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Also by Jasvinder Sanghera



Shame





Author’s Note



To protect the identity of the men and women whose stories are told here, names have been changed, as have other ­identifying features such as jobs, physical descriptions and places.





Chapter 1

Sometimes I lie awake at night thinking about Uzma Rahan. In the photograph I’ve seen of her she looks so confident with her gold jewellery and her full red lips and her coloured hair. ‘Flashy,’ my mum would have said, the corners of her mouth turning down in disapproval. I don’t agree: to me she looks beautiful and bold. But that’s not how I see her as I stare into the darkness, trying to lie still, fighting the temptation to toss and turn. Lying there in the silence of the night, I see what the policemen would have seen when they found her in her bedroom, four weeks after she died.

   I try shutting my eyes against the image but it’s no good because it’s inside me, it’s what my imagination conjured from the horrific details I know to be true. There must be scene-of-crime photographs showing what Uzma Rahan’s body looked like but Detective Inspector Brent Hyatt didn’t put them in his presentation; there are some things that even delegates to a police conference aren’t strong enough to see. But he did describe what happened: Uzma was battered to death by a baseball bat wielded by her husband, who had bought it specifically for the purpose. Forensics saw evidence of twenty-three blows. 

   What could anybody do to deserve that? 

   Uzma wasn’t born here – she came to Manchester from Pakistan for an arranged marriage with her first cousin, Rahan Arshad – but she liked Britain and she quickly adapted: she got part-time jobs as a beautician and a dinner lady, she cut her hair, she started wearing fitted, western clothes. She was an ordinary woman just like any one of us except, perhaps, she was gutsier, greedier for life than most. 

   But then allegedly she started having an affair. She tried to keep it secret but according to the papers everybody knew about it; it was reported that her lover’s wife even sent a text message to Pakistan telling Uzma’s family there. Her husband, Rahan Arshad, hadn’t liked the make-up and the tight clothes and the admiring glances that she drew from men, but it was the affair that drove him to divorce her and sell the family home and by the time Uzma was thirty she was destitute and living with her three children in a council house. 

   If only she’d stayed there she might still be alive, that’s what I keep thinking. 

   But she didn’t. A year or so later, her husband bought a new house and asked her to move back in with him and attempt a reconciliation, and she agreed even though she foresaw the danger. ‘Count the days until he kills me,’ she said to her brother, even as she packed her bags. She knew he would want to revenge himself on her, but she can’t have thought, even for a second, that he would harm their children otherwise she would have stayed in her council house. That’s what I think. 

   Brent showed pictures of the children in his presentation – posed school photographs for which some teacher had hurriedly smoothed their hair down, told them to smile. I was in the front row and I sat there looking at them – such young, trusting, eager-to-please faces – and tears that I didn’t even try to stop streamed down my cheeks. Uzma’s husband, their father, killed all three. 

   He killed Uzma in the bedroom and then he went downstairs to the living room and called the children down, one by one. The oldest of them, an eleven-year-old boy, was dressed in his football strip; the next one down, aged eight, was wearing his Spiderman outfit. Their little sister, Henna, was only six. In the paper it said that two of them had wristbands on, tight strips of plastic that had given them access to rides at a funfair in Blackpool where they’d all been on a family outing the day before they died. I bet it was the boys that were wearing them; little Henna wouldn’t have been tall enough to go on most of those rides. 

   Lying in bed in the dark, I hope against all hope that of the three children, she died first. 

   What must they have heard and seen? What unimaginable terror must they have felt as they crouched upstairs, pressed against the wall, blocking their ears against the sound of blows and yet straining to hear, waiting their turn. Three such young, innocent lives lost, for what? 

   ‘I had to stamp out that fucking bitch’s bloodline,’ I’ve been told that’s what Arshad said.





Chapter 10

Christmas came and went and as the New Year rolled in Sanah, Kiren and Shabana were almost always in my thoughts first thing each morning. Sanah wasn’t doing well. 

   She was becoming more and more isolated. She told me that she spent a lot of time reading but all too often she had to close the book and leave it because she found the happiness – or unhappiness – of the characters too much to bear. Emotionally she was on the edge. And she wasn’t eating, she was quite open about that. ‘I’m from a big family and we all used to sit down and eat together. We’d sit on the floor because my dad hated dining tables. “We’re not white people – our ways are different,” he used to say. He liked to sit cross-legged with his great big belly resting in his lap. I used to enjoy that, Jas, being together as a family, and now I just can’t find it in myself to eat a meal alone. Eating is one thing I hate.’

   The only contact she had with her family was when her only sister told Sanah that her cousin had passed her photo on to his mates so they could look for her. ‘I don’t like going out now, Jas. I’m scared I’ll find them waiting for me round every corner. I only feel safe when I’m indoors.’ And the only conversation she had with her mum had left her devastated. When she was telling me about it I had to really focus to understand what she was saying through her sobs. ‘She said she wasn’t my mother any more. She said she always hated me.’ 

   I tried to console her, tried to reassure her that her mum was only getting back at her, but I know it was poor comfort. What girl could cope with her mum saying that?

   Shazia went to see her and I think that did Sanah good because it made her begin to believe what I’m always saying, that friends can become your family. By that stage she was telling me that I was like a mum to her, but Sanah needed a friend too, and that’s what Shazia offered. 

   ‘I was really scared before she came because I was thinking, what if she thinks I’m shameful when she sees me smoking,’ Sanah said when she rang to tell me all about the meeting. ‘But—’ the word blew out on a gust of laughter ‘the first thing I know Shazia herself pulls out a cigarette.’ 

   Shazia’s openness impressed Sanah too, the way she was prepared to trust her even though they had only just met. ‘She opened up to me and told me about herself and she must have realised how dangerous that was. I could have been one of her family members for all she knows and yet she still told me, I don’t think she kept much back. That was a big thing for me.’



We were a lifeline for Sanah at that time and I think it would be true to say the same of Kiren, who was reacting to her ­independence very differently. Finding herself suddenly free had released a lot of emotions in Kiren, mostly wild and angry ones. It was as if she was over-compensating for all the years her parents had kept her downtrodden and suppressed. Her potential in-laws had been ringing her, furious at the way she’d shamed them. ‘I told them there was no way I was going to marry their son, I said I was going to marry someone I was in love with. And when they started threatening me, I just said come and find me then.’ Telling me this, Kiren laughed at the memory of her own defiance.

   Because she intended to prosecute her parents, the police had placed Kiren on the Witness Protection Programme and before I knew it they had given her a new name and moved her from Doncaster up to Fort William. In time they would give her a completely new identity; meanwhile, as part of the programme, she was supposed to sever all contact with her old life, including me.

   ‘I can’t do it, Jas. You’re the only person I’ve got to talk to and anyway I hate it here, I’m miles from fucking anywhere. I’m the only Asian for miles around; I feel like an alien whenever I go out.’

   I was trying to distract her, to make her see things in a more positive light when I asked her to tell me what she could see out of the window.

   ‘Nothing!’ Her frustration exploded down the telephone. ‘There’s nothing outside the window except fucking eagles. Nothing to look at, no one to talk to. It’s more like a prison here than it was at home. It’s not working, Jas. I don’t want to be on witness protection, I don’t want to prosecute my parents. I just want to forget about the past and get on with my own life.’

   I could see why she felt like that, just as I can see why the police feel so frustrated when these girls come forward to complain about the horrors that their parents inflict upon them and then refuse to prosecute. I’d just been seeing it at first hand with Shabana and poor Sergeant Jenkins who was left feeling that her hands had been tied behind her back. I know how hard it is for the police to understand that girls like Shabana and Kiren still love their families despite what they’ve done to them. It’s so difficult to explain that – in defiance of all logic – they long for reconciliation with their families and believe that any police involvement will kill that hope stone dead. I know it seems irrational, still, I argued Kiren’s case for her and the police agreed to bring her down to Sheffield and subsequently – in the face of Kiren’s refusal to prosecute her parents – they dropped her case. Kiren seemed happier no doubt about that, but, as far as I’m concerned, she soon ran into a different set of problems. 

   The trouble with girls who have been over-protected by their parents – and that’s most Asian girls – is that they have no idea how to handle freedom when they get it, particularly if, like Kiren, they have been locked up for years. Kiren was like a child let loose in a sweet shop. She grabbed at freedom with both hands. She had her hair bobbed, she had nail extensions, she went clubbing with other girls she met.

   ‘I found that quite scary at first. I didn’t know how to dance properly. I’ve never had an alcoholic drink before. My God Jas, I can’t believe what I’ve been missing! And I’ve never had men’s attention like that before, either. It’s sort of weird – you know that way they stare at you and it’s embarrassing, but at the same time it makes you feel nice?’

   Her shyness was easier to lose than her naivety. Early one morning she rang and her usual bravado had been replaced by tears of humiliation. The previous night, she said, she had been talking to some men in a nightclub who seemed ‘really nice, really friendly’ so when they offered her a lift home she accepted without thinking twice. 

   ‘You got into a car with strangers at two o’clock in the morning? Kiren – what were you thinking of?’

   ‘I thought they would take me straight back to the refuge, Jas. Don’t worry, I’d have got them to drop me nearby, I wouldn’t have shown them exactly where it was . . .’

   ‘It’s not that, Kiren. It’s you I’m worried about, not the refuge. You knew nothing about these men. How many of them were there anyway?’

   ‘Three, but I told you, Jas, in the club they seemed really nice. They bought me drinks and they were very polite. It wasn’t until we got in the car that it all went wrong.’

   Suddenly she was sobbing again, it was a moment or two before she could speak. ‘I didn’t realise it at first but they didn’t go anywhere near the refuge, they started heading towards one of the big roads out of town. I told them they were going the wrong way but –’

   This time I had to prompt her to stop the silent tears. ‘What happened, Kiren? Go on, you know you can tell me.’

   ‘The man sitting next to me suddenly grabbed my . . . you know, there. And he was kissing me, forcing his mouth on mine and using his weight to pin me against the seat. It just happened, out of the blue, and oh Jas, it was so horrible.’

   ‘What did you do?’

   ‘I froze. My mind was telling me I ought to struggle, to make him get off but I couldn’t make my body move. It was such a surprise, Jas. I think I was in shock.’

   I could hardly bear to ask the next question, I so dreaded the answer, but I forced the words out of my mouth: ‘What happened then?’

   ‘Well, he took his hands off me and the man who was driving stopped the car and they all three were talking to each other but they spoke so fast I couldn’t understand what they were saying. Then the man leant across me to open the car door and pushed me out. I fell onto the pavement and I really hurt my elbow –’

   ‘Thank God, that’s all.’ I felt weak with relief. My heart settled back to its normal rhythm as I said, ‘Kiren, stop crying. If a sore elbow is your only legacy from that car journey, you don’t know how lucky you are; you really put yourself in danger. Now, we have some serious talking to do before you go clubbing again; are you listening?’ Talking as best I could off the top of my head, I condensed all the maternal advice I had given Lisa during years of mothering into a fifteen-minute talk on boundaries. I only hope that some of it sunk in.



Kiren’s narrow escape taught me a lesson too: thinking about it later I realised how easy – and how wrong – it had been to assume that teaching these young women to look after themselves is simply a matter of making sure they know how to cook and claim their benefits and pay the bills.

   When they leave home their innocence and ignorance about the outside world leave them so vulnerable. Giving guidance and advice – being a ‘big sister’ – to girls like Kiren could, I realised that morning, be one of the functions of a Friendship Network which I had been mulling over in my mind for several months. 

   In those days it was just beginning to grow out of an idea into something real; I envisaged a support system for young women of the sort who approach Karma Nirvana every day, women who have recently left their homes and been rejected by their families. I was determined it should be a national network and the Forced Marriage Unit – which the Home Office and the Foreign and Commonwealth Office had set up as a ‘one-stop-shop’ for the rescue and protection of British girls forced into marriage both here and abroad – had agreed to give us funding to train the first nineteen friends/mentors. From my own personal experience I knew it would be a useful service: years ago the struggle to rebuild my life only became bearable when I found some friends – people like Trish – whose care and kindness helped stitch up the gaping hole left in my life when my family rejected me.

   ‘Shabana could use the Network too,’ I thought to myself as I sat at my desk, skimming through an email she had sent me, updating me on her circumstances. She bombarded me with emails in those days, me and the police. Each one was long and complicated; they seemed to detail her every thought. I saw them as a drawn-out cry for help, a way of expressing and managing her fear.

   When Sergeant Jenkins first told me about Shabana, I referred her case to Brent Hyatt and in recent weeks – on his advice – she’d had her fingerprints and DNA samples taken by her local police force and she had also made a video statement explaining her circumstances. She agreed to do it on one condition: that it would only be used ‘if things go wrong’. 

   I knew that an escape plan had also been made, but – to the police’s frustration – Shabana was still refusing to act on it. She was waiting to make sure that once she left her identity would be protected; in particular she wanted her National Insurance number to be changed because she felt sure her parents would try using it to trace her. 

   I was beginning to be scared that she would procrastinate too long. For safety’s sake, she had ended her relationship with John Henderson, but she had also turned down two more of the suitors her mother chose for her, on both occasions provoking vicious family rows. During one of these her sister threatened to call in a posse of hired men to rape her. Her father cut out a newspaper article describing an honour killing and left it on her bed. Imagine living with those threats, getting up each day to face such hostility; I wasn’t surprised when, in her emails, she started talking about suicide.

   I suddenly felt choked by worry for her. I sent a text, asking when I could ring; I needed to reassure myself that she was still there, still safe. I’ve never rung Shabana except at pre-arranged times, that’s how it has always been and I wouldn’t go against her wishes. But it hasn’t always been easy. More than once she hasn’t answered her phone when she said she would and I have been left wondering – panicking as the hours went by – about what might have happened, whether or not she was all right. ‘Where were you?’ I heard myself saying a couple of times, like an anxious mother whose daughter has stayed out too late. She was always quite blithe about it, just like a daughter might be: ‘Sorry, I got held up,’ or ‘Something cropped up.’

   When that happened I had to curb the irritation that was lapping round the edges of my relief. I had to remind myself that this was not my daughter but a 28-year-old woman who, at that stage, I hadn’t even met. 





Chapter 11

Early in 2007, I received an invitation to the House of Lords from the Liberal peer, Lord Lester. He invited me to attend the second reading of the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act; a bill that he had introduced in order to try and prevent people from being forced into marriage. Of course I accepted; this subject is so close to my heart. I’m not saying that you have to legislate to change a mindset, but the fact is that rape within marriage was considered unremarkable until it was made illegal. In the same way, the victims we see at Karma Nirvana all believe forced marriage is an inescapable and – to the world at large – acceptable fact of life. I hoped Lord Lester’s bill would go a long way towards putting that right. 

   I had never been to the House of Lords before and I was awestruck looking down at the rows and rows of red leather benches and the Queen’s magnificent throne. I had invited a survivor to come with me, a young woman recently rescued by the Forced Marriage Unit from a marriage to a much older relative in Pakistan. She was trying to rebuild her life in London – miles from what had been her home in Newcastle – and I hoped that being at the debate might help her recovery by inspiring her to dream and making her believe that anything is possible. We were both a bit overwhelmed. We sat bolt upright in our chairs and when we had something to say to one another we whispered because anything louder seemed disrespectful. We were both riveted from the start. 

   In his opening words, Lord Lester summed up forced marriage in exactly the way I would. He said it was a form of domestic violence and sexual enslavement and he pointed out that there is a direct link between forced marriages and honour killings. Throughout the debate I was pleased to hear people saying things that I’ve been advocating for years, things like the need for an infrastructure to support the bill, including mandatory training for all those people like police and social workers who come into contact with victims. Think what a difference that would have made to Kiren when she first ran away. Baroness Butler-Sloss gave worrying figures from the NSPCC showing that in one year ten per cent of calls to the Asian child protection helpline were about forced marriage. Lord Ahmed pointed out that: 



. . . no religion – Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Sikhism or Islam – condones this practice. In fact, they condemn it.



He also gave a really clear answer to the question that I’m always asked about why such a large proportion of the Asian community never seems to assimilate into British culture. He said it was because so many of the arranged marriages, let alone the forced ones, take place with people from abroad:



. . . a marriage takes place and for the next two years the boy or man who has come from abroad will do everything. After two years there will be a baby from the marriage. But then suddenly there is a break-up once the man has secured his citizenship or right to stay in this country. What happens then? He goes for a divorce and he brings over another bride from India, Pakistan or Bangladesh. This means that the community continues to go backwards rather than move forwards.



It was a long debate but I travelled home that night glowing with a new sense of optimism about what might be achieved. It was the first time that I had heard the issues that I am battling with every day discussed at such a high level and it gave me hope that this might be the beginning of significant change. Lord Lester’s bill was subsequently taken up by the government and adapted. The resulting Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act received Royal Assent: it gives courts the power to pass protection orders or injunctions preventing or pre-empting forced marriages from taking place. I welcomed it as a first step, but to my mind the issue of criminalisation still needs to be addressed.



Later that same month publication of my autobiography, Shame, led to a rash of speaking engagements. Ever since I started Karma Nirvana I have prayed for platforms from which to spread its message, but there were times at the beginning of that year when the roundabout seemed to be spinning too fast, even for me. At the end of every talk I gave – even after the time allotted for questions – there was always a queue of people waiting, wanting to speak to me one-on-one. 

   One particular occasion has stayed in my memory. I was in Southall, addressing about two hundred people, most of them old Asian women who put me in mind of my mum. My first thought when I saw them was: ‘No one here is going to understand me if I speak in English’ so I gave the talk in Punjabi. When I told them that to avoid the marriage my mum and dad wanted to force me into I ran away with a boyfriend from another caste – me, a jat, with a chamar – there was a collective gasp of horror from the audience. Women turned to one another to share their disapproval. It was as if I’d reached right into them and slapped a face.

   The formal bit of that evening was over by 7.30 p.m. and because we had to get back to Derby that night Shazia, who was with me, said we had to leave at 8 p.m. But there was no way that was going to happen. By the time we finally left it must have been 10.30 p.m. and I swear I’d heard the stories of half the women in there. Shazia sorted them all out into a queue and they stood patiently, a long line of them in their own uniform of shapeless woollen cardigans buttoned over Asian suits. Each time I looked up and saw the next one, clutching her shopping bag, shuffling towards me on her tired old feet, my heart turned over. For the first time in years I felt a real pang of longing for my mum.

   There was so much sadness in the room that night. I heard stories of long empty lives lived with husbands – strangers when as teenagers they were forced to marry – with whom there had never been any common ground. I heard stories of abandonment, disownment, loss and of the longing to go ‘home’. One woman leant in so close that the soft whiskers on her chin brushed my cheek and she whispered in my ear that her husband’s family had ‘dealt with’ an errant niece. Another, with tears trickling down her wrinkled apple cheeks, murmured her regret at forcing all four daughters into marriage. The atmosphere was heavy with the burden of their long-held, uncomplaining sorrow, but also – I believe – there was a soft sigh of release. 

   Sometimes at the beginning of that year I felt as though in telling my story I had unblocked a waterway that had been clogged with misery, freeing a torrent that cascaded round me wherever I turned. Shame seemed to have unleashed a compulsion to talk, to tell, to share – so many lifetimes worth of suffering. Each morning my inbox was full of emails bringing stories; hurrying through them, always pressed for time, my mind was left rattling with the sad fragments of other people’s lives.





Chapter 12

When I first started speaking on public platforms, the days I was due somewhere I would always leave the house late and with my bedroom looking as if a tornado had swept through it. I can see it now: the wardrobe door open, stuff hanging out of drawers, a pile of discarded garments on the bed, shoes kicked across the floor and me, whirling like a dervish, trying the black top, then the blue, deciding the jacket might be better, and perhaps a skirt instead of trousers, cursing when I found a ladder in my tights. The kids would be eating their Weetabix, and I’d be modelling more outfits than Kate Moss in Fashion Week and demanding to know, ‘Does this look all right?’ ‘Is this better?’ ‘Or this?’ I never felt I got it right, until Maria began to take an interest and then everything changed. 

   Nowadays she picks my outfits, chooses my accessories and, if I have more than one engagement and I’m going to be away for several days, she packs my case. That’s happening more often now that I am travelling not just in this country but to international conferences. The first one I went to was in Dubai and the subject was forced marriage and child abduction. I remember the day I travelled out there, standing in the ­departure lounge at Heathrow and wondering how – in twelve years that seemed to have rattled past with all the speed of an express train – Karma Nirvana had brought me from the sagging sofa in my front room to this airport: a gateway to the world. 

   That feeling of dislocation grew stronger eight hours later when I sat in an air-conditioned taxi which whisked me through the gleaming streets of Dubai to my hotel; as I lost my stomach travelling in the lift up twenty-two floors to my room; as I stood on the threshold and stared in amazement at the vast silk-covered bed.

   When I was growing up, my parents’ idea of a trip was a day out in Markeaton Park, a picnic for all of us kids and the extended family. The park was only half an hour’s drive from the terraced house we lived in and yet I remember only two, possibly three of those picnics in the sixteen years I spent at home. In the tight confines of our little life they were a treat, something to be planned for and savoured, an adventure in the quiet monotony of our year. 

   I kicked off my shoes and stood barefoot on the cool marble of the bathroom floor. The mirror was big and circular and surrounded by light-bulbs like a Hollywood starlet’s. I stared into it, trying to recognise myself in these lavish, unfamiliar surroundings. If I had married the man Mum chose for me, Markeaton Park might still be the far point on my horizon; I might now be sitting at home peeling onions and planning my next visit there, a treat for the summer holidays, an afternoon of leisure spent sprawled on worn grass. But I didn’t make that marriage and here I am, twenty-five years later, thousands of miles from Derby, the director of a charity, travelling on business, staying in a five-star hotel. 

   ‘What am I doing here?’ I spoke the words out loud, suddenly uncomfortable with the silence. Karma Nirvana – with its hectic, over-crowded office, and the endless unknown voices on the phone whispering their fears, their pleas for rescue – seemed so far away. How had my vision for a local project to help women like Robina and my mum brought me across the world to the smart sterility of this hotel?

   My room suddenly seemed claustrophobic. I grabbed a sun-hat and headed for the roof terrace, I had to get outside. I had come to Dubai to discuss best practice, to share my knowledge of forced marriage with delegates from Islamabad and Mumbai and who knows where else. But why? What had this to do with Shabana, or Kiren – all those women who needed me at home?

   As if in answer to a spoken question, a woman appeared walking down the passage towards the lift. She was following an affluent looking man and two teenage boys, all three of them dressed in western-style designer clothes. They were laughing and joking with one another. She, the wife and mother, was silent, ignored as she walked ten paces behind them in her full-length burkha, head angled so that – although I couldn’t see her eyes – they could only be looking at the floor. From her slumped shoulders to the drag of her feet everything about her spoke of dejection. Her wings had been clipped and here she was, trapped in a gilded cage. In comparison perhaps, Kiren and Sanah were lucky: at least they got away.


The conference was successful. We were there to discuss best practice and the other delegates seemed interested in what I had to say. That trip confirmed to me the fact that although in scale Karma Nirvana might still be a small local project, its reach and influence had spread way beyond Derby. As the year wore on more and more of my time was spent travelling. 

   I was in Norwich when I first met Yasmin. I noticed her in the crowd I was talking to; my attention was caught because she was so absolutely still. Most people fidget while they’re listening, they clear their throats, cross their legs, reach in their handbags for something to wipe their nose. But not Yasmin, she was like a statue. Each time I looked her way her gaze was fixed on me, and the expression on her face was so arresting. It was as if she’d been parched with thirst and ­somewhere, just out of reach, she’d seen something she might drink.

   Afterwards I made a point of talking to her. Time was tight for both of us; I had a train to catch and Yasmin, I discovered, works in a women’s centre and had to get back, but we spoke for a few minutes. She told me the outline of her story which essentially was this: she had run away from home ten years previously and she was still in hiding from her family. She believed they were looking for her, and in order to evade them she had moved nine times. ‘I didn’t know there were other people like me out there, Jasvinder,’ she said. ‘I’ve never come across anyone who could understand what I’ve been through. I’d really like to talk to you for longer . . . do you think I could?’

   I met her two weeks later in a pub. I got there first. It was an old-fashioned place with leaded windows, varnished floorboards and leather-backed chairs and benches which were stained and worn with age. It wasn’t busy: there were four or five men in workmen’s overalls standing by the bar, a young bloke with his girlfriend at the fruit machine, a couple of lads playing darts and an elderly man and his wife, sitting side by side in silence, holding hands. I found a table in a corner and I was sitting there with my half pint of Guinness when she walked in. I’ll never forget that moment, every head turned. 

   Yasmin has that effect on people. She’s very tall and she carries herself well, her bearing is almost regal. She has very long dark hair and – like Kiren – the pale skin that is common to Pathans. I think it’s that, plus her height and her long, slim face that reminds me sometimes of Robina. 

   I said, ‘Tell me about yourself,’ and it was as if I had turned on a tap. Three hours later the words were still pouring out of her, prompted by nothing but the smallest interjection. For six years she had bottled up her fear, confusion, pain, anger, sorrow and, I would say, her spirit which is big, vivacious and bold. For six years she had been waiting to tell her story and in me she had a captivated audience.

   She started right at the beginning, in a small seaside resort where her father, a first generation immigrant, ran a small business empire selling electrical goods. He was a very senior figure in the local community and established the town’s first Asian club. ‘Because he played such a dominant role among the local Muslims it wasn’t just the Pakistani community we were involved with, it was the Arabs, the Turks, the Bangladeshis: he was humiliated in front of all those people when I ran away.’

   Yasmin grew up in awe of her father. ‘If he was to walk into a room and I was sitting down, I would stand up. It wouldn’t matter if there were fifty seats for him to sit in, I would still stand.’ At home they only spoke Pushto and life was very strictly regulated; in fact, she said, she grew up feeling torn between two worlds. At school she was a boisterous and ­popular English girl; at home she was quiet and submissive, the dutiful Muslim daughter. 

   ‘It was really hard, I used to get upset when I heard my friends making plans to go swimming or shopping at the weekend, or even to after school clubs. In the first year they used to ask me to go with them but then they stopped because they knew there wasn’t any point.’

   Her weekends were spent at home, indoors, except for the two hours on Saturday and Sunday when she would be sent to work in her father’s shop. Those were her moments of freedom, even though while she was there her every move was monitored. ‘My dad didn’t want me to talk to the customers or even make eye contact. He used to sit on a swivel chair behind the counter, and I’d be on the till and if someone was like, ‘Hi, how are you?’ I’d pack their shopping bags as quick as possible all the time thinking to myself, ‘Please don’t talk to me, please, just take your stuff and go’. If my dad got annoyed that I was talking to the customers, he’d take away my little bit of freedom and I’d not have anything then, would I?’

   Although marriage was never mentioned Yasmin and her sisters knew that was what their parents had in mind for them. Her eldest sister, Madeeha, was sent aged thirteen to spend a year in Pakistan. ‘We were all supposed to go through that at some point, it was a good thing to have on your marriage CV.’

   Garnishing that CV was a constant feature of Yasmin’s girlhood: if friends came to the house for tea it was her duty to make it, to arrange the biscuits beautifully, to serve the refreshments with her hijab pulled closely round her head. If there were children present she was expected to play with them: ‘Aah, look how good she is with kids.’ Even her GCSE choices were made – by her father – with marriage in mind. Yasmin wanted to do dance and drama but he chose textiles: ‘See, now you can sew as well.’

   Marriage was all-important but, with four daughters, it was also an expensive burden. One of Yasmin’s earliest memories is of piling into the family car – ‘me, my sisters and my two brothers all in the back, it was so squashed’ – and driving to Southall where their destination was an Asian jeweller. Hours would be spent there, admiring and then haggling over bangles, earrings, necklaces – all of them gold. 

   ‘My mum would buy loads of things and when we got home she climbed into the attic and there in the gloom she opened up a great big suitcase. Inside, gleaming up at you was all this jewellery she’d bought over the years, so she’d be ready when the time came for our dowries. The suitcase had a padlock on it and she used to put the key in this little bag and keep it in her bra.’

   In the face of all this, Yasmin was the rebel in her family from an early age. She was suspended from her primary school for smoking. She reminded me of Sanah when she said, ‘School was my one chance of being naughty. Seven hours in school was all I had and I was going to make the most of it.’ By the time she was in year eleven she had started skiving; it was on one of her illicit jaunts into town that she met Abdul. She was fifteen. He was in his early thirties, he was known to the police, and he was black. ‘For a Pathan a black person is the lowest of the low,’ she whispered.

   After her GCSEs, Yasmin persuaded her parents to let her do a secretarial course at the local college, but Abdul lived close by and she spent almost all her time with him. Having arrived at college dressed in a full length skirt and long-sleeved top, she would go to the toilets to change into jeans and a T-shirt before skipping off. Initially they were very careful. They never walked down the street together, if she got into his car she always pushed her seat flat back, they rarely did normal things like going to the cinema. ‘Really it was a bizarre relationship that just took place in his flat. If my parents hadn’t found out about it, it would never have lasted.’

   But they did find out. Inevitably, Yasmin and Abdul grew more blasé about the risk of being seen together, and gossip began to rustle through the community. More than one person voiced their suspicions to Yasmin’s parents who began to watch their wayward daughter very carefully. She was not allowed to make or receive telephone calls, the few friends who had been allowed to come to the house were banned; the length of time it took Yasmin to walk to and from her father’s shop was monitored. 

   One day when she was out in the street with Abdul, the police swooped and he was arrested on suspicion of peddling cannabis. Yasmin was taken to the station with him. From the first heart-stopping moment, her main concern was that her father would finally, fully, discover her relationship. ‘I begged the police not to tell him. I was in the station for less than an hour and as I signed the release papers I was pleading with this Asian officer not to tell. I’d put Abdul’s flat for my home address, I’d committed no crime, I’d turned sixteen so I wasn’t a minor; there was no need for Dad to know.’

   Yasmin didn’t realise it, but PC Ahmed was his station’s hate crime officer, charged with protecting vulnerable people including those who might find themselves subjected to a forced marriage. This didn’t stop him from doing what he perceived to be his duty to an esteemed member of his community. 

   ‘Dad came home one afternoon. I heard him and Mum go into the living room and they called me downstairs. The first thing Dad said to me was, “PC Ahmed came to see me in the shop this afternoon.”’ 

   Yasmin leant into the high-backed seat and closed her eyes. A shaft of sunlight fell across her face emphasising her pallor, rendering her ghostly against the green leather of the bench she was sitting on. I noticed her nostrils flare a little as she breathed in deeply, calming herself, dulling the remembered fear.

   ‘I knew then that it was all over. I honestly thought that right there and then they would ship me off to Pakistan.’

   But there was the row to get through first, voices rising louder and louder as her father reeled off her crimes: ‘You have a black boyfriend.’ Yasmin said he spat those words out as though the very fact of forming them had dirtied his tongue. ‘You were arrested with him while walking down Glen Fern Road together. You gave the police a false address. You tried to involve PC Ahmed in your deceit. PC Ahmed – a respectable member of our community – you asked him to conceal your filthy, dishonourable ways.’

   His litany went on and on, all but drowned out by her mother’s weeping lamentations, ‘Oh, the shame, we are ruined, how could you do this?’ and Yasmin herself shouting through her sobs, trying to make her voice heard: ‘No Dad, it’s not true . . . I didn’t . . . I haven’t . . .You have to believe me. Please.’

   How long did it go on for? Yasmin’s last memory of it is of her mother, her greying hair dishevelled and falling from its bun, her eyes fixed on the middle distance as she rocked herself to and fro in her armchair still murmuring, ‘The shame, it will kill me, the shame’. Her father stalked from the room going, he said, to arrange a further meeting with PC Ahmed. Yasmin herself slunk upstairs to her bedroom, knowing it would now become her prison. ‘I didn’t sleep at all that night. Every time I heard footsteps on the stairs I was like, “Oh my God, don’t let anything happen to me”. I was just so scared.’

   News spread through the family. Yasmin only ever saw her younger brothers at meal times, when she served them their food and cleared their plates away. They said nothing but she could feel them watching her with wide, curious eyes. Her sisters, on the other hand, made their contempt and anger clear; with their mother they stood outside Yasmin’s room, whispering. ‘Do you think she got close to him?’ their mother kept asking, too scared to give voice to her real fear, which was: ‘Did they have sex?’

   No longer allowed to go to college or have any contact with the outside world, Yasmin carried out her household duties and then retired to bed as early as six-thirty. ‘I started sleeping for long periods of time, just because it was another day of my life that was gone.’

   I could imagine the torpor that settled on her. I felt the same before I ran away from home, when the situation I was in seemed so terrifying and intractable that it sapped all my energy and left me feeling limp and helpless. I remember yearning for someone to make decisions for me, to guide and protect me and lead me to a new, safe life. As I sat isolated in my bedroom wishing the hours away and yet dreading what the morning might bring, I longed for something to end the waiting, and of course in time it did. For me it was a moment of carelessness: my sister, Lucy, forgot to lock the door keeping me in. For Yasmin it was her father’s determination to prove her perfidy. He came to her bedroom and announced that after Friday prayers PC Ahmed would be coming to the house with evidence to prove that Yasmin had a black boyfriend: there would be a meeting, all would be revealed. 

   ‘I didn’t know what that evidence would be, whether it was photographs, or the slip
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