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For Mum and Leela, the one who came before me and the one who came after me.
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Prologue

‘Mama, Mama, Mama! Can I have that?’ I glanced up in the middle of the French supermarket we were in, meandering through highways of Camembert and baguettes and Côtes du Rhône, to see what Leela was pointing at.

In among a carousel of film merchandising tat, the thing that caught her eye was a blonde ‘Elsa braid’ from the Disney film Frozen.

We’d moved to France when Leela was only eleven months old, to a village on the border with Switzerland that lay in the hinterland between the Alps and the Jura Mountains. For the most part my kid was surrounded by white people in all-weather jackets and ironed jeans.

What did Leela think about her skin colour, I wondered, that she wanted a blonde hair extension? Did she think she was white? Was it true that children had no idea that people came in different colours?

‘I’m happy to buy that for you, but don’t you think it might look a bit odd sandwiched on to your black hair?’ I asked, amused.

‘I wish I had blonde hair.’ Leela let out a sigh.

‘You mean you want to dye your hair blonde one day?’ I replied.

It was then my caramel-coloured child told me how she really felt. A confession that made my entire being implode like a dying star running out of energy, collapsing in on itself.

She crinkled her nose, and then cautiously, somehow sensing the impact it might have, revealed this heart-stopping confession:

‘I want to be peach. I don’t think brown skin is …’ She searched for the right word, before settling on, ‘beautiful.’

This was my first inkling that my daughter was not entirely at peace with the way she looked. At first, I wasn’t sure she really meant it – that perhaps she was trying out a thought like kids do, rolling it around in their minds like a marble to see where it lands.

Because it didn’t fit the idea I had of her. Leela has always been a bold and confident kid, who strides through the world like she owns it. The embodiment of female empowerment. So, what’s with this dissatisfaction with her skin? Her words played back to me, this time without the pause. ‘I want to be peach.’

Holy hell.

Deep breath, I thought, don’t panic.

‘Leela, we come from one of the oldest civilizations in the world. We come from a land where billions pray to mighty warrior goddesses every day. They’re all brown.’

‘So people in India aren’t peach?’

‘There’s lots of different shades of brown. There’s light brown, dark brown, peachy brown, even. Your skin tone is just another colour in your crayon box.’

‘Hmm,’ she shrugged. ‘I still want the Elsa braid.’

Maybe it was a bit much to expect a four-year-old to engage in a discourse over her ancestry in the middle of Carrefour.

I don’t know if what I said was the right way to respond. But I felt weary to my bones to still be living in the kind of world that has drip-fed the notion of white superiority into my girl’s subconscious.

Through predominantly white Disney princesses, to rarely using brown or Black characters in advertising, to Band-Aids that are putty-coloured. Over and over, the drumbeat to our lives is that white is most desirable. Even when we try to resist this indoctrination, it seeps in.

‘Mama?’ Leela was looking up at me with giant brown eyes, holding up the blonde Elsa braid, tugging on my jacket pleadingly. ‘Can we buy it then?’ I was a million miles away. Leela was slapping the side of my thigh more urgently now.

How could my kid understand how the planets revolve around the sun and yet be unclear on where she fitted in? I had to find a way to make her proud of her heritage and be bold enough to strut into the world knowing who she is, not wishing she was born as something different.

I wanted her to feel comfortable in her own skin and, to do that, I needed to help her reconcile her race and skin colour with her identity as a half-Indian, half-Bangladeshi British kid growing up in France. I needed to counteract the societal messaging by injecting enough self-worth and belief in her so that she never thinks of herself as lacking in any shape, form or colour.

But to do that, I was going to have to start with myself.
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1. You Can’t Be What You Can’t See

From the age of seven, I had one of those diaries that comes with pages designed to be filled in with your favourite things – colours, foods, hobbies, what you wanted to be when you grew up. My career ambitions yo-yoed wildly from being a model or flight attendant (which I referred to in the more 1980s lingo of ‘air hostess’) when I was seven, to being a plastic surgeon (reconstructive rather than cosmetic, I noted in my diary) or a laboratory researcher when I was fifteen.

Reading back through these pages decades later, I’m startled by the shift in my ambitions between early childhood and adolescence. It makes sense considering that by the time I hit puberty I was an asthmatic, thick-glasses-wearing science nerd. I was a Seinfeld fan who loved English literature as much as maths and physics. Not exactly the groundwork for a glamorous career that would involve slinking around fashion shoots in a silk spaghetti-strapped dress or trotting down the aisle of a 747.

Mum signed me up for an extracurricular group called ‘Alternatives’, back when we lived in Bangalore. It was run by a couple who’d been trained in creative and critical thinking, with a mind to encourage Indian teenagers – who go through a rigid educational system of rote learning – to think a little differently.

We had a crash course in everything from art (discussing provocative artists like Picasso) to music (dancing around to Bob Marley’s ‘Buffalo Soldier’ in both political understanding and groove). I doubt Mum knew exactly what the course involved, but my parents have always been encouraging of me and my sister trying out anything we wanted to (between us, over the years, we did ballet, classical Indian dance, tennis, rock climbing, and piano and guitar lessons).

Looking back, my life in Bangalore was so much freer (I used to take rickshaws all over the city from the age of fourteen), and more progressive, with classes like ‘Alternatives’, than my subsequent life in England.

When I moved back to England at sixteen in the early 1990s, everyone in my school wore Doc Marten boots, long floaty skirts and messy hair as an homage to the reigning king of grunge, Kurt Cobain. In India, Nirvana hadn’t quite taken off in the same way just yet so I rocked up in my Garfield T-shirts and a padded hairband which I would wear with a quiff that paid bizarre homage to Elvis. Needless to say, I stood out.

There’s an old joke that South Asian children have the freedom to choose whatever career path they want … as long as it’s a doctor, engineer or lawyer. I mean, there’s nothing wrong with these as occupations. It makes sense that immigrants want their children to have jobs with security, ones that will always be needed regardless of the state of the economy. But for so many young Asians who get routed into these careers irrespective of whether they wanted to be an artist or a writer, it narrows the field acutely.

Even though my parents had never been this overbearing with me and my sister, and generally encouraged us to follow our hearts, the reason I felt so unable to imagine anything beyond an academic career is clear when you look at the role models that teenage me had – or rather the abysmal lack of any sort of representation for Asian, Black or Latina girls. This list is everyone I could think of and, as you can see, it isn’t South Asian-specific but includes anyone remotely resembling my skin tone – we couldn’t be picky back in those days.

1. Jasmine from Aladdin

The turquoise-blue-clad princess of Agrabah was the first Disney princess of colour, in the 1992 animation. She was pretty badass. Running away from the palace and escaping her domineering father and conniving adviser Jafar, all in search of freedom. Jasmine was curvy and dusky-skinned enough to seem relatable but what with her being royalty, having a tiger as a pet and marrying the Prince of Persia and all, she wasn’t exactly someone I could realistically aspire to be …

2. Aishwarya Rai, Miss World 1994

Aishwarya was as unattainable a role model as the animated character of Jasmine but this was one of the first times I can remember an Indian woman being talked about in the West as being a great beauty. She also wasn’t stick thin, which made her seem more relatable.

3. Scary Spice/Mel B

One of the most blatant media perpetuations of the myth of Black women as ‘scary’, this nickname was devised by Peter Loraine, editor of the British magazine Top of the Pops, who said he ‘laughed the most when we came up with “Scary”’. Mel B has said in interviews that the band were happy just to go with the nicknames and she wasn’t offended by it, but it never seemed to sit right with me that she was called that just because … she was a bit loud and had an afro?

4. Naomi Campbell

Although she would later be known for tantrums – famously throwing her phone at her assistant in 2007 – in the early 1990s she was all over MTV for writhing around with Michael Jackson in the hip-thrust-tastic music video for ‘In the Closet’. She was the only woman I saw, alongside Iman, who was both dark-skinned and considered incredibly beautiful.

5. Brandy (Moesha) and Tia and Tamera Mowry

For me and my sister, in watching R&B singer Brandy in Moesha, and Sister Sister with the Mowry twins, we found the first representation of normal-ish girls going through normal-ish problems. Closer to our reality than supermodels at least.

6. Gita from EastEnders

This is the only portrayal of a South Asian woman on British TV I can remember from the 1990s. Her character was extremely unalluring (no shade to Shobu Kapoor who played her) and flip-flopped between being either angry or depressed (though, to be fair, Gita’s husband did bugger off after she gave birth to have an affair with her sister). Her legendary catchphrase was ‘Sanjay!’ as she was always screeching for her husband. Incidentally, one of the most shame-inducing, soul-curdling moments of my life was when a white warm-up comedian at a TV filming I went to while I was at university let the camera hover on my face and yelled ‘SANJAY!’ in his imitation of an Indian accent, complete with signature head-bobble. Clearly this unfunny piece of human garbage is the one who should have been ashamed, but as he’d done the equivalent of a school bully by pointing and jeering and making an entire audience of 400 people roar with laughter, it was my face that went flame-red with embarrassment.

7. Sarita Choudhury in Mira Nair’s Kama Sutra

In polar opposition to Gita, who sucked all the sexual tension from the screen, Sarita Choudhury, who played the princess Tara, was the embodiment of sex on screen. The film was so incredibly seductive, it earnt an instant ban by the Indian Censor Board when it came out in 1996. But it was groundbreaking in its portrayal of female desire and how women of colour could be sexy; empowering rather than shameful.

~

So there you have it. A list of every brown woman I could have remotely looked at as a role model. Only none of them truly felt like me. In retrospect, I could have viewed the lack of representation as a form of freedom – when there is no one telling you how or what to be, maybe it opens up the possibility of becoming anything you want. But this is the perspective that I have now, in my mid-forties, tired of the decades of feeling that society wants to hem me in as a woman, as a woman of colour. Back then, as a young teenager, it was different. At that age, in terms of our sense of self, we’re still only just a hair’s breadth away from when we were fluffy little ducklings, for whom the world can seem scary and impossible to navigate. What we all need is someone showing us the way, reaching out and asking us to take their hand. And when you venture into any new area, when you don’t see anyone around who looks like you, it’s easy to assume it’s not for you.

I had little in the way of cultural connection with Black American teenagers like Moesha, Tia and Tamara (or at least the way they were portrayed in the shows), with televisions in their bedrooms, wearing full-on make-up to school, huddling with friends on their beds with their shoes on. While the other girls in my sixth form rocked intense eyeshadows and goth lipsticks, I made do with occasionally ‘borrowing’ Mum’s lipstick. One morning at school, my lips smeared in a tomato-red lipstick and lit up like a beacon, I came out of biology class and ran straight into my mum.

‘What the hell is that on your face?’ she yelled, offering zero explanation as to why she was in my school in the first place.

I didn’t have much of a comeback as a) I’d nicked her lipstick and b) bright red lips wasn’t really an appropriate classroom look. I swallowed the urge to truthfully reply ‘Dior 999’ and instead ran to the school bathroom, upset at this impingement on my freedom and embarrassed in front of my friends. No more make-up at school for me, then.

I looked on in no small envy at my white friends having such a plethora of women to identify with. Anyone in the cast of Friends (funny), Cher from Clueless (carefree), Buffy the Vampire Slayer (kickass), Jen or Joey from Dawson’s Creek (relatable), anyone from Sex and the City (fashionable), and practically any woman from any Hollywood movie ever made.

It wasn’t until I had graduated from university and was in my first job as an editor at The Lancet medical journal that I heard about women like Kalpana Chawla, the Indian-born American astronaut, and even then it was only news because of her fatal flight in 2003 when the NASA space shuttle Columbia exploded as it re-entered earth’s atmosphere.

Chawla would have been someone the teenage me could have related to, in all my bespectacled, nerdy, giant curly-haired glory. I knew South Asian women made fine lawyers, doctors, journalists and politicians, but apart from Indira Gandhi, I couldn’t name a single one I’d seen in the public eye.

There were Bollywood heroines, of course, but I was under no illusion that boys saw me through the same exotic lens as they beheld those brown-skinned women. To the white boys around me, I felt as attractive as a household pet.

I brooded over why this might be on the way to a party one night. It was 1994, and I was squeezed into a car with my friends, all of us smelling like patchouli, and ‘Murder She Wrote’, the reggae dance-hall anthem by Chaka Demus & Pliers, on the radio.

For kids who grew up in the English countryside, parties were always down tiny country roads in the middle of nowhere. Whoever had got their driving licence and could handle the wheel while mildly drunk would be nominated to ferry everyone else home. Seeing as I attracted mostly sensible people as friends, it was hardly Russian roulette. The worst that would happen is someone would throw up in the back seat, the air adrift with the sickly smell of Diamond White. But every now and then I’d hear a story of kids being in cars that got wrapped around lamp posts as navigating pitch-black country roads got the better of someone with too much Malibu and Coke in them.

Like all Indian girls with strict parents, going out with friends felt like day release. But whereas for them going out meant ‘getting off’ with someone – that slightly grim phrase for kissing a boy – I had little hope I’d be getting off with anyone. The idea that I was desperate for the attention of skinny, pimply white boys who could barely grow a moustache may make me want to gag now, but as a teenager, with my hormones firing their pubescent launch sequence, all I wanted was to be noticed.

We piled out of the car and into a town hall decorated with streamers. I looked around me and quietly accepted that my night would be spent dancing with my friends, no boys in my orbit.

It didn’t help that my mother and father, like many loving South Asian parents, were (and still are) my ultimate hype people.

‘You can be anything you want to be,’ my father would announce, with the same assurance with which he might state that the earth is round.

‘You have such a beautiful face,’ my mother would say, ‘with a gorgeous smile that can win over any boy,’ before quickly adding, ‘when you are old enough to be interested in boys, that is.’

For a brief while I’d glow in such compliments. But the minute I was around a teenage boy, I’d become convinced that they saw me more as a Quasimodo character. I doubted Mum and Dad’s definition of beautiful was the same as that of these white boys.

Brown and Black friends of mine have similar stories. Not just of being measured up against the popular girls and found wanting – that comes as standard in all teenage lives – but of feeling like they were competing in a different league, where none of the people you wanted to play with were there. A feeling that if you differed from the thin, able-bodied white girl ideal of beauty, you weren’t in the running at all.

It’s hard to know whether this was because the boys were conditioned to be drawn to the Kate Moss variety, or whether we ourselves had been convinced we were not desirable. My guess is a bit of both. The insidiousness of white supremacy means that everyone, whatever colour they are, is programmed to view pale skin as the epitome of attractiveness. I know so many brown boys (my husband included) for whom the posters on their bedroom wall growing up were of white women like Kim Basinger and Cindy Crawford. Across Asia and Africa, meanwhile, girls were lightening their skin with dangerous chemicals in the belief that their dark skin branded them unattractive – and though the body positivity movement has made some stop, skin bleaching is still depressingly common. Feeling not simply uncomfortable in our skin, but relegated to Uglyville because of it, wasn’t exactly the best vibe to attract someone.

~

Leela has a richer variety of role models. The marketing machine has cottoned on to the fact that representing children of colour on the screen means a whole new boatload of merchandise can be peddled. The publishing world has caught up too, with a greater diversity of children’s books featuring more Black and brown protagonists than ever before.

What reassures me is how bold Leela is in her aspirations.

‘I want to be a scientist and an artist,’ she’ll announce casually. ‘Or a vet and a baker.’

‘Bakers have to wake up at the crack of dawn,’ I’ll respond, offering this as the only obstacle to her ambitions there. She’s a night owl, and even at the age of seven struggles to wake up at eight a.m. for school, so I am doubtful.

‘Hmm,’ she’ll consider. ‘Then I’ll be a vet and a fashion designer. They don’t have to wake up early, right?’

I remember how wide open the world seemed to me too at that age. Dreaming big is not a problem for little kids – thinking up magical scenarios is all they know. The trouble comes, of course, when they grow up to be teenagers and are suddenly expected to pinpoint their exact career path. This has got to be the most bonkers thing we do in society: asking someone who has been alive for less than two decades to decide what job will best suit them in many years to come.

My mission from Day One has been to allow Leela to dream as big and wide and fantastical as her head sees fit. The world isn’t a big old scary place to her. A combination of my husband Shabby’s freebies at the wedding magazine he used to run and my subsequent World Health Organization salary meant we have travelled extensively. Leela has been to well over a dozen countries (a massive privilege that I’m well aware risks me sounding like a posh twat saying ‘Oh yah, travel is the best education, don’t you know?’, especially given there are so many who struggle to take their kids to the local soft-play centre). But compared with friends who might prioritize a big house or new car, travel has always taken top billing for me.

‘Why don’t you save your money for a rainy day?’ Mum used to ask whenever I packed my bags for another trip.

‘You may have noticed it rains every day in England,’ I’d remind her.

Growing up with a foot on each continent, I know full well the East isn’t all power cuts and arranged marriages any more than the West is about wealth and glamour, even if that’s how it seems to those looking out from their corners of the world, and my mission is to pass on this understanding to Leela.

Showing her how people live outside of Western Europe gives her access to all the possible lives she could lead. When you grow up only understanding the lifestyle, power structures and cultural attitudes of the West, everything to the East of it inevitably seems alien, somehow other.

Not only do I want Leela to see how diverse the world is, but how varied her own options are. No matter how much you experience when you travel and how much you learn about the world, exploring the planet teaches you fundamental truths about yourself and what you are capable of. Seeing people live in different ways offers tantalizing possibilities of what you too could be. Especially when you’re a person of colour living in a country where others who look like you are not very visible on the TV, or making music, or writing books, and are constrained to a few professions, visiting countries where Black or brown folk are in the majority and are doing whatever they damn please can be exhilarating and mind-expanding. I want my daughter’s dreams to know no bounds, with no limits on what or who she can be. The trick for any mother is to figure out when to guide, when to steer and when to sit back and let her find her own way.
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2. Being Brit(ish) in India

At eight years old, while still doodling my dream career choices, I was leaving my parents and sister in England and flying to India with my aunt for the foreseeable future. (The first time I did that, I was a four-month-old baby, but that’s a story I’ll unravel later.) I don’t recall being devastated, possibly because I wasn’t fully aware of what was happening. Kids that age have the ability to programme themselves into denial mode. The Air India jumbo jet was blissfully empty and I roamed the aisles, not letting the fact that I was a little brown kid with hefty prescription glasses and braided hair slicked with coconut oil stop me from pretending I was on my own private jet.

This was before the days of low-cost flights and holidays abroad; our weekend breaks used to be the typical too-many-Asians-crammed-into-a-Nissan-Micra road trips to English seaside towns for fully clothed chilly splashes in the sea, and the exotic (to every daily curry eater) treat of fish and chips with a gallon of vinegar. So being on a Boeing 747 was as exciting as flying to the moon. I’d get a little thrill whenever the air hostesses would briefly part the little blue curtains that enclosed the mini kitchen, trying to decode the scribbles on the metal containers that they’d slam in and out of the lockers.

I sat down next to the window in an empty row of seats. Squishing my nose up against the glass as I gazed out to pink-tinged clouds, I pretended I was a rich kid on my way to a private island to be tutored at home in between swimming in a tropical sea and sipping lassi by the pool.

I used to talk to myself a lot back then, forever lost in a dream world. Meandering down the aisles while having an animated conversation between me and … me, I startled when I passed another little girl. White, American and about my age. In the easy way that kids do, before they’ve entered the world of grown-ups and ‘excuse me’ and ‘sorry do you mind if sit there’, I plopped myself down next to her. We talked about where we lived, our favourite TV shows, what we liked to eat.

We spent a good half an hour debating the merits of Lionel Richie’s song ‘Hello’, agreeing it was probably not the best idea for him to start by saying, ‘I love you’.

We were somewhere over the Indian Ocean when she asked me, ‘What part of America is India in?’ I tilted my head to one side and thought, Neither – obviously.

‘Is it in South America or North America?’ she soldiered on with her ignorance.

That little snapshot right there represents the difference between me, a British Indian, and someone like her. She had never had to think about a world beyond her home, or to worry about where she fitted in it. Not being the minority in race, culture or religion, she simply never had to. I, on the other hand, even at eight, knew the exact coordinates of my life. I knew that I’d been born in England but that I wasn’t exactly from there, and that my parents came from India, a place I couldn’t picture but could point out on a map.

~

The night before I got on that jumbo jet to India, I twirled around in a summer dress in front of the mirror in my parents’ bedroom in our little terraced house in Maidstone, Kent, all psychedelic seventies carpet and a garden that was more jungle than English garden. Earlier on in the day, my sister, Poorna, and I had been playing with a cash register we were both obsessed with. Although there is nearly five years between us, we had an unbreakable bond, even when she was still a toddler of three and I was eight. We’ve always been so in sync that it often feels like we should have been twins. We had our own language growing up, in-jokes galore, and would quite literally be prepared to kill anyone who upset the other.

Prancing around in front of the mirror, out of the corner of my eye I could see Mum and my aunt talking softly to each other in Tulu, their mother tongue from the south of India. I couldn’t speak it, but understood most of it.

‘Poor thing,’ I heard my aunt say with a heavy heart. ‘She doesn’t know what’s happening tomorrow, does she?’

‘It’s hard to explain these things to an eight-year-old,’ Mum said, her voice cracking slightly.

‘She’ll understand one day.’

Reaching that day took much longer than she may have expected. Their reasoning for sending me off to India was this: my grandfather was in poor health and had asked to spend time with me. As I was growing up fast, my mum wanted me to experience living in India. The plan was that they would sell our house in Kent and move to join me within the year. Life rarely goes to plan and this didn’t happen. It was four years before they finally came over, and in the meantime I was living away from something all children deserve to grow up around – their parents and their siblings – a separation that I didn’t properly process at the time, but which has left me with a kernel of sadness as I’ve got older and had my own child.

On the plane I watched the sun rise and blister through the tiny windows. As the sky showed off in all its glory, offering up a dazzling display of pinks, oranges and reds, I felt a searing pain in my ears as my little eardrums tried to cope with the rapidly changing air pressure.

My aunt, who was escorting me to my new life, offered me a boiled sweet and stroked my cheek. ‘Paapa baley,’ she said tenderly.

Poor child.

~

‘Chocolate is my favourite flavour, though!’ my best friend, Mark Worthington, screeched as he chased after me through the playground. At the age of seven and three-quarters, during a game of ‘what ice cream would you be?’, I realized I wasn’t like the other vanilla-coloured kids at our primary school in Kent, in the south-east of England.

It was 1984 and Nena’s ‘99 Red Balloons’ was playing on loop on radios everywhere; boys were walking around robotically threatening ‘I’ll be back’, girls were wrapped in neon velour and spandex. I was an introspective, bookish kid in NHS-style soda-bottle glasses who knew I wasn’t like the rest, but it hadn’t occurred to me that I was actually seen as different.

The most profound realizations in life can come in the most mundane ways – like being told you were the only chocolate sundae in a group of vanilla milkshakes. There was no malice in what they said. Like most kids, they simply said what they thought. But as I felt my world stop spinning on its axis for a moment, I did the only logical thing I could think of. I fled. Running unusually fast for someone who thought up new and inventive ways to get out of PE every day, I bolted, face flaming red and hot with shame at being branded different.

The 1980s were years in which brown kids all over England were battling with their chappati-eating identities at home and their Top-Trumps-playing avatars at school. While they were figuring out how best to fly under the radar (was it better to shrug off racist comments, biding your time till you drew in the big bucks as doctors or lawyers, or should you fight your corner?), I was going in the exact opposite direction. Quite literally.

I became a new British immigrant in India, trying to master the art of waggling my head in the non-committal Indian way that can mean yes, no, maybe, I’ll think about it, or whatever.

Until then, I had been living on a quiet tree-lined street in England, where it drizzled endlessly. People moved to and from work under perma-grey skies, and they holed up at home in the evenings splashing salt and vinegar on to their fish and chips. The next thing I knew, my eight-year-old self was plonked out of an Air India plane smelling of onion bhaji (the plane, not me), into the humid fug of Mangalore on the south-west coast of India. Mangalore is a fishing town squished between the Indian Ocean and the Western Ghats – a mountain range so perilously winding with hairpin bends that during car journeys I clutched a plastic bag just in case my stomach didn’t comply with the dizzying twists.

During the monsoon, warm rain-laden clouds slam into the mountains, depositing their entire motherload on to the little coastal towns clinging to the edge of the subcontinent. There’s no waiting for the rain to stop to pop out to the shops during the monsoon; you wear plastic jelly shoes, take the biggest umbrella you can find, hitch up your clothes, pray to Vishnu or Our Lady of Beyoncé (whichever god you believe in) and simply hope for the best.

Landing in India was like that moment in The Wizard of Oz when Judi Garland’s Dorothy lands in Oz and the film goes from black and white to Technicolor. In Kent, we had lived on a quiet road, entirely populated with white families. There was very little noise, except for the ambulances that used to pull up at the hospital in front of our house (where Dad was a doctor). My environment mostly existed in shades of green, white and grey.

But in India, for the first time in my life, I was surrounded by thousands of people who all looked like me, all trying to go in different directions at the same time. Though Mangalore was a fairly sleepy city in comparison to most others in India, it fizzed with colour and sound. There were rickshaw drivers honking their horns trying to overtake motorbikes, who would then rev their engine in an attempt to regain their advantage. Buses and lorries would lumber past like giant multicoloured rhinos, decorated with pictures of Hindu gods and slogans like ‘Horn OK Please’ or ‘Mere Bharat Mahan’, the latter translating to ‘My Great India’. When someone felt like they were being unfairly overtaken, they would both sound their horn and scream out of their window, the sound combining with the general high volume that many Indians speak at, whether they are chatting to their friends or trying to buy something from a shop. A total contrast to British people shushing their kids in public spaces.

Fruit and vegetable sellers on the side of the road would regularly bellow to let people know they were there and had a good deal on mangoes or aubergines or whatever was in season. Recycling happened in the form of wizened men pushing carts collecting paper or bottles, screeching ‘paaaayperrrr’ (paper) or ‘baattlii battlii battlii’ (bottles), projecting their voices over the permanent din of street life as well as if they’d been trained opera singers.

I went to St Mary’s School, about thirty seconds up the road from where we lived. Once my grandparents were sure I could cross the road without getting hit by a motorbike, I was allowed to walk there and back by myself.

‘What? Eees-barraha?’ my new primary school teacher bellowed when I told her the name of my old school in England. I wouldn’t have been surprised if teachers at that school had been given lessons in projecting their voice – we were lumped as seventy-five students in large, football-stadium-sized classrooms.

‘Eastborough, Miss. It was called Eastborough Primary School.’ It was my first day at St Mary’s and I tugged at my new blue-and-white uniform as I explained my origin story. I






























































PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Penguin Life in 2023

Copyright © Priya Joi, 2023

Extracts on pp. 42 and 43 from To Sweeten Bitter by Raymond Antrobus and used with the permission of © Out-Spoken Press

The moral right of the author has been asserted

ISBN: 978-0-241-57433-1

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/penguin_logo.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





