, working himself up into a passion, by which time the verbal abuse would have escalated to the next stage. Then he’d begin to focus on one unfortunate individual who would be summoned and ordered to stand to attention before him, back straight, chest out, arms by the side while he, the sergeant-major, remained seated, barking questions. How he dealt with that offending party depended entirely upon who it was. If it was my elder sister, for example, whom he never hit, he’d redirect his anger on to me, the scapegoat, finding any excuse to vent his frustration and give me a good hiding.

However, it was not simply physical abuse I endured, but emotional. My father used to take great delight in playing games with my younger siblings to torment me. It was quite simple; two or more of them would be called to sit with him and watch me work, taking bets on how long it would be before I dropped or broke something. My brothers and sisters had little choice but to go along with my father’s games and they were too young to understand the hurt and humiliation I endured. While I was washing up, for example, he’d do a running commentary.

‘She’s picked up a plate now, she’s washing it, will she, won’t she drop it? … no, she’s managed to keep it in one piece. Well, there’s always a first time for everything. Now it’s a cup. Whoops, almost slipped! Will she, won’t she? Yes! Yes, she’s done it!’ and a big cheer would go up, my father whooping with laughter as he played to his uncomfortable audience, encouraging them to mock me.

He said it was only a game, but it always left me feeling utterly crushed and wishing I was dead. Being told every day of my life that I was stupid, fat, clumsy and, above all else, that I had no akal (common sense) left me with a fragile emotional disposition. From a very young age any confidence I might have had was mocked and bullied out of me, leaving me a nervous and timid child. I felt worthless and never believed that I was worth a look or gesture of kindness, or indeed that my life was of any value at all. I accepted his treatment of me as my kismet.

Even away from my father’s presence I could not escape. He told me his eyes were everywhere and he’d encourage – even bribe – my siblings to spy on me; grass me up for the slightest thing.

When I was thirteen, I bought a birthday card to send to a famous pop star, but before I had a chance to send it my sister discovered it under the mattress and took it straight to my father. The first I knew about it was when my father made me stand in front of my siblings and read it out loud, before he ordered me to tear it up into small pieces. I burned with shame and embarrassment, wishing that I could crawl into a hole and die as my mind raced with ways by which I could leave everything behind and run away, somewhere far away from these people.

Not that I had much to leave behind. In terms of possessions, I simply didn’t own anything. I just took it for granted that nice things were for other children to own. I remember finding a silver coin on the street one day. Suddenly owning this money made me feel rich, and whooping with happiness I skipped inside to show it to everyone. My bubble was burst when my father told me to hand it to my brother Mohammed. I was devastated.

‘But it’s mine!’ I protested, tears welling up as I stood frozen in disbelief that my father could issue such an unfair command. ‘I’ve just found it.’

‘Give it to him,’ he ordered. ‘He’s saving up.’ And that was that. Heartbroken, I did as I was told to do
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