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Sharon Duggal

In Conversation with Colin Grant

Colin Grant (CG): So, I've come to Brighton, where | live, to meet Sharon Duggal,
who has been here for a few years, | believe, but also was here at the start of her
university life in the 80s. Sharon writes novels and short stories. Her second novel,
Should We Fall Behind, published in 2020, was shortlisted for the Royal Society of
Literature’s 2021 Encore Award, which is the award for the second novel, is that

right?

Sharon Duggal (SD): That's right, yes.

CG: And sometimes people say the second novel is more difficult than the first novel.

Was that the case with you, Sharon?

SD: | would say not. Actually, | found it more straightforward than the first one, |

think, yeah.

CG: Yeah, so sometimes getting over the first was like getting over the hump, |

suppose. And that book was also selected for the BBC’s flagship literature
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programme, Between the Covers. Sharon's debut, The Handsworth Times in 2016,
was the Morning Star’s fiction book of the year. For those unfamiliar with the Morning

Star, what is the Morning Star?

SD: The Morning Star is a left-wing newspaper; a socialist newspaper. | think it's

published daily, still; yes.

CG: And is that the sort of paper that you would have subscribed to?

SD: Maybe when | was younger.

CG: Okay. You haven't moved to the right, have you? [Laughs]

SD: I've definitely not. [Laughs] | was going to say I've probably moved to the left of

the Morning Star—

CG: [Laughs]

SD: —but that's probably not true, either.

CG: [Laughs] And you're currently working on your third novel. How soon will we get

sight of that, do you think?

SD: I'm hoping to have the first draft finished early next year, so—



CG: And a little birdie tells me that you're slightly influenced by Georgia O'Keeffe, the

painter. Is that correct? Or the title was at least—

SD: Well, the title, | mean—

CG: The working title.

SD: Work—it's a working title: Light on the Plains. And just really because | love, |

love that painting and it inspires me.

CG: What is that painting? Can you describe it?

SD: It's a series of paint—there's a series of paintings and they're almost like arches

of colour kind of going into the distance. Yeah.

CG: And she was renowned for painting in big, | don’t know, open spaces in America.

SD: Yeah.

CG: Big flowers, big leaves. What was her period? Was it the ‘20s? No, later.

SD: | think a bit later than that, yeah.

CG: | know that you grew up in inner city Birmingham, which is the second largest

city in Britain, as part of a large Indian family. As well as being a writer, you're also



one half, or have been one half, of a long running show for Radio Reverb, The

Ruben & Sharon Show.

SD: Yes.

CG: And Ruben is—who is Ruben now?

SD: Ruben is one of my sons.

CG: And what kind of show is The Ruben & Sharon Show?

SD: Yeah, so it's, it's basically a music show; me and Ruben talk about music. We

bring along sort of six tracks each and just really just kind of go off on one.

CG: Do you have a kind of shared sensibility when it comes to music, or is it poles

apart?

SD: It's definitely not poles apart. There's lots and lots of crossovers, and I've
learned a lot about genres | didn't know so much about. And he's been doing it since
he was sixteen with me, so he's kind of learnt a lot as well, | think. Yeah, no, there's a

lot of crossover. But yeah...

CG: So, ‘old skool’. I mean, | learn about the music of my children, because they pop

onto my Spotify account, so | can see what they're listening to. [Laughs]



SD: Yes.

CG: And sometimes my music, my musical taste has been bettered, been informed

by their tastes, actually.

SD: Yeah, exactly.

CG: Shall we—we're going to deep dive into your latest book. But before we get into
that, can we talk a little bit about The Handsworth Times, which was written 30 years

after you left Handsworth? This—well, it’s not a suburb, it's part of Birmingham, isn't

it?

SD: Yeah.

CG: Why the long wait, or were you itching to write about it but weren't able to?

SD: You know, | didn't know that | could write about Handsworth. | didn't know that |
could be a writer, is the honest truth. Um, I've always written sort of poetry and short
stories at school, things like that. But being a writer, it wasn't something that was in
my, in my world. | didn't know any writers, | didn't, | didn't even know that people like
me could be writers. So, when | did eventually come to start writing, when | was bit
older, after I'd been to university, after I'd had kids, in fact; even though I'd written
throughout my whole life, you know, when | came to it a bit more seriously, | just
realised | kept getting pulled back to this particular time, this particular place. And |

think that probably happens a lot with writers; they kind of go back to their formative



years and the places that those formative years took place in. So, | found that | was
comfortable writing about Handsworth, but also | had this kind of sense of urgency to

want to write about that place, as | was moving further away from it.

CG: Oh, okay. Yeah.

SD: Yeah.

CG: And you, you focus around the early 80s, particularly around the time of the riots

in Britain:—’80, '81, wasn't it?

SD: Yeah.

CG: Why that period?

SD: | was a young teenager in that period. | think it was a period when | became
quite politicised, when | was beginning to sort of not be—my life and my social life
wasn't completely dictated by my parents, like, you know, like your life is when you're
kind of under a certain age. So, | was kind of —started secondary school and was
just beginning to see the world through my own eyes. You know, my community was
the people around me in Handsworth in Lozells, particularly a bit of East Handsworth
called Lozells. You know, it was tough, but we were all in it together; people from
different backgrounds, which was a bit different from my parents, who were very
much part of an Indian community. But as younger people, we were part of a more

diverse community. And I've forgotten what your question was, Colin. [Laughs]



CG: Were you railing against the Thatcher government? This is something from

Margaret Thatcher, wasn’t it?

SD: Yeah, yeah. So, yes, there was a lot of things. There was Thatcher; there was
the miners’ strike a bit later, but also, | just remember one of the biggest political
things | suppose | was aware of was Bobby Sands, and that whole—the hunger

strikes. And—

CG: He was the IRA man, wasn’t he?

SD: Yeah, yeah. And it was quite, you know, it was quite removed from my world. But
there was something about this sense of inequality and people really wanting to
change the places they lived in and kind of wanting to push against authority in
different ways. Even though the whole sort of H-block thing was very removed from
my world, you know, there were similar sorts of anger and violence and a real sort of
visceral sense of not being heard and not being treated as valid or equal in my little

universe.

CG: And music was very important; and Punjabi, bhangra, reggae, sound systems

and Anatolian folk music. How do all those things fit together in your life?

SD: [Laughs] | lived in a very diverse area. So, you know, the sort of —the people
around me were, there were a lot of people, a lot of Jamaicans, a lot of West Indians,

a lot of Irish people, and a lot of Pakistani, Bangladeshi, and Indian people, and



Turks and, you know, other immigrants. So, there was lots of different types of food
shops. There was the Anatolian music—was probably more passing by, but the
reggae was a massive influence. Steel Pulse were from roundabouts where we were
from, and my brothers were sort of aspiring musicians. And they all became friends
and, kind of, did work together. They’re still friends actually. And then there was the
ska music, which really felt like the music of my very particular generation, that kind

of post-punk, reggae coming together. And you know—

CG: Well, it’s interesting you say that ‘reggae coming together.” Would this have

been a time when you might have fallen under the umbrella ‘Black’? Because of

Black as a kind of political —

SD: Politically.

CG: —Black was kind of a political identity, wasn't it?

SD: Yeah, definitely.

CG: That seems to [have] fallen away somewhat, do you think.

SD: Yeah, yeah. | mean, and probably rightly so, you know. But, then in the ‘80s, and

even in the ‘90s, we kind of, or | certainly and people | knew, identified as black, you

know, as we were in solidarity with each other. Now, when | look back, you realise,

actually, you know, we've all had very different experiences, and we still need to be



in solidarity with each other. But actually, we also need to recognise the different

paths and the different kind of experiences.

CG: But certainly, the old adage that ‘there is unity, there’s strength in unity,” held
presumably that you have a bigger voice, if you can... you can amplify your voice,

the more people you are aligned with presumably.

SD: Yeah, yeah. Yeah, no, absolutely. And it did feel like when | was growing up, and
| think | sort of referred to this in one of the essays, that there was a real, you know—
| didn't even realise it when | was growing up in Handsworth and in East
Birmingham, but there was a real sort of sense of safety in numbers, you know. All
our friends were people of colour; almost all our friends. The ones that weren't
people of colour, were usually people from Irish backgrounds, you know, who had

also experienced different kinds of prejudice as well.

CG: So, how did you come to the kind of writing that you were interested in doing?
And | understand that Buchi Emechata’s Second Class Citizen, published in 1974,

was quite important to you. Why so?

SD: It was really important to me because it was given to me by one of my
schoolteachers; because | was just reading everything that | could get my hands on
and reading was, you know, a massively important thing to me. It was an escape, but
it was also a way of finding out about other people's lives and—but | wasn't reading
people like me, and | wasn't seeing people like me in the books; and then a teacher

did give me that. And, you know, that book is not about people like me, but that there



was so much in that book that made me really think about my grandparents, and
their experiences of coming as immigrants from India, as Buchi Emecheta came

from Africa (I can't remember, | think she was Nigerian)—

CG: Nigerian, yeah.

SD: —of being turned away, of having to live in quite sort of squalid accommodation
to begin with, of the really visceral racism they might have experienced on a day-to-
day basis as she did. And there was just something about that book that | just
thought, ‘Oh my god! There's people writing about these experiences.” And | just
hadn't read anything like that, so it just opened up an exploration of different kinds of

literature for me.

CG: And was it a biographical book?

SD: | think it's au... semi-autobiographical. Yeah.

CG: And would you commend it today?

SD: No, | haven't read it since then. On the strength of the impact it had on me as a

young person, that | definitely would recommend it today. And | think it will probably

stand up today, but | haven't re-read it for a long time. So—

CG: And in your essay, you say people like Linton Kwesi Johnson was also important

to you.
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SD: Linton Kwesi Johnson was a massive turning point in my life.

CG: Because?

SD: Because that same teacher took a few of us to see Linton Kwesi Johnson and it
was a few years after Dread Beat an’ Blood came out. And he was just performing in
a really scruffy little community centre down the road in a place called New Town.

Nothing happened in New Town.

CG: And to those who don't know Linton, he's a reggae man and poet, essentially.

SD: Yeah, dub poet. And | think why that was so hugely important to me was, | went
along to this performance, a few of us were selected to go. | think there was about
15 of us. And it was me and a couple of other female friends, but it was mostly boys;
mostly black boys and Asian boys. And we went to this poetry event. And, | mean, it
just completely blew my mind because, one, it was poetry and music. And, you know,
| hadn't really heard that before, in that way. And, you know, it was a music that |
loved, the reggae and—but also, it was the content of the poetry, which was so
powerful. Yeah, and it just kind of changed everything, you know, up until then, you

know, it'd been the war poets and, you know—

CG: Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon.
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SD: Yeah, which | also, you know, which were—also had a huge influence. But, you
know, they were literally dead white men; you know, dead well before their time,
obviously. But, you know, it was TS Eliot, and it was John Donne before that. It
wasn't even any women, you know. We didn't read any women at school. So, you
know, Linton Kwesi Johnson—it was just so different to what | understood to be
poetry. And yeah, it just really shifted again, the idea of what writing was, what

literature was, what poetry was, what, you know—

CG: And when you came to Brighton, as a young person to study, what did you study

and what was your experience of being in Brighton? This is in the 80s.

SD: This is mid to late ‘80s, and | studied English. | did a Humanities course. It was
Brighton Polytechnic then and, you know, universities were somewhere that people
went to from posh schools, or not my school, but | kind of managed to get onto this
Humanities course. And then you chose your major and your minor subjects. And my
major subject was English and then | did Media Studies and Philosophy alongside
that, yeah. | loved being at university. You know, at college, | loved all these new
people | was meeting, but | was completely shocked by—I didn't realise how naive
and sort of, you know—Birmingham is a big city, but it's also like a small-town
mentality. And | had a very small-town, Handsworth mentality, | think, because | just

thought the whole country was like Handsworth. And—

CG: And what is Handsworth like, then?
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SD: It's very mixed; it's very diverse; it's, it's quite deprived. It's quite, you know, it's—
there's a lot of poverty, there's a lot of, you know, there's a lot of hardship, and it's not

changed much either. There's not been that much gentrification in Handsworth.

CG: Right.

SD: Basically, it was the opposite of very white. And when | came to Brighton, | just
didn't understand where all the black and brown people were. And it wasn't that |
hadn't, kind of, been to other places, you know. | had, but kind of little jaunts into the
countryside on school trips or to other cities, you know, which were equally as
diverse. And there were definitely bits of Birmingham that were very white as well,
but it's still a very dark, you know, if you went into the city centre on a Saturday
afternoon, there would be all kinds of different people. And Brighton just felt very,

very different.

CG: So, more homogenous then, perhaps.

SD: Yeah.

CG: But why would that be a concern? Was it—did you feel it was alien or foreign?

What was it about it then, that made you feel discomforted?

SD: | just didn't see people like me around. You know, you just—I just felt a bit a little

bit like the odd one out.
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CG: Yes, yes, yes.

SD: And | hadn't really felt that before. Not—you know, I'm from a big family and my
school was very mixed, racially mixed, culturally mixed. You know, I'd felt a lot of
things growing up; but, you know, a lot of it from different types of frustration. But |

hadn't really felt different from everybody else around me in that way.

CG: Well, it’s interesting because | arrived much later than you in Brighton. | came

from London via Luton to Brighton in the mid to late ‘90s.

SD: Yeah.

CG: And, yeah, there weren't as many brown people, but there are a fair few

numbers of brown people now.

SD: Yeah, definitely.

CG: Things have changed, wouldn’t you say, in terms of the culture and the look of

the town?

SD: Yes, definitely. It's definitely changing. And there's no doubt in my mind now that,
you know, when | look back that Brighton would have been the sort of place that
would change very quickly, because it's a very open city; it's very tolerant city; it's a

place people come to because it's—there's a sense of safety and um—
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CG: Well, it’s the ‘gay capital’ of Britain. We have a Green MP.

SD: Yeah.

CG: It's very accommodating.

SD: Yeah.

CG: So, you were here in the ‘80s as a student. When did you to come back to

Brighton?

SD: Came back into—well, | came back intermittently to visit.

CG: Right.

SD: And then | realised | was coming back quite a lot as the years went on but,

finally, moved back here in 2006.

CG: Because | came across you with New Writing South.

SD: Yes.

CG: You work for them as well.

SD: | do work part-time.
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CG: And what is New Writing South? And it seems to me that it encourages a kind of

a range of voices, a range of abilities, to promote writing.

SD: Yes, it's exactly that. Yeah, it's a writer development organisation for writers at all
stages and all backgrounds. So, there's, kind of, writing courses and development

opportunities.

CG: And why did you get involved with them?

SD: | first got involved with them as a writer. They supported me. Then, when | was

moving, I'd been working at a place in London called Centerprise—

CG: Oh, yeah.

SD: —The Centerprise Literature Development Project, which was based in the
Centerprise bookshop which, | think, was one of the first black bookshops in London,
or in the country probably. And so, | was working for a similar-ish organisation, a
writer development organisation, it was called. When | moved to Brighton, | kind of
contacted the various organisations down here to see if | could pick up a bit of
freelance work, but also to find out how they might support me as a writer because |
—you know, | knew that this is what these organisations do, because I'd been doing
it basically. Chris Taylor, who was the artistic director or the CEO in those days, was

really supportive, and she gave me my first literary consultancy free read.
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CG: What does that mean?

SD: Actually, it was my second one, because | actually won a free read through a
competition, a writing competition, a couple of years, a few years before that. The
Literary Consultancy are another organisation that support writers. And they do that
through manuscript reads. So, they'll get professional editors and writers to feed
back on aspiring writers’ manuscripts. And people can pay for that service, but also
there are opportunities to get free reads through writing development organisations

around the country. So, | was able to access that support.

CG: What was the free read like for you? What was the feedback for your writing and

how did you take it?

SD: Yeah, well, for the first free read | got, which was, I'd submitted a short story for
the Penguin Decibel Prize, which was in the kind of mid-2000s; and | was a runner-
up. That was the first time through that they, you know, my prize was this short
manuscript read on the short story I'd submitted. And that was the first time anyone

actually said to me, ‘Oh, you can write.” So, it was very important to me.

CG: It’s quite validating.

SD: Yeah, really validating. You're not barking up the wrong tree, basically. So, it

really gave me the confidence to carry on. And then the second one through New

Writing South was on a bit of my first novel. So, you know, again, that was really
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validating, you know. The reader was constructively positive and, you know—and

offered a lot of feedback, but really did encourage me to carry on.

CG: Yeah, you mentioned that phrase, ‘carry on’ a couple of times now. So, that idea
that you may turn away from writing if you don't get some sort of support, or some
sort of acknowledgement, have you been aware of people who've... who've decided

that it's not for them, because they haven't had any kind of encouragement?

SD: Um... yeah, there's... | mean, | think probably every other person—

CG: [Laughs]

SD: —who wants to be a writer— [Laughs]

CG: Yeah. [Laughs]

SD: —because it's hard; it's tough; and other things have to take priority. So, you've

got to really, really, really want to do it, you know. There's not much financial gain,

you know.

CG: Spoiler alert. [Laughs]

SD: [Laughs] Sorry. You know, most writers have to earn a living in other ways. And

it's—it's tough. Writing is tough. It's, you know, it's something you do. It's very

isolated and isolating. And it is hard to carry on when you've got young kids, which |
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did when |, you know, my kids were young when | first started, and you've got to earn

a living.

CG: Now, you've mentioned your kind of Caribbean connections in Birmingham—

SD: Yeah.

CG: —where you all rubbed shoulders and sang and danced together. And in my
head, | always thought you were kind of Caribbean, until | read more about you. And
there was some—for some reason | thought you were Trinidadian. But, in the book,
there is one character’s late father who's from there and another is often found
comforting her elderly and ailing husband by reading excerpts from A House for Mr
Biswas, the novel by VS Naipaul. Was Naipaul, a rather colourful writer, but
contentious writer, who seems to divide, polarise people, was he important to you as

a writer, Naipaul?

SD: Yeah. | know, he wasn't a very nice man by all accounts, but | love that book.

That book in particular, A House for Mr Biswas, was in—yeabh, it's up there with A

Fine Balance, and a few others that are—

CG: —Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance.

SD: Yeah.

CG: So, that book was when Naipaul was still funny, | think.
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SD: Yeah.

CG: He had a great kind of humanity. And in a way that book is his father's story
about wanting to become your own person and not be stymied by your large
overbearing family, or your wife's family; and striking out and having something that

you can call your own.

SD: Yep.

CG: That was the theme of it, wasn't it?

SD: Yeah.

CG: And there is something about that ‘where is home?’ and being able to shut out
the world that, kind of, runs through your book, as well, because a lot of people are

in transit in your book.

SD: Yeah, or they have been in transit at some point. You know, they've all, almost
all of them, have come from outside of the UK, or they’re—they are descended from
people who have come from outside the UK, except Jimmy, who is the homeless

one.

CG: Right. So, I'm wondering how you’ve managed to achieve such veracity in the

writing, because | think there are lots of cultures that you were able to capture very,
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very well; Indian, obviously, you're familiar with India and you had a period in your life

when you went back to India with your parents.

SD: Yeah, yeah.

CG: Briefly, though.

SD: We repatriated. [Laughs]

CG: [Laughs] And how did that work out, because you came back then?

SD: Not brilliantly. | mean, | was very young.

CG: Do you remember it at all?

SD: | do. | have very, very vivid memories of playing around the streets, around the

house where my parents lived, of going and getting milk from the, you know, the

person who milked the cow right in front of you.

CG: And where were you in India?

SD: We were in Delhi.

CG: Oh, Delhi. Okay.
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SD: Yeah, yeah. So, but it didn't work out so well for my mum, because she came to

England when she was twelve. So, it was quite a culture shock for her to then go

back to India, presumably to settle. But she had five young children with her.

CG: Oh, wow. Including you?

SD: Including me and, yeah, and my younger brothers, my older sisters. And then

she became pregnant out in India and didn't want to have a baby, her sixth child out

there — so, we came back.

CG: So, how long were you in India for?

SD: | think it was probably about six months.

CG: Oh! Is that all? Oh, wow!

SD: Yeah, yeah. It wasn't years. Yeah.

CG: But it does speak to that notion that you often find with migrant peoples, that

there is a yearning to return to so-called home. So, did that speak more to your

father than to your mother?

SD: | think it spoke more to my father because he came as an adult.

CG: Right.
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SD: So, she was 12; he was 21 when he came, and he came on his own. So, my
mum came; her father came first in the 1950s, in the late 50s, and worked in the
factories and then, you know, was able to then bring his wife and his children over.
Whereas my dad was literally one of these £5.00 in his pocket kind of people who,

you know—who, who came and tried to make a life; did make life.

CG: So, we've spoken about Jimmy. So, Jimmy is a key character, in terms of being

homeless. In fact, he takes up home in an abandoned car, doesn't he?

SD: Yeah.

CG: But there are an array of complicated, flawed, and colourful individuals in the

book: an ensemble cast, really, of Ray Nicos, who's the Cypriot landlord, isn't he?

Deben, who's the kind of, it's a it's not, it's kind of like a bouncer on a bar or in a pub,

but he’s also a care worker.

SD: Carer, yeah.

CG: Ebeli.

SD: Yeah, Ebeli.

CG: Ebeli and her daughter, Tuli. Where did you draw inspiration from for this array

of wonderful characters that you create so felicitously, | think?
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SD: Oh, thank you, Colin. Well, Jimmy is kind of based on people | know: friends,
people; not my partner, he's not Jimmy but, you know, the sort of world he came
from, which was a sort of small northern town, which was completely decimated by
Thatcherism. And my partner’s from a place called St Helens, which is just outside
Liverpool, you know, but these kind of very neglected northern towns where there's
not much there for people. And so older generations of men, you know, were quite

disaffected. And then that sort of spills over into—to younger people.

The other characters, you know, | feel like when people talk about who you can write
about and who, you know, and | just feel very strongly that my community is a very
multicultural community. That's what I'm part of, even more than an Indian

community, you know, so—

CG: It’s great that you feel you have that licence, because sometimes | think we get

locked into these silos of separation.

SD: Yeah.

CG: “You should only write about your so-called specific community,” whatever that

is.

SD: Yeah, well | just find that really hard because | don't know what that is. For me,
it's a people, you know. | am communities I'm integrally part of, which are all sorts of

people. As writers, we have to be able to put ourselves in other people's shoes, but
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we absolutely have to do it with research and respect and responsibility when it's not

exactly who we are.

CG: Well, | found a very well-drawn character, especially Jimmy. And there is a
moment in the book, which sort of speaks to the title; and the line is: ‘Being broken
didn't mean he couldn't be pulled up, if he’d somehow fallen behind.” And, then, later
on, in the book, | think it's Dabban who says, ‘We've all fallen behind at some point.
I'm sure even you must have.’ For those who haven't read the book, or who haven't
had the pleasure yet of reading the book, what does that title mean? Who are these

people who have ‘fallen behind’ them, and what does ‘falling behind’ mean to you?

SD: To me, it means people who have somehow become invisible. There's a literal
sense with the characters that they have, kind of, encountered particular
experiences, whether it's experiences of migration, or, or poverty, or, or, you know,
kind of difficulties in their sort of family relationships that have caused them, their
lives to just sort of fall behind in some way to kind of just not take the paths that they

thought they were going to be taking.

So Raya, for example, with her sort of childlessness, and then her husband
becoming—having this very debilitating illness, but in a more sort of general sense,
for me, is those stories that aren't ‘heard,’ or aren't ‘told,” and have certain types of
people become invisible, because their lives aren't considered as valuable, you

know, for a number of reasons.

CG: Yes, yes, yes.
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SD: So, actually, | think they have the most interesting stories and the most valuable,

or the most valuable.

CG: Well, it's very interesting, isn't it, that we live in a town which is quite a
prosperous town; but if we were to take a stranger and walk down Western Road,
quite a busy road, a central road in Brighton, | think every 10 or 15 yards, you'd see

a homeless person.

SD: Yeah.

CG: And there's something about visualising those people in a book, but also giving
them character, so they're not just an archetype, which you've done really, really
well. But | think also, what you reminded me in this book was that we just step over
those people. Even the most sensitive people like me, at some point, | tend to turn a
blind eye to them. So, are you hoping to discourage that ‘turning of a blind eye’ and

for people to pay attention to the likes of Jimmy?

SD: | don't know, if | was, you know, wanting to sort of do anything as obvious as
that. It was more about sort—as a writer thinking about the stories that sit behind
people’s situations. We are all more than what we present ourselves as, or what—
how other people perceive us to be. You know, we're all made up of experiences and
lives and complications and, you know—and that's being homeless, or being sort of

down on your luck is not, you know, it's not a choice. You know, we've come to that
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through a set of circumstances. And | think | wanted to just say something about

those sets of circumstances that lead us to where we are, for all the characters.

CG: Yeah. Well, what | loved about the book also, you didn't shy away from some
tough subjects: There's child abuse; there's racism; there's homelessness; there's

killing—Ebeli.

SD: Yeah.

CG: In a way, you sort of see that she is carrying a lot of people's hurt and suffering
from prejudice meted out towards her and you don't, don't pull your punches on that;

at one point:

‘Ebeli? What the f*ck kind of name is that?’ says the character, ‘Paki or nig-nog? It's
hard to tell.” She didn't know what to say. ‘As long as I'm with your mum, you will
have a normal name. From now on your Ellie. You're not pale enough to pass for one

of us, but if you sort out that hair, it'd be a start.’

GC: How much do you think of this repudiation of her identity and mixed ethnicity

plays a part in her subsequent insecurities?

SD: Well, | think it does. You know it is quite a big part because of the way she's

been directly sort of treated as a result of it. There was also something | wanted to

say about names as well in that, because | get that a lot, you know. And | think
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there's this thing about names and, you know, somebody said to me at the swimming

pool a few months ago, ‘You don't look like a Sharon.’

CG: [Laughs]

SD: I'm not going to call you Sharon; I'm going to call you, Nour.” | was like—

CG: Nour? [Laughs]

SD: Yeah. Like, what? [Laughs] | just said, “You know, I'd rather you didn't, actually.

You know, just use my name,’ you know.’

CG: Yeah. The association that lingers in our minds about what name is appropriate

to the way we look.

SD: But yeah, and | think those things do sort of, they build up, you know. They kind

of make you start feeling, not feeling insecure, but yeah, maybe, maybe kind of

feeling a little bit insecure about your own identity, and—

CG: Well, | was insecure just reading that passage now, because it has words in it,

which are—

SD: —they’re horrible words.
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CG: —not very—they’re horrible words. So how do you—what was your approach to

including those horrible words in the book?

SD: Well, they are from the mouth of a character. And that character is not a nice

character. For me, you know, you've got to be sort of honest in a way about the kind

of language someone like she would have, you know, this is a sort of stuff that we

know is kind of dished out.

CG: You can't dilute it, can you?

SD: No, you can't dilute it. There's something about being a writer and being wan—,

you know, wanting to reflect the world as you see it; and that includes the good and

the bad bits. And it was important to be able to show what her life had been, or you

know, how she'd come to be in the place she was in.

CG: And what's the—I| mean, this book came out in 2020.

SD: Yeah, October 2020.

CG: The previous book came out in 2016, so there's four years there.

SD: Yeah.

CG: Is that a nice sort of pattern for you—
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SD: [Laughs]

CG: —the four years before the next one? Is it 2024 when we’ll see the next one?

SD: I don't know. I'd—well, | hope so by then. [Laughs]

CG: [Laughs]

SD: Yeah, yeah.

CG: You started—I mean, you're clearly—you're quite far down the path of this new

book.

SD: I'm about just over 40,000 words in. | don't know how, you know, | might lose 20

of those. [Laughs] But I'd say I'm probably halfway through.

CG: Well, thanks very much, Sharon, for being on WritersMosaic and for your

wonderful work. And I've thoroughly enjoyed both of your novels. And | look forward

to number three—

SD: Thank you.

CG: —before 2024, perhaps [laughs].

SD: Hopefully, hopefully, Colin. Thank you.
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CG: Thanks very much.

Sharon Duggal was in conversation with Colin Grant

A recording of this interview can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk
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