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After winning 2015’s Great British Bake Off, Nadiya Hussain has gone on to capture the hearts of the nation.

A regular columnist for The Times, she has also presented many BBC shows, including The Chronicles of Nadiya, Nadiya’s Asian Odyssey, Nadiya’s British Food Adventure, Nadiya’s Family Favourites and Nadiya’s Time to Eat.

Her cookery books include Nadiya’s Kitchen, Nadiya’s British Food Adventure, Nadiya’s Family Favourites and Time To Eat. She has also written three books in the bestselling Bake Me a Story series, one of which was shortlisted for a British Book Award, as well as a picture book for younger readers, My Monster and Me.

Born in Luton to British–Bangladeshi parents, Nadiya now lives in Milton Keynes with her husband, Abdal, and their three children.


Praise for Nadiya Hussain:

‘A national treasure’ Independent

‘She’s baked her way into our hearts and hasn’t stopped since’ Prima

‘One of our favourite ever Bake-Off winners’ Sunday Mirror


About the Book

‘This is a book of stories untold, lessons learned, memories saved and experiences that have made me the person that I am today. My journey has been far from a straight road . . . ’

From the moment Nadiya Hussain was born, she has been questioning her role in life. But the irony is, she never wanted to be a trailblazer. She just wanted to follow a ‘normal’ path. But life kept telling her ‘you can’t’.

And so she found her own way, beyond anything she dared to dream . . .

From a childhood scarred by racial abuse to her triumphant win on Great British Bake Off, Nadiya’s journey to becoming a national treasure has defied all expectations. In this wise, witty and open-hearted memoir, she talks about the roles that have defined her – as one of six children born to Bangladeshi immigrants, as a new wife to a man she had met only twice before she married him, as a young mother of three and as a ‘five-foot, brown, Muslim girl’ whose hidden talent suddenly propelled her into the spotlight.

With characteristic honesty and warmth, Nadiya tells her unique story in her own words – showing us that, despite the obstacles that often get in the way, we can each find our own voice.


To everyone with a voice.

Those in pursuit, for a voice, lost.

A voice they dream of having.

The voice they wish they had.

Because life happens.

And with it we lose, we gain and grow.

It is there somewhere.

I’ve found it today. It may be gone tomorrow.

But for now I have it.

This is for you. This is for us.

To the loves of my life.

Abdal, Musa, Dawud and Maryam.


Introduction

This is a book of stories untold, tales I have grown up hearing and ones my children will listen to in the future. Stories of lessons learned, memories saved and things that have made me the person that I am today. This is not an autobiography in the sense that it is not my tell-all, hear-all, reveal-all. Instead, it is a memoir of sorts. Within these pages you will find snippets of my life, ones that I am happy to share because these stories are mine. From then to now. From the moment I was born to the moment that I typed these words out.

Each chapter in the book takes a title of one of the many roles I play in my life: Daughter, Sister, Wife, Mother and so on. Along with the stories you will find within these pages, each chapter starts with a poem that I wrote, dug up from my decades-old back catalogue, and ends with a recipe that means something to me, that brings back a memory, an emotion, a sense of who I am. Because along with the people in my life and the roles that have defined me – somewhere in between all of that – lives a love of poetry and the sheer joy that food brings.

If I step back and think about the twists and turns we all take in life, I look at my own journey and it has been far from a straight road. In fact, it has been quite the opposite – one step forward, two steps back, off the road, sat nav on the blink and I’ve forgotten my glasses. That is my kind of road and, frankly, I wouldn’t have it any other way. Because this is the road that has led me through life: sometimes standstill, stationary, stuck; other times flying at 70 mph with the windows open.

So what prompted me to write this book?

Well, there are girls out there who are quiet, just like I used to be. Who are allowing their lives to be steered in the hope that one day they might find their happy and, with that, their voice. Who are growing up being told ‘it’s not appropriate’, ‘no you can’t’, ‘it’s not the done thing’. With this book I want to show that, actually, who cares if it’s not appropriate, you can and it is the done thing!

We all have a voice. Yours might be loud and strong, or quiet yet insistent. I have always tried to use mine for the right reasons, to make myself heard, to tell those I love how much they mean to me, to shine a light on the important issues of the day. But I wasn’t always like that. In fact, occasionally, even now, I find myself forgetting I have a voice and have to find ways of locating it all over again.

Whatever life path we are walking, whatever God we follow, or not, whatever choices we make along the way, we all have moments when we stumble. And somewhere in those stumbled-jumbled thoughts and life choices, it’s easy to lose this very important part of what makes us who we are.

Whether you decide to use your voice to change the world, to retaliate, to say ‘I love you’ or to drop the ‘f bomb’, it is yours to use how you wish. But life can have a funny way of sometimes muting it, dulling its passion.

As the third girl born into a large Muslim family, having a voice didn’t always mean anything to me. Sometimes I had to be silent in our family line-up, to accept what my life was meant to be – occasionally without question, but mostly with. I always talked too much. My dad would say, ‘Nadiya, why so many questions?’

The answer, quite simply, is that girls matter, women matter, we matter. Wherever you come from, whatever your story, whether you relate to the words in here or not, we are linked by this. We matter. You know that and I know that; it’s just time we started believing it.

It took me a while to find my voice. With it, I may not change the world; I may not make a difference. But if you are still hiding your voice, if it’s buried away at the back of your head, or it’s just out of reach on the tip of your tongue, then I hope that reading about my experiences will help you to find it. Because voices are meant to be heard and questions are meant to be asked. This book shows how I found my voice and, with it, I hope I help you to find yours. Be heard. Because someone will be listening.


DAUGHTER


Door to where?

Door to here.

Right here. Right now.

You and this door to somewhere.

This, door to where?

Your door to here.

Your door to somewhere.



There are some stories that stand the test of time, no matter how many occasions they are told, repeated or re-enacted. These tales, the ones that we hear again and again through life’s ups and downs, are the very best kind of stories. The essence is identical on each retelling: the same beginning, the exact same middle and the very same end.

There was always that single story, just the one, that I would crowbar into the conversation with a carefully planted question. As young children we would sit together on a midweek afternoon. Dad would mostly take his occasional days off work on a Wednesday or Thursday. These were the slow days so sometimes he would take one day off, very rarely and only every few weeks. We like to call our dad the S.P.O.F. – a tongue-in-cheek nickname that stands for ‘single point of failure’. He charmed and entertained at his restaurant but all the while he forgot he had books to balance and bills to pay, which meant that despite his best efforts his business sometimes suffered. He wanted to be all over the lot: the kitchen, the food, the floor, the customers, the takeaways, the bar, the folding of the napkins, the temperature of the poppadom-warming machine thingy. The lot! So on the rare afternoon that we did see him, we did not want to let him out of our sight. Deep down we all knew he had a niggle (or two) in the back of his mind about whether the tablecloths had been delivered or if the ice machine was overflowing. But when we did have him . . .

‘Go on, Dad, tell us about the day we were born.’

To each of us in turn, Dad would tell us about the day he became a father for the first time, second time, third time, fourth time, fifth time and, of course, the sixth. On each retelling, his stories have become lighter in detail and heavier in sorrow with the realisation of how life has moved on.

Nothing much has changed these days. Except we are children no more. We are still our parents’ offspring, of course, but now with the odd wrinkle, stray white hairs and the strong smell of caffeine and musk of curry wafting through the air, marred with a hint of cigarette. We are no longer the plucky children eagerly waiting at our father’s toes ready to hear a story we have heard a million times before. We are his six adult children, some with bigger hands than his, though just one taller than him (total medical anomaly; everyone else in our family is vertically challenged so Lord only knows how my brother managed to reach six foot – as a child of ’95 it must have been all the pesticides in his diet). Some have the loudest voices (that would be my big sister: big in title, tiny in stature – but her voice makes up for it), while others do not speak at all. We are his children with our own children. Every story interrupted with refereeing a fight or two or six, cleaning pooey bottoms, mopping up a spill, wiping a snotty nose or simply shouting, ‘DO NOT put that in your mouth!’ We are his six children, with eleven of his grandchildren in tow, eleven and counting.

It is an important story. This story. For all of us. The one where we came into the world. The story of the moment we arrived. The second where we come into existence, a presence. An actual person. This was the moment I breathed my first gasp of air. Innocent, dependent, sinless, clean. A human. So, as the story goes . . .

My mum was in quarantine in hospital with me near the tail end of her pregnancy. The weeks, vague. I could tell you exactly what week during my pregnancies I had heartburn. But this was the eighties and I was in the womb of a woman who once lived in a country where pregnant women climbed trees even at full term. Back in Bangladesh, the place my parents call home, women ate what they wanted during pregnancy. There were no rules. They did not have scans or check-ups. If the painters and decorators did not arrive you were pregnant and if you were pregnant you were like everyone else. You worked, you ate, you lived; nothing stopped, not even for the carrier of human life. German measles was not about to get my mum down, let alone go anywhere near her child.

‘How sick were you, Mum? Were we both going to die? Did we cheat death?’

Now that’s a story! But no. We were not cheating death; Mum was in quarantine, but she was out of hospital again soon enough. I’m sure she had been grateful for the rest. But knowing my mum as she is now I am nearly certain she would have been restless – if not a little testy – and keen to get back to her daily routine. She had other children to get home to, after all – a two-year-old and one-year-old, to be exact. If I were in her sandals I would have milked it, for sure. I would have given myself a few extra days at least to be waited on hand and foot. Would you care about how the hospital food tastes? As long as you are not cooking or reheating it yourself for a few days, why on earth not make the most of the break? But the year before my birth, Mum had my second sister and the year before that, my older sister. So, she was a busy lady; she did not have time to be taken down by some European disease, not her, not my mother.

So as the story goes, Mum went into labour and had to go back into hospital again. My nan looked after my sisters during the labour. In those days, Dad told us, men did not have to attend the birth of the child. Which feels like madness today – I mean, you put that baby there, after all; the least you can do is watch it come out. But Dad, luckily for Mum (I think), wanted to stay with her for the birth. Having done it two years in a row, he considered himself an expert in the field, so he went out for a quick fag before facing what could be an uncertain few hours. ‘This baby will be ages,’ he declared.

Every job always started with a quick fag. There was nothing quick about it. Every fag was the same size and every fag took the same amount of time to smoke. How was it quick, if it was the same every time? I’m pretty sure I was rolling my tiny eyeballs from the edge of my mother’s womb. I certainly do it now, in full force, right in front of him. On his way outside, before he could even reach the end of the corridor, he was shouted down by a gaggle of midwives who flapped their arms and called his name, ‘Mr Ali, Mr Ali!’, waking a few babes in their excitement.

‘What did I have?’

‘Congratulations, Mr Ali, you’ve had a bouncy baby girl!’

‘Bastard!’

Enough to make even an untidy, minutes-old, newborn baby offended. I never tire of my birth story. I ask to hear it over and over again. It’s already the best, right? I’m relentless in my pursuit to understand it. I am not averse to a little profanity occasionally, if I’m in the mood or the situation is appropriate. But never during the birth of a child, my own or otherwise. A new baby, a time to rejoice, a time to celebrate, a time to dream of where life will take you next. But expletives, never: I cannot, if I rummage through my cluttered and preoccupied brain, even think of a celebratory expletive if I tried. I mean, what the actual f***! I don’t know about you but this feels like the right time for a foul-mouthed tirade. Wouldn’t you agree?

As a child I remember being slighted, saddened, by this part of the story. Even as a grown-up now, I feel a pang of sadness for those words along with an equal measure of hysterics. It is amusing when I think about it . . . then I really think about it. Bastard! I mean, really? I always questioned my dad and his choice of word. I mean, seriously, imagine for a second how those midwives felt when they heard him. I’m sure as the middlepersons in the delivery of life, someone else human, they would have been presented with plenty of peculiar and intriguing scenarios and a wide range of vocabulary. But had they ever met a dad who shouted the word ‘bastard’ upon the arrival of the fruit of his wife’s womb? I doubt it very much! The chat after work . . .

‘So anything interesting happen at work today?’ Apart from delivering humans.

‘Yeah, so a baby flew right out of her mother’s bajiji, like lightning, she flew right out, we told the dad he had a baby girl and he said, “Bastard!”’

I think it’s a tremendous story to tell over the dinner table. They probably thought I was doomed. They were not entirely wrong.

‘Then what?’ I would ask my dad.

As I got older, it was not the first portion of the story that interested me. It was the subsequent part that really got me every single time. A husband, a father, shuddered at the thought of calling his relatives to announce the birth of his third daughter. Not one, not two, but three. How was he going to break the news? Was the news that dreadful? My dad always maintained that he was happy that he had a healthy little girl, but I know that secretly he wished, longed for that little boy. An heir to his throne – or stool more like. The carrier of his surname (the same surname that was meant to bring bad luck, of which more later). He knew all too well that life would have been a lot easier if he had just had that baby boy. The phone call to his parents-in-law, for one, would have been much less difficult, as everyone waited with bated breath for the news.

I asked him how he felt. ‘Were you nervous, Dad? Were you pooing in your pants like your new baby, Dad? Did you ever consider not ringing the family at all and just waiting to show them what sex I was during a staged nappy change?’ Of course, like any good parent he always protested; he said he was happy – but he knew his family would not be. Having a boy would have been easier, he said. For who, though, easier for who? The madness still makes my head spin. I repeatedly find myself wondering about the fact that these days you can find out the sex of your child. Would my parents have gone down this path if they had had the opportunity? And if they did find out they were having a third girl, would I be here today? I don’t think I would. That is just a really big, totally unnecessary guess, of course, but naturally one does wonder. In a community so hellbent on creating alpha males, I might not have stood a chance. No way, no how. Thank goodness the choice did not exist then. But it does now and I know the problem of wanting to breed a boy still does too.

The pressure was on for my old man. He had to make that call. What I think made it more challenging and painful was my uncle, my dad’s brother. My uncle, just a few streets away, with four strapping young boys. His wife revered and loved. Practically worshipped. Whenever she was asked how many children she had she would puff out her chest and say, ‘I have four sons.’ She was everything every woman in our community wanted to be. All they wanted to do was puff out like a proud brooding bird, ruffle their feathers and speak of how many boys they had made. My mum never answered that question in the same satisfied way as my aunt. I think she feared that question.

How was he going to break the news? He had to. He may not have wanted to. But he had to. News that should have been met with cheers was met with a morose ‘never mind’. The same response my mum would get when she told people she had six children, four girls and only two boys. ‘Never mind, at least you have two.’ The more I heard those words the more invisible we became.

I figure if my sisters were old enough to receive a phone call (which they were not at one and two years of age), they would have let out a collective whoop at the news of my arrival. Maybe even tears of joy. Who knows? Is that a little presumptuous? I’m hopeful. But Dad called my nana first (my maternal grandad), telling him he had a nathin (which means granddaughter). The problem was that the word for grandson is nathi. Not great if you are hard of hearing. But my grandad was not, he can’t have been, at least not in his late forties, and even if he was, I am not having it as an excuse! So, anyway, my dad started his conversation quietly with a coy:

’You have another nathin.’

‘A nathi! All praise be to Allah!’

‘No, you have another nathin.’

Dad got louder. My grandad got deafer. Dad became even louder still. Were my grandad’s ears hearing what his brain desperately wanted to tell him?

‘A nathi! All praise be to Allah!’ he cried to my grandma as she waited apprehensively next to him.

‘Nathin, nathin, nathin!’ Dad repeated. My grandad heard this time.

‘Okay,’ he replied. ‘Well, that’s good!’

Okay? Was that it? Good? That part of the story, the point in the line when you read a book and it gets you, right there, right in your centre. Right there where you think words can never reach you. ‘Bastard’ did that to me, or at least I thought it did till I heard the word ‘okay’. Bastard suddenly felt like a compliment. Maybe I will take bastard.

No I won’t. I don’t want either.

That is how I came to be. So quick to make an entrance, so desperate to get into the world, that you won’t even get a chance to get your fags out of your pocket, let alone light one. If you don’t have words then just give me a curse word, the best you have; be certain that nothing will ever top bastard, until someone says okay. Okay, bastard.

Nadiya Begum on my birth certificate. Born at seven pounds and ten ounces, that was what made me a bouncy baby girl. That is good going. The name Nadiya was an idea my dad’s Russian friend had. I never met the Russian friend; my dad had acquaintances, people he would hang out with, but no actual friend stood the test of time. Neither did this Russian guy, whoever he was, wherever Dad met him, wherever he was going. Thanks for the name. Although I am slightly dubious: my sister, the one born the year before me, is called Sadiya. So somebody, whether this elusive Russian guy or someone else, someone rhymed our names. Easy enough, I suppose. Those rhyming names made us instant pairs. There are two more where we came from, but that’s for another chapter.

When my big sister was pregnant with her first and we were researching names it was the first time I even considered finding out the meaning of my name.

What does Nadiya mean? In France, it means hope. In Spain, it means hope too. In Russian it means hope again. I’m liking where this is going; everyone wants to be hope. I want to be hope. It does not last. In Arabic it means moist, tender and delicate. What am I, a roast chicken dinner? Funny though, at seventeen. All the jokes! In Swahili, Nadiya means caller. That’s the Nadiya I want to be, the call for hope. What with the Arabic meaning I did not have a hope in hell. So I am sticking to the first and last meanings and getting rid of the yucky filling of the bad name. Now it is a good name filling-less sandwich.

Nadiya: I like that. I like it a lot. Thanks, never-seen-before Russian ‘friend’ with the ability to rhyme like a primary school kid. Thanks a bunch.

Surnames were a whole other issue for me, growing up. My dad is an Ali. My mum is a Begum. My sisters, all Begums; my brothers Hussains. I think I only really noticed the difference between our names when I was learning to read. I started seeing my parents’ names on the post; that is when I longed for us all to have the same surname, my mum included. The people I grew up around, all extended family, just like me, just like us, had a variety of names in their families and that felt, actually, like our normal, whatever that was. But I for one was not having it; I could not understand and so to me, even at the tender reading age of five, I did not like it, not at all, not one tiny bit. I wanted to have surnames that matched, like English families did on the television. That was the kind of normal I wanted, an ordinary, blend-into-the-crowd kind of normal matched name. Like the Dingles in Emmerdale. Like the Fowlers in EastEnders. Like the Shadwicks in Brookside. Oh, just to be typically average and ordinary in every kind of way. No chance.

‘I want us to have the same surname, we sound so dysfunctional with so many surnames.’

Turns out you can have the same surname and still be dysfunctional, but at least such families are all publicly identified with each other despite their defects. Isn’t that what all families are about, being maladjusted but with the same surname so their imbalances can be identified in the form of one unit?

As a kid I used to imagine scenes out of Bollywood. A perfectly elaborate fist-fight outside our street: dishoom! That’s the sound the soft-skinned cheek flaps of the enemy would make when they met with the fist of his unlikely assailant, a five-foot-five bearded man, Ali, my dad. My dad would single-handedly destroy thirty men and when he was done, the enemy and his goons would be all bloodied and writhing around in pain. Not a hair on his head would have budged, despite the punching with one hand, the other in his pocket, in a choreographed fight that included four costume changes, two songs and several one-handed dance moves. The enemies would crawl away and say, ‘Don’t mess with those Alis! Or are they the Hussains? I think they’re Begums . . . No, I’m sure they’re Hussains.’

Do you see what I mean? Scrap the Bollywood scene, the singing, the dancing, the costume changes, the lot. There is something magical about saying we are the (insert name here). I knew that we were never going to change our surnames, so we are the Ali Begum Hussains! It’s not strong, punchy or forthright, in fact it’s muddled, wordy and a mouthful, which says everything about who we are and that is actually perfect.

The story, as it goes:

My dhadha (paternal grandad) warned my dad that the name Ali was bad luck, so although that was my dad’s surname, he was instructed by my dhadha not to give any of his children that name. I imagine an elaborate story of witch-craft and a gruesome death led my dhadha to that conclusion, but who knows? None of us will ever know now. He was a firecracker who knew his mind, so when he gave an instruction, everyone did what they were told. I would have asked him; he quite liked me and I quite liked him. He would have told me. But for some reason I never did and sadly he has now passed away, so I still don’t know why that name was bad luck. My dad agreed to the change without a fight. But let’s just say the surnames that we were given, however they were picked, did not give anyone much luck either. My brothers became Hussains, which means ‘small handsome one’, and we were Begums, which is the title of a married Muslim woman, equivalent to ‘Mrs’. Some research perhaps would not have gone amiss here.

I asked Mum, ‘Why that name in particular?’

‘Because it’s my name.’ It was the name she had had since birth – there is no tradition of taking a husband’s surname in our culture. Couldn’t really argue with that. Damn.

‘Why not Dad’s name?’

‘Because your grandad said no, it’s bad luck.’ I couldn’t argue with that either, because no one was willing to argue with the old grandad.

‘Do you know what it means, Mum, Begum? It means wife! How can a kid be called wife?’ I was slightly self-satisfied with my questioning.

‘Well, that is what you will become one day.’

Floored. I think that may have been my first experience of feeling offence. That was the moment I decided I did not want to be anyone’s wife. I was not going to become a wife by surname or by relationship.

A first of many labels: stuck, waxed and sealed on me and my sisters from the moment we were born. They – they being Mum and Dad and everyone else, being the extended family – did not really understand what it meant; they just gave us the name without really thinking about it too much. But it was a bugbear that stayed with me from the moment my Year 6 teacher Mrs Kookoolis said we were to research our surnames. Bearing in my mind most of the class were Ahmeds, Khans, Begums and Butts, this was the only time we could copy each other’s homework and feasibly get away with it. As long as someone got the answer, we were all sorted. I was envious of my teacher. Imagine having a great mouthful of a name like Kookoolis! I mean, just say it: Koo-koo-lis! Break it up and say it in three parts! That’s the kind of name that starts and stops conversations. That’s the kind of name that you know everyone asks her about, every time she says it. I can imagine she must have sat through several pots of tea and packets of Garibaldis talking about her name and who she inherited it from. Was it her married name? If so, her lucky husband. Was it her name from birth? A name like that would make any potential suitor nervous. You wouldn’t want to change your name after marriage with a name like Kookoolis. It is the kind of name that if you put it into a search engine it would spew out reams and reams of information. Just imagine: births, marriages, deaths, family trees, immigration, travel, the works!

I was stuck with Begum. How could I be a wife, or at least be called one, even when I was still defecating in plastic pants? When I could not walk, talk, or even hold my head up, why was I a wife? We had the Begum barney for years and years more to come. I hated the name. They hated that I hated the name. I hated that they hated me for hating a name that I hated. It never ended.

My dad is known as Baba. Traditional in his approach to some things, he asked us to call him this. While everyone else’s kids were calling their dads Abba or Dad, he wanted to be addressed as Baba. That’s what he called his dad. That is the title that everyone in the village addresses their fathers with. Being 5,019 miles away from his home in Bangladesh meant he worked extra hard to recreate his village for his family in Luton, Bedfordshire. Recreating the tranquillity and resourcefulness of a rural village in the centre of an urban hive in a small town outside of London was never going to be easy. There were always going to be struggles. Many more than he ever anticipated. In fact, knowing my dad, he wouldn’t have anticipated or expected any problems. He always struggled to find the balance between the modernity of Western life and the traditions of a life he never really lived himself back in his very rural village in Bangladesh, given he left there when he was very young. We certainly did not make it easy for him. Cue the child inside me letting out a little laugh, loud enough for me to feel and Dad not to hear.

No bad words at home. All parents know that is a rule. We all have certain taboo words. We say trump instead of fart. I have young kids and a husband who is a little kid in a big kid’s disguise who say and perform trumps often. It’s like an orchestra. So we use the word trump a lot, although that is a word (name) that should be banned all over the world. But let’s not get into politics yet. Maybe later. We also don’t use words like stupid or dumb or kill. We have a plethora of words that are banned. Simply not allowed.

Well, when I was growing up, we had one particular bad word we were not allowed. Dad. Oops, I said it.

‘I am your baba, not your dad,’ Baba would proclaim if we ever said it accidentally.

‘But you are our dad, what’s wrong with calling you Dad?’

‘You are Bangladeshi and you should be calling me Baba. I don’t want to hear the word dad, you are not English.’

I thought I was as English as my Mauritian neighbours next door who used to yell at each other so loudly I could hear their distinct French through the very thin walls. I thought I was as English as my Pakistani neighbour on the other side of the terrace. His kids called him Dad.

‘They are too modern,’ Dad would say.

‘I want to be modern like them and call you Dad, I think.’

I’m still not sure. I never knew where my questioning would lead me or what trouble it would get me into. But I carried on anyway.

‘So you want me and your mum to be divorced?’

‘Well, no, but maybe a little bit yes. It’s not like you really like each other anyway.’

I was obsessed by the thought of my parents being divorced. What an absolutely morbid thought! My kids see single families and dread the thought of my husband and me separating. Yet here I was, willing it on.

I used to peek over the fence of our neighbour on the right side. I can’t have been that old or tall. Not much has changed except for the old bit. I remember standing on my tippy-toes trying to look over. But to no avail. I would attempt a running jump. I’d seen my cousins do it. It couldn’t be that hard, could it? The garden was not that big and was filled with an exotic veg patch, backing on to train tracks. Lack of space meant my running jump was more of a scamper and hop. Eat your heart out, Greg Rutherford. I would hook myself on to the fence with the folds of my belly and stay there till the pain of the splinters digging into my gut was unbearable. It gave me five seconds and I’m being generous here. There I would watch our neighbour, an ‘uncle’ by no relation who used to go to school with my dad. Or baba. He would have his kids stay with him very occasionally. I may have only ever seen them in the garden a handful of times. He would buy them bags of toys that would be all strewn across the garden. ‘Dumb girls,’ I would say to myself. ‘If I had all those toys I would look after them.’

‘Dad!’ they would scream. They were never scorned. He would come out running with a fag vibrating at the edge of his lip, tearing himself away from the cricket on the TV, set at the highest volume. Either his remote was broken or he was deaf.

‘Daaaaaaad!’ I would scream in turn. I was met with silence. He never responded if we said Dad. Not ever. Come hell or high water, if you wanted his attention of any kind, saying Dad was the wrong thing to do. Did that stop me? Sometimes I would say Dad just to see if he reacted, mostly when he was watching snooker. Propped on the edge of his seat, surrounded by a cloud of cigarette fumes and gripping a cup of tepid tea. That’s how he drinks his tea. That’s how I drink my tea. Tepid. None of the snooker and not the fag fumes for me. Just the tepid tea, in the hands that look just like his.

He always went silent when I called him that. He hated it with a passion. Now imagine that you have six kids and all six at some point during the day manage to accidentally or sometimes on purpose (that would be me) say Dad. Multiply six by four and you get twenty-four times being called Dad. That’s a guesstimate.

One day he lost it. He came charging out of the kitchen.

‘How many f****** times have I told you not to call me Dad? It’s Baba!’

That is when I realised how much he hated it. But I still didn’t know why.

We had a grapevine at the back of the garden that yielded the most beautiful purple grapes. I can appreciate them from my memory as a child and would give away a small fortune for an established grapevine in my garden now. It was his pride and joy and when he was mad he would head there. So that is where he went after his foul-mouthed outburst.

We were not allowed to say Dad. But we could throw in a f*** and we wouldn’t be sent to bed without dinner. That’s what made my dad mad but cool. At least to my friends. ‘You can say the word f*** and you don’t get a slap?’ They would celebrate. I didn’t want to say the F word but I did want to say Dad. I felt sorry for myself; I felt sorry for us. It didn’t make sense. Neither did he.

I watched Dad pull up his lungi (a traditional skirt worn in Bangladesh), storm down to the shed at the bottom of the garden and walk out with a pair of shears. Then I watched him hack away at this poor unassuming grapevine that did not know what it was in for. I plucked up the courage and ran down to the bottom of the garden. The poor, poor grapevine. Bald in the spot where he had taken out most of his frustration. What did the grapevine do? It was being punished for something we had done. I hated that vine as a child. Spiders hid in it and fell on your head when you walked past. It grew so many grapes that my dad didn’t know what to do with them, too many to eat and not enough to give away. So we were made to drink skin-crawling, eye-wateringly tart grape juice. I hated that grapevine my whole life. But that day I felt sorry for it.

‘Baba, why do you get so angry with us when we call you the D word?’

He stopped, took a breath and brushed with his fingers the footstool he’d been standing on, flicking the fallen vine leaves to the ground. Then he sat on it. He started to talk. At first I did not catch one single word. Just the rumbling of the earth beneath our feet and the movement of his lips. We lived with train tracks at the back of the garden. I hated the sound. It was so loud and earth-shattering it felt like the train was going to tip on its side and fall on both of us, squishing us into patties in its wake. But as much as I didn’t want to be there, I stayed. And eventually I could hear what he was saying.

‘I have been here all my life.’

He had; he moved long before he even turned ten.

‘I dream about saying Baba, every day. I love my dad and I don’t get to say it.’

My heart was beating rapidly. It was the first time I had seen him vulnerable. Who was the child? Because suddenly it wasn’t me any more.

‘When I hear my kids say Baba, it reminds me of my baba.’

I got up off the brick I was sitting on and hugged him tight. I think he said ‘Baba loves you’ – I’m not really sure, a train was going past – but I’m guessing that was the sentiment.

‘And I love you, Baba.’ A pause. ‘But can I call you Dad one day?’

He smirked. ‘No!’

Always pushing the limits.

I was his daughter and he was my baba. Now I don’t call him Dad, I call him Baba, because that is what he is. My baba, a man too soon. With nothing of a childhood to look back on. He told us stories that make my stomach churn as I picture my children’s faces in his second-hand, two-sizes-too-big for him, stuffed-with-tissue shoes. There he is, peeling garlic for a part-time job after school, eyes stinging with sleep and the astringent fumes of the allium. All he wanted to do was go to school the next day and not fall asleep. He would watch others dress up for Eid in their suits and finery while he tugged and tucked his ill-fitting clothes, embarrassed by his attire. I can’t bear it. If I could turn back time, I would tell him: ‘One day you will feel love.’ Encapsulated in a hexagonal-shaped embrace, with love streaming six ways.

The word baba was not just a word to him. It was a longing, a word he could say but with no one to say it to. I imagine him saying it to himself. Maybe he did. When you don’t say a word for long enough you forget how it will roll off your tongue. Was he scared that the less he said it, the less his dad would exist somewhere in his heart? So he needed to hear it from us. I wish he had more chances to say baba and have his father at the end of that word. But that was not to be. I know now we keep his baba alive every time we call him that name.

In the spirit of keeping things alive, let’s talk about someone who died. Seamless link.

My nana (maternal grandad) died in the November of 1987. We get told the story of how he was on his way to pick up my big sister to take her to nursery. A story that is thirty-something years old, ageing with my big sister. When I see her I think of him. She was to become five years old the November my nana died. Mum was occupied with three of us still at home and her hands must have always been full; at this point she now had four children. Us younger ones were nearly four, nearly three and one, and there was another on the way.

‘My dad helped me out a lot, he could see I was always busy,’ my mum says when she tells the story.

My big sister was the apple of his eye; he loved her a lot. But his real love was his girl, my mum. That’s what she told us. We never saw it ourselves, but if she said it then she must have felt it. I don’t remember him at all but this particular story makes me remember a man I never knew with a strange sense of fondness. There he was, on his way to nursery, and he fell and died on the corner of his street. They say it was instant, a ruptured spleen. I always wonder if he lay there for an age and died slowly. Was he in pain? Was it raining? Was he cold? It was November; it can’t have been warm. Did he know that he would never make that school run? Questions that I will always have and I will never have the heart to ask my mum. Because I know these are questions she will have plagued herself with. Some questions are better left unasked.

He never made it to my mum’s. Never made the school run. Ruptured spleen at fifty-two. Gone. That day, when he died, he left behind his daughter and her madness and my mum has never really recovered from the loss of the love she will never feel with any other man. He was her dad and she was his daughter. No other man could ever replace that, no brother, husband or son. Despite years of watching her try, nobody will ever quite fill the hole he left in her soul. Some are too big for that blank space, others far too small.

I think I remember the night his body was flown to Bangladesh for burial. I was jumping between beds. We had a few beds lined up with a gap of a foot between them. I must have been no older than three and I have this vivid memory of mum curled into a ball in between these beds. She was seven months pregnant, lying in a foetal position in a space smaller than a foot wide, with a foetus inside of her. I
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