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    Chapter Seventeen


    A Fatal Decision


    Wednesday 6 October 2010 was just like any other day. Mum had agreed to babysit Alesha, so Laura and I had gone to my friend Kathryn’s flat. It was nice for us to get a chance to socialise together, as one of us was usually in charge of Alesha.


    It wasn’t a party really, as there were only five of us: Laura, Kathryn, Anwar, his friend Kaleem and me. As we sat there, having a quiet drink, I had no idea that what was about to happen would alter the course of our lives forever.


    Thinking about it now, it’s like it happened just yesterday.


    We’d just been chatting, having a bit of a laugh, when Kaleem’s phone buzzed and his expression changed. Someone had texted to tell him his little brother was drunk out of his head. He was only thirteen and Kaleem wasn’t happy, so he asked me to help him find him.


    We decided to go round Ferham, looking in all of the usual places. Kaleem was raging. I know it sounds hypocritical, because we all drank loads when we were thirteen, but what happened to me when I was thirteen was exactly why I felt so overprotective of all the younger people I knew.


    Kaleem’s brother wasn’t in Ferham Park, or in any of the usual dosshouses where teenagers often went to drink. We were trying to work out where to look next when my phone rang. It was Laura.


    ‘Sarah,’ she said, breathlessly, as soon as I answered. I could tell she was trying not to cry. ‘Ashtiaq’s done it again.’


    I didn’t need to ask what had happened. I knew Ashtiaq had been with someone else, though I wasn’t sure who. I told Laura to stay where she was, and Kaleem and I met her on the corner of Hartington Road, just next to the park. She was standing with Kathryn and Anwar, and she looked really upset.


    ‘I’m going to kill him,’ she said. ‘He’s been with Nicola again. Or so she says. She’s just sent me another Facebook message.’


    I can’t explain what happened when Laura told me this. I think something inside me just snapped. Although I’d known Ashtiaq and Laura never had a future, he was really taking the piss now, and I couldn’t stand to see my sister being messed around any more.


    ‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘I’m not having this. I’m going round there.’


    I’m not going to lie: I’d had a lot of vodka, so I was feeling braver than if I’d been sober. But Ashtiaq had told me he’d look after my sister and he’d let us all down again. Someone needed to tell him he couldn’t keep messing her around.


    ‘What are you going to say?’ Laura asked.


    ‘I’m going to tell him he’s a little prick and he can’t treat you like this,’ I said. ‘It’s not on.’


    I expected Laura to protest, to tell me I was just causing problems. I suppose I was a bit of a loose cannon. Since the day in Derek’s, I’d had a few run-ins with Zac. Predictably, he wasn’t prepared to acknowledge Alesha in public, or have anything to do with her in private. He’d even warned Laura not to tell his parents that Alesha was his daughter.


    It only takes about two and a half minutes to walk from Ferham Park to the corner of Holmes Lane and Josephine Road, where Ashtiaq’s family lived in one of the little red terraced houses. Laura and my friends were following behind, but I was on a mission. When I got to the front door of the Asghar house, I banged as hard as I could with my fist.


    It was about 9 p.m., so it was dark and quite cold. Laura, Kathryn, Anwar and Kaleem were standing a few yards away, on the corner of the street. None of them had come right to the door. I think they were waiting to see what I’d do. I don’t know if anyone believed I’d be brave enough to go through with it.


    But I was determined.


    I kept hammering on the door, as loudly as I could. I could see the curtains twitching, so I knew someone was home, but for some reason they’d decided not to answer. I wasn’t giving up, though.


    ‘Ashtiaq?’ I shouted. ‘Get out here now. I know you’re in there.’


    Ashtiaq’s mum opened the bedroom window slightly. She had a face like thunder. I didn’t realise at the time, but I was making such a racket that some of the neighbours were looking out of their windows, trying to work out what was going on.


    I just wanted her to fetch Ashtiaq so I could give him a right telling off, so I kept shouting at her, telling her to bring him out to me. Still, she wouldn’t answer the door.


    ‘White bitch,’ she hissed through the open window. She was small and stout and her hair was pulled into a tight plait. I even remember the brown-and-red sari she was wearing. Ashtiaq sounded just like Laura and me, but his mum still had a hint of a Pakistani accent. I was surprised that she’d sworn at me but I wasn’t scared of her.


    ‘Just get him out here,’ I shouted.


    ‘No, fuck off,’ she snapped back. There was a look of pure venom in her eyes. I hadn’t exactly expected her to roll out the red carpet for me, but I was a bit taken aback by how raging she was. She was more than angry; it was like she’d already decided she hated me, even though I’d barely said two words to her. Ashtiaq’s dad was standing behind her now, wondering what all the fuss was about. ‘He’s not here, you stupid white bitch.’


    I was trying to keep calm, but I was beginning to lose my rag a bit.


    ‘Tell your son to get out here now,’ I said again. Ashtiaq’s dad was at the window now. He was slightly built and really short. He looked even more annoyed than his wife. I wasn’t bothered, though. After everything I’d been through, they couldn’t scare me.


    ‘You’re a fucking white bitch,’ he said in an accent just like Ashtiaq’s mum’s. ‘We told you he’s not here. Now, fuck off.’


    Suddenly, I could hear Laura’s voice, calling me from the corner of the street.


    ‘Sarah!’ she was shouting. ‘Sarah, he’s here!’


    I turned round to see Ashtiaq walking up the street towards his house. He was with Zac. As soon as I saw his face I flew towards him. I tried to slap him but Zac moved him out of my way.


    ‘Woah,’ Zac said. ‘Woah. Calm down, Sarah.’


    I was far from calm, though. I tried to slap Ashtiaq again but he ducked out of my way just in time.


    ‘Fuck you,’ I said. ‘You really are a fucking prick. I thought you were all right but I was wrong. How can you treat my sister like this?’


    I’m not sure when Ashtiaq’s mum and dad came out of the house, but by the time I turned round they were on the street. His mum was holding a slipper, which seemed a bit weird. Laura was trying to talk to her, but she was calling her a white bitch too.


    ‘You don’t understand,’ Laura kept saying, over and over. ‘I love Ashtiaq.’


    Every time she said it Ashtiaq’s mum got more and more wound up, and she was shouting at Laura in a mix of English and Punjabi. By now, most of the neighbours who’d been watching from behind their curtains were out in the street. Some of them were white, but loads were Asian. I think some of them were enjoying it; they probably thought it was more entertaining than what was on TV. Now, I realise how shameful such a public spectacle would have been to Ashtiaq’s family, especially as lots of the neighbours were people they’d see at the mosque. I suppose it didn’t help that Laura and I had been drinking. It was funny that they seemed so protective of their so-called honour when really they were all behaving in a way that didn’t seem honourable at all.


    ‘Shut up, shut up!’ Ashtiaq’s mum’s voice was getting louder and more high-pitched. She was chasing Laura down the street with the slipper now. I turned to look at Ashtiaq, just to see what his reaction was, as part of me really wanted to believe he’d stick up for Laura, or at least tell his mum not to be so nasty to her. But he was nowhere to be seen. Like a massive coward, he’d fled the scene, unable to cope with the fact that his lies had caught up with him in a very public way. Zac was gone too.


    ‘I love him,’ Laura said again. ‘I really love him.’


    Ashtiaq’s mum was still waving the slipper at my sister as people nudged each other and pointed. ‘Dirty white bitch,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘You should learn to keep your legs closed.’


    I didn’t think Ashtiaq’s mum could go any more mental, but then Laura said something that made her really freak out. The two of them were standing next to a row of parked cars, just outside the Asghars’ house. Ashtiaq’s mum was still hurling abuse at her, but it was like Laura couldn’t hear her.


    ‘I want to get married to Ashtiaq,’ she said. It was only then that I noticed she was wearing Ashtiaq’s black Adidas jacket, as she pulled it round her body to protect herself from the biting October air. ‘He’s the only man I want to be with. I want to have babies with him.’


    Ashtiaq’s mum didn’t react for a second. She just stood there, holding the slipper in mid-air, shocked into silence as she no doubt contemplated the thought of her precious son being married to a white girl who sometimes got drunk in the park and already had a baby with his friend. She was shaking with rage as she narrowed her eyes and fixed them on Laura.


    ‘He’ll never be with you,’ she said. At first, she spoke in barely more than a whisper, but her voice got stronger with every word. ‘He’ll never be with you, you dirty, stupid white bitch!’


    Then she took the slipper and whacked Laura hard on the leg. Laura gave out a little yelp, and it was a second before I realised what was going on. If I thought Ashtiaq’s mum might stop after the first blow, I was wrong. It was like she was possessed, screaming abuse at Laura as she tried to hit her over and over again. Most of the time she missed, but I sprinted to my sister’s side.


    ‘Stop it!’ I said to Ashtiaq’s mum, as peacefully as I could. I spoke in Punjabi, hoping she might calm down at the sound of her native language. It was a while since I’d used the words, but I still remembered them. ‘Sister, stop it.’


    But she didn’t like that one bit.


    ‘Fuck off,’ she replied in English. ‘White bitch.’


    I grabbed Laura’s arm, and without another word we ran in the opposite direction, leaving the neighbours to gasp and gossip behind us. Ashtiaq’s mum was still in the middle of the street, holding her slipper and nursing her shame.


    ‘Let’s go to Zac’s,’ Laura said breathlessly. ‘Why not? His parents deserve to know about Alesha.’


    I didn’t attempt to stop her; in fact, I egged her on. Why shouldn’t Zac’s parents know about Alesha? She was their granddaughter, after all, and she hadn’t done anything wrong. She couldn’t be a secret forever, could she?


    Zac’s family home was just a couple of hundred yards away. They owned so many houses we didn’t really know which one to go to, but we decided to try the one next to their shop first.


    Laura knocked on the door, but she was much more polite than I’d been when I’d gone to the Asghars’. She waited patiently and Zac’s mum came to the door. She was already in her nightie. I’d seen her around before. She was a plump woman and her two front teeth stuck out a bit.


    She gave Laura a strange look, like she was a piece of dirt she’d picked up on her shoe. She seemed like a right stuck-up cow, but at least she wasn’t aggressive like Ashtiaq’s mum had been. I could see Zac’s wife, Mariam, standing meekly behind her mother-in-law. Zac’s mum didn’t speak great English, but she asked us what we wanted.


    ‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ Laura said. ‘I’ve not come here to fight or argue. My name is Laura and I’ve got a daughter called Alesha.’


    Zac’s mum raised an eyebrow.


    ‘She’s three months old,’ Laura went on. ‘Your Zac  I mean Ishaq  is her dad. I thought you had a right to know.’


    I put my hand on Laura’s arm, ready to haul her out of the way because I was sure Zac’s mum would go absolutely mad too. But she didn’t. She just stood there, looking at us like we’d just told her we were planning to fly to the moon. Then she said something really weird.


    ‘But Ishaq has left his family,’ she replied. ‘He is now with his wife.’


    Looking back, I wonder if Zac’s mum already knew about Alesha and she just wanted to wash her hands of the whole situation. After all, most people in Ferham knew what had happened. But it seemed absolutely ridiculous  everyone knew Zac was her son. They were all still living in the same house, for goodness’ sake! As usual, I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.


    ‘But Mariam is right there!’ I said. ‘Mariam, wasn’t it you who married Zac?’


    I’d always liked Mariam, though I didn’t know her very well. She just looked a bit scared and bowed her head, pretending she hadn’t heard. I don’t really blame her, though. She had always been a good girl and she was hardly going to start arguing with her mother-in-law, was she? Still, it must have been painful for her, hearing all the things her husband had been getting up to behind her back.


    The four of us just stood there looking at each other for a few seconds, no one knowing quite what to say.


    ‘Come on, Laura,’ I said eventually. ‘Let’s go home.’


    By the time we got to Mum’s, Laura had sobered up a bit and she’d started crying, saying she’d ruined everything with Ashtiaq.


    ‘Why are you bothered?’ I asked her. ‘He’s been totally fucking you about.’


    ‘I need to apologise,’ she sniffed. ‘He’ll be so mad. His mum will kill him. She didn’t know he was seeing me and now she’ll be raging.’


    ‘Just leave it,’ I said. ‘It’s done now.’


    But Laura wouldn’t let it go. When I think of it now, I do wonder if she was scared of Ashtiaq. Had he ever taken their little play fights too far? Had he threatened her when they’d fallen out? I suppose I’ll never know for sure, but Laura told me everything and she never seemed to be frightened of him. On that fateful Wednesday night it just seemed like she was more worried that they’d never properly get back together now we’d got his mum involved.


    Laura had no credit on her phone, so Mum let her borrow hers. She paced the living-room floor as she dialled Ashtiaq’s number, but it just went to voicemail.


    ‘He’s ignoring me,’ she sniffed. ‘But maybe he just doesn’t recognise Mum’s number.’


    ‘He’s the one in the wrong, Laura,’ I told her. ‘He’s the one who’s off shagging other girls behind your back. I don’t see why you should be the one apologising.’


    But, as always, there was no telling Laura. She was as headstrong as ever, and she kept dialling Ashtiaq’s number from Mum’s phone. She might have left him a few messages, but still there was no response.


    ‘Maybe he’s lost his phone,’ she said hopefully.


    I tried as best I could to get Laura to forget about Ashtiaq. On the Thursday, we even ended up giggling about what had happened.


    ‘Ashtiaq’s mum is mental,’ I laughed. ‘I thought she was going to batter you with that slipper!’


    ‘I know,’ Laura replied. ‘I can’t believe how many people were out watching. God, his mum will go mad at him.’


    By the end of the day, Laura was in a much better mood. She even logged on to Facebook to tell her friends what had happened. They all thought it was funny too.


    None of us had heard a peep from Ashtiaq. I didn’t think too much of it. Maybe he’d lost his phone, like Laura said, or maybe he just couldn’t be bothered with us any more and he was with Nicola.


    ‘I wonder if he got my messages,’ Laura said, and I just shrugged.


    He’d got them, all right. His phone was right by him the whole time, but it would be a few days before he’d get back in touch with Laura.


    We didn’t really realise that what we’d done had sent shockwaves through the Asian community in Ferham, and loads of the British-Pakistani families were talking about it. We just thought it would all blow over in a few days.


    Ashtiaq didn’t, though; he knew that what we’d said wasn’t going to be forgotten in a hurry. On the Friday night, while Laura was planning a trip to Sheffield to buy a travel cot for Alesha, Ashtiaq was at home, silently simmering with the rage and shame that threatened to boil over at any second.


    He reached for his phone, but he didn’t dial Laura’s number, or text her to say he wanted to talk things through. Instead, he typed out a text to Zac.


    It read: ‘I’m going to send that kafir bitch straight to hell.’
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