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For Fauzia









O sister! Ismene dear, dear sister Ismene! … 


There is no pain, no sorrow, no suffering, no dishonour


We have not shared together, you and I.


Antigone, Sophocles
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Departure, 2016



Three summers ago, my neighbour was told that her ovarian cancer had reached the terminal stage. Rosalind Hibbins emailed the occupants of the building about it matter-of-factly, as was her way, but when I went downstairs to see her she seemed instantly changed by the news. She was in her late sixties and had always been an indomitable woman, as strong and sturdy as the boulders she brought home from her stone-carving workshops, which had become a passion since retirement. In the days that followed, she seemed made of air, white-haired and fragile, her eyes watery bright, her voice catching on itself in croaks and quivers.


A couple of months before Rosalind’s diagnosis, my sister, Fauzia, had died suddenly, leaving me suspended between shock and disbelief. She had been shuttling back and forth to acute hospital wards in North London with an illness her doctors couldn’t diagnose, but we didn’t believe Fauzia was going to die and she couldn’t have believed it either. She had been worrying about her cats and college assignments, sending texts and paying bills from her hospital bed. She had not been preparing for death, like Rosalind. 


I was left reeling, so I had to muster all my courage when Rosalind called from her hospice and said she’d like to see me. I followed my A–Z around the twisting backstreets of Belsize Park to find the hospice. It was set back from the road and obscured by trees, as if in hiding. I had grown up nearby, in Primrose Hill, without ever realising it was there. Inside, Rosalind asked if Fauzia had been alone when she died. It was the thing she was most afraid of, she said, and it made me think about how my sister might have felt, with no one she knew around her in the early hours of the June morning when blood had started to pour into her brain and collect in a fatal haemorrhage. Rosalind must have sensed my distress because she tried to comfort me. 


‘Don’t hold on too tightly. She’ll come back to you.’ 


I nodded, though it didn’t seem as if Fauzia had gone away, exactly. My mother thought she heard sobs from the bedroom, in her home, where Fauzia had lain for weeks before dying in hospital; and she noticed the appearance of a squall of black scratches on a wall, which looked as if the plaster had been stabbed at with a scalpel. The patch had grown and spread from behind the pine sideboard in the living room in the months after my sister had died, my mother said. I was quick to dismiss it but I felt my own hauntings. At night, she appeared in my dreams, most often in our mother’s first-floor Primrose Hill council flat in which we’d grown up.


Three days after she died, a black cat with almost exactly the same white markings as Fauzia’s first cat, Blue, was sitting outside my home in Kentish Town; my head was bowed so I didn’t see it until I was close to it. It bounded towards me, as if it had been waiting, and moved to follow me inside with such certainty that I was rattled and quickly shut the door. For weeks after her death it seemed as if Fauzia floated around in my home too, and the flowery smell of her skin in her final days at hospital rose off the small pieces of furniture I had taken from her housing-association flat. I felt her swirling around me, in the wispy curls of white smoke that began appearing in my peripheral vision late at night when I was at my lowest ebb. I saw her ahead of me on the streets, disappearing around a corner as I quickened my pace to catch up. And then, a few weeks after her funeral, a friend from my old secondary school in Highgate, which Fauzia and I had attended, ran up behind me and said, ‘I’ve just seen your sister on Kentish Town Road. She was holding two children.’ I hadn’t seen the friend for years and had to tell her it couldn’t have been Fauzia, half believing that it was.


Her coming back, if this was what it was, gave me some comfort but I also felt a certain dread. What would I say to her if we collided on a street corner? What would she say to me? Perhaps she would remind me of my failings as a sister or ask me to stop picking over the details of her life and death. I have come to think that the opposite of Rosalind’s words might be true. ‘Don’t hold on too tightly or she’ll always stay.’ I wonder if I’ll ever allow Fauzia to fly away and find her freedom from this world or whether she will be forced to stalk the earth, a few streets ahead of me and in the creeping corners of my dreams. But it is only once the unfinished business of her death has been resolved that I can stop clutching onto her. Until then, she hovers across all my horizons. 


Fauzia’s illness was still an unsolved mystery until the day before she died. In the spring of 2016, between April and June, she was rushed to hospital twice and each time she stayed in the intensive care unit for days on end. Her doctors conducted tests, drew up hypotheses, disproved them, and called in more doctors until her medical team became engorged with expertise but no closer to a diagnosis. We kept our faith in them; the Royal Free, a leading teaching hospital in North London, had us on more than one occasion: my mother from breast cancer, twice; my father when he had an internal bleed complicated by his frontal-lobe dementia. 


Just months before my sister’s admission, the hospital had treated a nurse who had contracted the Ebola virus in an ongoing, high-profile case. I felt sure her life would be saved from whatever was attacking her body. She was in the best possible hands. But Fauzia’s illness stumped all her doctors. As she lay sedated in her final days, we watched her heart racing on the life-support machine and it seemed as if she were running, trying to flee her fate in her sleep. 


The mystery of her illness remained even as we were told to gather around her bed in the intensive care unit. Afterwards, when my mother and I prised out the needles that the nurses hadn’t taken from her neck and wrist, she continued to bleed. My mother, a British Pakistani Muslim who practises her faith quietly but assiduously, whispered the Quranic surah Yaseen in her right ear and told me she had seen a tiny black pearl slip out from under Fauzia’s eyelid – a single jewel of a tear – which she had caught in the palm of her hand just before it disappeared, along with my sister’s soul. It was a sign, she said, a parting gift from her firstborn child, who was also the first to die. 


My mother has always seen visions, especially at her most fraught. Sometimes she will ring me up to recount a dream, gingerly, as if she is giving me forewarning of calamity. In early 2016, about five months before my sister’s death, she told me she was visited by a tall, thin, shadowy figure, covered with polka-dots and standing over her bed, just for a moment before it disappeared. I waved it away as a dream but she insisted what she had seen was real. ‘Maybe you felt it was real,’ I said to her, but privately it terrified me. The creepy detail of the polka-dot dress reminded me of stories about unruly young poltergeists who stalked adults. Maybe by then I, too, was gathering a sense of something awful about to happen but was determined to dismiss it as imagination. After Fauzia died, my mother told me she had been in a polka-dotted dress when she went into hospital for the last time. 


If my mother dealt with Fauzia’s death through signs and premonitions, I was stuck in paranoid disbelief. I could see nothing of death in Fauzia as the bright red bubbles of life streamed out of her veins when we removed the needles. A horrible kind of magical thinking gripped my mind in the early days after her death. It looked to me as if her medical team had been running down rabbit-holes and coming back up none the wiser. Now, in my distressed state, I wondered if she was dead at all or if the doctors had misjudged this too, assuming death when she was in a deep slumber, like a modern Gothic Sleeping Beauty.


Six months earlier, Fauzia had begun complaining of chest pains and heavy night-sweats to her GP but her X-rays had come back clear. Then her face swelled. She was taken to A&E at University College London Hospital, a spitting distance from her flat on Warren Street, and tested first for jaundice and then for meningitis. She was given the all-clear but doctors said she had a ‘blood infection’ they couldn’t yet identify. She discharged herself, growing impatient with their investigations, but was unable to breathe properly a few days later and was taken to the Royal Free’s intensive care unit – she fought with the ambulance crew to go there because she saw it as her family hospital. She was given steroids and appeared to get better so they discharged her after eleven days. But she was back in intensive care the following month, in May, for two weeks this time, weaker than ever with inflamed lungs, slurred speech and strange behaviour, which we were later told was due to brain-swelling. She was so ill that doctors put her into an induced coma and carried out more investigations. Still no diagnosis.


On the morning of Friday, 9 June 2016, we got a phone-call. Fauzia had had a brain haemorrhage in the early hours of the day. We were to assemble around her bed. I jumped on my bike, knowing it would take me exactly twelve minutes to cycle from my home in Kentish Town to the hospital on Pond Street, but I had woken up with a headache that hung over my eyes, like lead, and the journey took me longer than it should have. I saw the curtains drawn around her bed and the ward sister watching over it. 


A doctor took us into a side room and told us what had happened in a slightly shaking voice. The haemorrhage had started at around 5 a.m., apparently. Some hours later, after a brain scan, they realised it had been catastrophic but they still couldn’t name her illness. I wondered if it was a deadly new virus that lay on the outer reaches of medical science. Beyond Ebola or Zika or anything that was known. My younger brother, Tariq, then forty-one, was there, along with my mother and sister-in-law, Mary. 


‘How big was the haemorrhage?’ asked Tariq.


‘Around the size of an orange,’ the doctor said, which meant it had left no chance of recovery. In circumstances like these, they kept the patient on a ventilator for twenty-four hours, he added. 


‘Why?’ I asked.


They could only declare someone dead after twenty-four hours in such circumstances, he said.


‘Might she recover in that time?’ I asked. 


‘No,’ he said. 


‘So is she alive or dead?’ I said. 


‘It’s an interesting question, philosophically,’ he said, and began talking about the grey area between life and death, though it was now clear to us that my sister, at the age of forty-five, had died in a prominent London hospital from an unknown illness. 


In the week leading up to her death, when they were still testing her in the hope of reaching a diagnosis, they had told us she had HLH – a syndrome in which the immune system aggressively attacks itself – but that this was often caused by an underlying illness, which I later found out was associated with infectious or inflammatory diseases. I began to trawl back over the last few months to remember how, at one point, her doctors thought she might have been poisoned by her aromatherapy bath oils and asked me to fetch every tincture and ointment from her bathroom, which I did, though I was baffled by this line of enquiry.


Three days before her death, I saw a large machine beside her bed and was told they were looking for possible pregnancy. One doctor had taken us into the same side room in the week she died and said, ‘Do you have any idea what it might be?’ 


Now they didn’t even seem to know what to call her death.


We were left dazed by what this doctor told us. Fauzia was not officially dead and not alive either. However surreal it sounded, the semantic limbo gave me twenty-four hours of hope. I was still holding out for the unforeseen. If her illness had been so mysterious, her recovery could be too. All of the circumstances reached beyond the ordinary towards the unprecedented, so why couldn’t a miracle happen now? I turned to my mother, the believer in all unseen matter, and put it to her, but she looked small and silent, already sunken by grief.


The next day I was the first to arrive. Fauzia had been moved from the open ward to a private area. I took this as a positive sign. Look, I thought, she has her very own airy room, and one that felt profoundly peaceful, though its spacious silence seemed bottomless and unfamiliar, like the cool, deep inside of a well. The temperature dropped as I entered. Nurses weren’t bustling in and out. There were fewer machines around her. If she were awake, she would love this serenity, I thought, after all the thrum and bustle of the shared ward and the uncontained aggression of the intensive care nurse who had been overseeing her for the last few days. 


A friendly male nurse greeted me and told me to put on the kind of protective plastic clothing required to contain contagion – a PPE precaution that would become ubiquitous a few years later during the Covid-19 pandemic but which was unfamiliar at the time. I had no idea she was in the room alone because she was being isolated. I did as I was told, thinking again that this was usual practice. The nurse and I got chatting and I told him how they still didn’t know what was wrong with Fauzia. He looked down at the medical notes and told me that there was a diagnosis. 


‘A diagnosis?’ It seemed unbelievable that her elusive illness had been pinned down overnight, just as my sister had entered the holding-cell between life and death.


‘Didn’t you know?’ the nurse said, looking confused. 


‘No,’ I said, wanting to tell him about the months of mystery, the doctors’ infinite tests and the family’s helplessness. 


‘TB,’ he said. ‘She died from tuberculosis.’


They had, I was later told, discovered it from retesting her spinal fluid from a lumbar puncture they had administered on Fauzia’s back when she was still alive. Then, they had found nothing of concern, but they had not been looking for TB because they hadn’t thought of it as a possibility. But it had been there all along – ‘disseminating’, we were later told, from her lungs to other organs through her blood or lymphatic system. 


Questions began to rise: when had they retested Fauzia’s spinal fluid – after her haemorrhage or before? Why hadn’t they thought of TB when they saw her lungs were inflamed? An infectious-diseases doctor had stood by her bedside and told me that TB had made a comeback in recent times – so why wasn’t it considered by the army of specialists who had been tending her? And was it just an awful coincidence that they had found a diagnosis the day before they switched off her ventilator? A few hours after Fauzia had her haemorrhage, we were told her death would be referred to the coroner’s office for a postmortem, presumably because of the lack of a clear, unified diagnosis, but her medical records also make mention of the fact that she died of a ‘notifiable disease’ (required by law to be reported to a government authority), after the TB was discovered a day later. Either way, the coroner felt no need to investigate her case. Would we have felt more reassured if it had been? It was evident that her doctors had tried hard to discover a cause for her deterioration, but the fact that her illness wasn’t identified until too late left our minds buzzing with suspicion. 


Fauzia had had a difficult life, dealing with long-term depression and an eating disorder that came on in her early teens. It had ravaged much of her life, and brought with it the harsh bureaucracies of the medical and psychiatric professions. She had often spoken of feeling that the system was letting her down or failing to understand her – a system, she claimed, that seemed set on distrusting and disbelieving her because of her mental health. 


Now it turned out that she had been as unlucky in death as in life. Here was a diagnosis coming a day after the TB infection had already travelled up her spine and exploded in her brain. How had this happened? My then seventy-two-year-old mother – a quietly spoken woman with an imperfect understanding of English – had accompanied Fauzia, who became easily agitated with doctors and nurses. Had this had any bearing on how they had listened and responded to her? I had seen her become occasionally impatient with all the needles, oxygen cylinders and repeated questions, and she had also missed a follow-up appointment after being discharged from the Royal Free’s intensive care unit the first time around: by that time, she was too weak to do anything but sleep and was convinced she was out of danger because the hospital had sent her home. 


I didn’t speak in any depth to Fauzia’s medical team until her second stay at the Royal Free, but I had put all my trust in the system. I was sure they would save her, and my mother was there to oversee things, I reassured myself. Something else had stopped me getting involved, though. As teenagers Fauzia and I had been so close. I had witnessed her spiral into a black depression and acute eating disorder, which brought cycles of binge-eating followed by purging; I had felt a growing responsibility to make her better. But I left home for university just as she was worsening and carried on living my life as she slid into serious mental illness. A part of me had always held myself responsible for failing to stay and find a solution for her. Now I was afraid that I was being called upon to take responsibility for her, that it would prove too much and I would fail again.


When my mother phoned to tell me Fauzia had been rushed to A&E the first time in April 2016, my sister and I hadn’t been speaking to each other. We had argued on and off for decades, but we had had a big fight a few years earlier after which we had stopped talking altogether. The fall-out was over something small but it rippled back to buried grievances from early childhood, which left us both positioning ourselves as a victim of the other ‘oppressor’ sister. But the moment I got the call from my mother, I felt an urgent need to break the silence between us. I was horrified when I saw her swollen face, her eyes barely able to open. But she looked happy to see me after our long estrangement, and I was relieved to be reunited with her. We took a photograph while she was still on a hospital gurney: her face bloated in illness, mine hollowed in distress. I have my arm around her and we are smiling wanly. Thank God, I thought, when she was discharged. We had been given another chance at being sisters. This time we would do better. 
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Arrival, 1970



Until I was five years old, my parents shuttled back and forth between London and Lahore, trying to decide where to live. I was born in London but they returned to Pakistan in April 1975, when I was three, hoping to resettle there. We stayed for two and a half years and there is a photograph of my sister and me from this time, my favourite picture of us as children. We are sitting on the concrete rooftop bench at my paternal grandparents’ house and the photo is a black-and-white copy, but the original picture captured all the colours of that summery day.


Fauzia would have been six or seven. I remember the moment it was taken because I was full of childish glee at being photographed, although I can’t remember who held the camera or why they took the photo. Both Fauzia and I were led up to the large, flat roof, and told to sit on the bench. We are dressed identically in green, flowery shalwar kameez. My smile is wide and my face is shining. I remember Fauzia trying to teach me how to fold my arms for the picture. I couldn’t get the hang of it and eventually held my elbows in imitation. For so long, I thought the photo must have been taken on a special day, like Eid, until my mother explained that all the dresses she had brought from England and stored in a drawer had been stolen. ‘Only your clothes were taken from our room, nothing else,’ she said. Her parents had heard about the bizarre robbery and sent over the matching outfits that my sister and I are wearing. 


This Kodak print is what I placed with Fauzia, inside her coffin. It is the picture that contains a fleeting but vital sense of childhood and of us as sisters. In Lahore we were living in a large house that teemed with uncles, cousins, paternal grandparents, cooks and cleaners. Guests came and went daily and we were lost among the churn of sociability. We ran riot, roaming the grounds, climbing trees and tearing down fruit. In the heat of the summer months, we slept on the roof. Occasionally, we were dressed up and taken to weddings, which took place under circus-style marquees and passed in a blur of sparkly outfits and huge vats of wedding biryani. 


At the time, my grandparents were a far stronger presence in our lives than our parents, who barely featured at all. My grandmother was an ancient woman in a white shalwar kameez whom I only ever remember seeing seated. She would have taken up her place at the charpoi at the foot of the garden by the time we woke up, and she spent the day watching over the sprawl of grandchildren as we played. It was clear that she was the head of this household, sending out commands to her sons, who were living in different quarters of the enormous house, and bossing their wives around. She spoke in flamboyant, old-fashioned Urdu, giving my sister and me the names of Persian princesses and approximating us with stardust and moonlight. My grandfather was very different. We didn’t know it then but he was in his seventies and starting to show signs of the dementia that would slowly swallow him, just as it would my father decades later. Whereas she commandeered forces around her from her fixed position on the charpoi, he seemed to opt out of adult life and preferred to be part of the gang of children that ran amok in the grounds. 


We had just one month of schooling in Lahore in all our time there. My sister and I were put in the same class, and I stuck close to her. We sat at the back of the room and I was confused by the rows of silent children and the hectoring adult at the front. I was glad that we stopped going. The feral freedom in being left to play all day is what made this part of my childhood so idyllic, but we didn’t learn how to write and didn’t speak a word of English until we returned to London. Afterwards, I found out that our mother had enrolled us because we were of school age and she didn’t want her daughters to fall behind. But someone in the family had decided that the household didn’t need the extra expense of schooling us: it was enough that a local imam came to our home to teach us the Arabic alphabet, so we could start reading the Quran, though we barely progressed with that either. 


I was the more confident sister, effusive and always taking a lead in the elaborate play-acting with our posse of cousins. I would be the teacher, they would be my students, and my sister would sit among them, though. I barely remember Fauzia speaking in anything other than a whisper in my ear. 


The picture of us on the roof was taken in 1977, in the politically fractious time leading up to Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s arrest and his hanging, two years later. We remained oblivious to these bigger tensions. Occasionally, the street outside would erupt in a shoot-out and we’d be ushered into the corners of dark rooms until the vendetta had spilled its blood, but we had no idea what this violence meant. Money was becoming a political issue inside our household, although, again, we stayed oblivious to that tension. My father wasn’t earning anything while his brothers were all contributing to the running of the house. My sister and I were told abruptly that we were going back to England, and I remember feeling appalled by the news that we would be leaving our life in Lahore behind.


Moving to North London in December 1977 contained its own slow-burn trauma. We had been removed from the extended family and found ourselves thrust into poverty. The technicolour life of Lahore was lost, and all turned black and white. London was cold and unwelcoming. Fauzia and I could speak only Urdu, and I remember those early years filled with furtively spoken words when we were in public. Teachers at our Primrose Hill primary school advised our parents to stop speaking to us in Urdu so we could catch up in our education.


They tried to follow the advice, although they never stopped speaking Urdu to us or between themselves, but they encouraged us to incorporate English into our conversations with them, which felt forced and unfair to me. I didn’t want Urdu to stop being my primary language, in the home or outside it: I was being asked to replace sounds and letters that felt vigorous – gh and kh sounds formed like a soft growl and rs rolled around the palate – with a language that disabled so many parts of my mouth. Now, words didn’t emanate from the back of my throat but from the shallows of my mouth, close to the lips, to make tepid sounds, none as satisfyingly guttural as Urdu. I had always been talkative but my new world, and new language, left me silenced for a while. 


It must have been worse for Fauzia, who at seven was far more fluent in Urdu than I. My brother was only three at the time – too young to be as confused by the switch – but my sister and I carried on speaking Urdu to each other for as long as we could, staging sulks and mini-rebellions when our parents insisted otherwise. Eventually, haltingly, we did as we were told. We became fluent quickly enough, but the adopted English language recalibrated my sense of self, and perhaps dimmed it. I became shy, uncertain, a passive watcher of the world rather than the confident child I had been in Pakistan. I still thought in Urdu, though, up to my early teens, translating words before speaking them aloud, or finding myself unable to reach for the exact equivalent in English. 


Of all the things we left behind in Lahore, our mother-tongue felt to me like one of the biggest losses, but by my late teens the balance had tipped so much that I was acutely aware of my attenuated vocabulary and grammar in Urdu. When I did speak it, I felt myself using the simple, crude cadences of a language acquired – and abandoned – in childhood. My parents saw what had happened and tried to encourage us to speak more Urdu, but in our second, more effective, rebellion, we refused to switch back and the new dynamic was set: they spoke to us in either Urdu or English, we responded only in English.


We didn’t grow up watching the Bollywood films that might have kept us connected to Urdu or Hindi (the two languages are almost identical, when spoken, though they have separate scripts) and to the South Asian side of our cultural identity. We had no television or video recorder at first, or the money to install a satellite dish to watch the Indian channels on which the films could be seen in the 1980s. When I came to them in my twenties I found so much to dislike. It wasn’t just that the basic storyline of each was almost always the same – a romance, an impediment to it and a plot propelled towards a wedding – but that there was nothing to grasp outside the love story. They seemed bloated by song and dance too, and I couldn’t see a version of the late 1970s Lahore I had left behind: many of the films made at that time were set in India with stars in Western dress or saris and they spoke English alongside Hindi. Even now I find it hard to sit through an entire film. So many feel like extended pop videos, and the lovers are so little changed from those of the 1980s – the same clichés who rarely diverge from conventional gender norms, the men brawny and handsome, the women throwing out arch, over-the-shoulder glances, their ultimate ambition still marriage.


But one film, Mughal-e-Azam, seemed different when I watched it, partly because it was based on a legend local to Lahore. My mother had heard the story, growing up in the city, and had told us as children. Directed by K. Asif, it marked a landmark moment in Indian cinema because it was the first really splashy, big-budget Bollywood movie to be made. When it was released in 1960, it had been almost two decades in the making. A large-scale Mughal-era historical epic about star-crossed lovers in sixteenth-century Hindustan, the story revolves around a prince’s power struggle with his father, which bears Oedipal undertones and is played out through the central, illicit, love affair. Prince Salim (later Emperor Jahangir) falls in love with a courtesan and dancer named Anarkali. Unfortunately for them, Salim’s father, Emperor Akbar, declares war on his son when he tries to make this dancing girl his wife. Emperor Akbar triumphs on the battlefield and Anarkali pays the ultimate price when he orders that she must be entombed inside a wall, effectively buried alive. This is how legend has it, though the film gives her a kinder fate – the emperor stages her death, so that his son believes Anarkali has died, but she is secretly banished from court, along with her mother.


There is an ancient outdoor market within Lahore’s walled ‘inner city’ named after Anarkali, to which my mother was taken as a girl and which I visited with her on my first trip back since leaving in 1977. I was 27 and until I went to Anarkali, I was vaguely disappointed with the city. I had not expected it to be so changed from my memories of it: now it had air-conditioned shopping malls that resembled multi-storey car parks and were as cold as fridges inside, along with Dunkin’ Donuts and McDonald’s on every other street corner. Anarkali market, by contrast, seemed timeless and ancient, with its complex grid of narrow cobbled streets, donkeys, traditional street food and colourful grime. The further I travelled inside, the more it seemed I was returning to another era: there were lamplit streets, period buildings with crumbling façades and tradesmen who looked like medieval figures, with their anvils, iron hammers and saws. On one street corner, I saw a man with tiny birds crammed into a cage, their feathers a rainbow of colours.


‘What is he doing with the birds?’ I asked my mother.


‘He’s selling them,’ she said, and told me that buyers could pay for the release of one bird on whose freedom a wish was made, if one needed making. 


Those scenes and sights seemed disconnected from the rest of the city, a frozen capsule of time in which modern Lahore disappeared and the city’s multi-faith, superstitious past revealed itself. 


I recognised this past Lahore in Mughal-e-Azam when I saw it, although the film captured only lost grandeur, not grime. Its aesthetics bewitched me too: every scene in the three-hour epic is a visual feast. Asif originally filmed it in black-and-white with just a few colour scenes, but it was rereleased in 2004, after his death, fully coloured. This is the version I watched over and over again, and now I wonder if there is something in the colour – so artificial that it seems of another, too-brightly remembered world – that chimes with me and my own technicolour memories of 1970s Lahore. Every inch of the set is ornate, men and women are heavily laden with jewellery, and the palace is a psychedelic fantasy, with turquoise and cerise chandeliers and backdrops that glint with gold. Turbans are embossed with gaudy gems, elephants wear jewel-studded coverings, and when the central characters cry, their tears twinkle, as if they are shedding diamonds.


Its two stars, Dilip Kumar and Madhubala, who became cinema icons on the film’s release, look iridescent in their costumes. There are the most sensational set-pieces, too, with troupes of Kathak dancers, vast choruses singing folk music accompanied by sitars, dhols and magnificent choreography. The Hindustani never once diverts to English, and is filled with such lyrical richness that I can’t understand everything being said even now, but it bears all the majesty of the ancient Urdu my paternal grandparents spoke when I was five. 


When I read around the making of the film, I discovered it was conceived in 1944, just three years before the end of British colonial rule. Sectarianism between Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs was rising to fever pitch in the lead-up to the Partition of 1947, which delineated new boundaries between an independent India and a freshly created Islamic Republic of Pakistan, but we never glimpse even a hint of those tensions in the film. It is a period drama determined to present a nation in total religious harmony: we see the Muslim Anarkali on a prayer mat, but we also hear devotional Hindu songs, and see Salim’s Hindu mother, Queen Jodha Bai, enacting her own rituals.


It is not the knowledge that this film was developed against the real-life rumblings of Partition that strikes a chord with me, but its presentation of the past as a reassuring fantasy of unity, with all the bigger tensions that might have existed between Hindus and the imperial court of Muslim Mughals airbrushed away.


Everything about Mughal-e-Azam’s Lahore, and Hindustan, is disconnected from the politics of its present and the dangerous religious factionalism that was stirring as the film was being made. Watching it again now, I find myself making new associations – thinking of the Lahore of my childhood as I have remembered it, with its luscious colours that bleach out when we come to London. There is a yearning for wholeness in these memories, and perhaps even a nostalgic glossing of the less pleasant bits. And just as the film was later coloured, in a way that rendered it too bright to be real, I wonder if I have touched up my child memories and romanticised Lahore to make it our ‘perfect’ first home, before the trauma of immigration, when I have long since known that my grandparents’ house was riven with family tension and casual bullying, my mother its primary victim. I might not have understood it at the age of four and five, and it did not touch me directly, but I imagine my sister would have picked up on it, and I see how our time in Lahore could not have been the pocket of perfect childhood happiness it seems to have become in my mind. 


Fauzia’s standing in the household was different from mine, my mother tells me. No one ever said it to her directly, but she was seen to be more our mother’s child. While my brother and I were spoiled and adored, oblivious to the greater adult dramas, Fauzia was most likely absorbing the tensions that subtly, wordlessly, cast her alongside our mother. But, I think, at least she had the cushion of an extended family around her, with allies in it: her cousins, some sympathetic aunts, and the maternal grandparents to whom she was close. Once we arrived in London, she lost all that protection. 


We have family photographs from our return to London in the late 1970s. We are often at Golders Hill Park, or on Hampstead Heath, where our father took us for walks. In these pictures, my sister and I look pale and mournful, as if we have suffered a bereavement. Our colourful outfits are gone: we are bundled up in overcoats and our eyes are downcast with dark circles around them. I am usually in my father’s arms, looking listless, and my younger brother holds his hand. My sister stands nearby, a slight gap between her and the rest of us. The distance reminds me that, for Fauzia, it was not simply a case of happiness in Lahore and sadness in London. 


Since she died, I have thought back to that time in our grandparents’ home and I begin to remember some of the difficult things in her childhood that I had allowed myself to forget. The uprooting of migration was not Fauzia’s biggest trauma. That had already happened to her at the age of one and maybe it had begun metabolising, creeping into her little girl’s face, by the time of the photograph on our grandparents’ rooftop in Lahore. I have questioned whether I had the right to leave the picture in her grave. It represents my certain happiness, not hers. Where I emanate sure, uncomplicated contentment, she looks wistful. Her eyes are sad, although I may have imagined that, given all that came afterwards.


Fauzia was born in 1970 and the only one of the three of us children to be born in Pakistan. I came two years later, in London, and my brother two years after me. Fauzia’s early life was far less settled than mine. She didn’t meet our father until she was thirteen months old because he was in London, trying to find a job before sending visas and air tickets for my mother and their new-born to join him. They arrived in London on 23 October 1971. My mother had finally been sent the visas and she boarded a plane with Fauzia for their new lives abroad, full of excitement. They landed at Heathrow to find that my father was late, so they waited in the arrivals lounge with their suitcases. My mother was dressed in a new shalwar kameez and Fauzia in a party frock. He arrived in a car he had borrowed from a friend, and when he saw Fauzia he reached out to hold her, but she, not knowing who he was, cried and clung to our mother. He asked our mother why she was crying and tried again, but Fauzia turned her face away. After that his mood changed and he spoke sternly to her in the car, telling her chup – be quiet – when she wouldn’t stop crying. 


Her tears don’t seem particularly out of place to me – she was a baby, who suddenly found herself in unfamiliar surroundings. Our father, to her, would have been a stranger in whose arms she might not have felt safe. Maybe he felt rejected in that first meeting, but it couldn’t, and shouldn’t, have set the tone of their relationship. Some years after her death, I tune into a radio programme, which speaks of a moment in the Iliad when Hector is saying goodbye to his wife, Andromache, just before he leaves for war. They are on the ramparts and Andromache has brought their infant son, Astyanax, with her. Hector is in full armour and the child begins to cry, scared by his father’s fearsome helmet. It is only fleetingly mentioned on the radio and I look it up afterwards to find a small but tender scene in Homer’s epic, bringing the parents closer together and providing some light relief. This was what Fauzia’s crying might have been, I think. A child afraid of a helmet, a mother and father making light of it, a moment of bonding, not of setting apart. 


Perhaps for my father, Fauzia’s birth was tied up with the complications around his arranged marriage to my mother. He was thirty-seven; she was twenty-five. By the time he was introduced to her, he was a charming older man, who hadn’t exactly made much of his life, though he had had great adventures travelling around Europe, working in New York for a time, and living a footloose lifestyle working as a sales rep for airlines like Pan Am and Alitalia. In his twenties, he had trained as a cadet in a military academy in Kakul, Pakistan, which he had apparently loved, but he was dismissed for ill-discipline just six months before he would have become an officer. After that he did a stint in the police force but left before it developed into a career. He came from a big, emotionally expressive family of ten siblings (eight of whom survived beyond childhood) and he had been his mother’s ‘favourite’ child, perhaps even spoiled by the special attention. 


My mother was the opposite, happier listening than drawing attention to herself. Strangely, my earliest memories of her are nearly always in a flower-power print dressing-gown, which had a large, frilled collar and trailed down to the floor. In it, she looked like one of David Hockney’s languidly fashionable women from the 1960s and 1970s, posing poolside in a kaftan. The dressing-gown was a flamboyant garment for my mother to have worn, with her quiet, cautious nature, but I see from family photographs that her clothes were always bold, as if she were expressing a hidden part of her personality through them. My sister inherited my mother’s fashion sense and many of her clothes had the same daring quality.


My parents had a bad marriage, maybe made more fractious by the stress and isolation of immigration. I remember, as a child, hearing their suddenly raised voices in the home and the pall of dread that collected around these moments. When we’d run to whichever room they were in to see who was shouting at whom and why, we would be ushered away, but the fight would continue. My mother was often left in loud tears while my father stormed out of the house. One of us would usually begin crying too, although we didn’t know why – we were just absorbing the distress around us. For hours afterwards, baleful silences hung between them and were often still there when we sat down for dinner. The reasons for the arguments are lost to me, and it is almost an effort of will to recall anything specific because they were so frequent – loud, alarming outbreaks of melodrama, whose words I stopped hearing, or tried to. What were they arguing about all the time? Who was more conciliatory, and who made up first? If I strain to remember, the arguments seemed to be about the past, tracking back to Lahore and the circumstances around their marriage. They would be questioning why they had married, who had facilitated the arrangement and who, ultimately, was to blame for it. 


My father would return mealy-mouthed to my mother so that I came to feel he was guilty of something I was too small to understand. She would respond to the apology with injured silence, but for a while afterwards they would be friends again, until the next bust-up. I can’t now return to these fogged-up memories with any reliability at all. All I can say is that my parents seemed to disagree about everything and to be in gladiatorial combat with each other for much of my childhood, though they stayed together for more than thirty years, until my father got frontal-lobe dementia in 2003 and was taken into hospital first, then a nursing home. 


Maybe part of the problem was the difference in upbringing: my father’s family were Muslim landowners in Shimla, a hill station in India. In the mass two-way migration sparked by Partition – Hindus and Sikhs leaving Pakistan for India, many Indian Muslims for West and East Pakistan (the latter became Bangladesh) – my father’s family were forced to flee their home. They travelled by train to Pakistan and my father, Khawaja Muhammad Akbar, was sixteen by then, old enough to feel a rupturing of his Indian identity. The fracture of leaving Shimla seemed to have stayed with him for long afterwards and was on an entirely different scale of trauma to the loss we felt on coming to London from Lahore: where we acquired a combined identity as British Pakistanis, his was an enforced abandonment of one nationality for another. Now he was no longer Indian but Pakistani, he was told, and his home was not the place in which he had spent his carefree childhood. 


My father told us that neither he nor his parents felt at home in Lahore: the climate was different, they had lost all their friends, neighbours, properties, income, and felt stranded in a country that they were being told to call their own. He saw himself as being from Shimla, always, and felt pride in that identity, but not in his second, adopted one. He left Pakistan as soon as he was old enough to travel the world and explore the West. 


My mother, Bela, came from a far more straightforwardly Pakistani background. She was geographically rooted in the land that would become the new nation of Pakistan three years after she was born in 1944. Lahore, a Punjabi city already inside the boundary, was likely to have absorbed the building nationalism in a way that Shimla – with its distinct mountain culture – may not have done. Her childhood was stable, with no migration and no confusion over her Pakistani identity. Until she got married, she lived a sheltered life, rarely leaving Lahore except for summer trips to the northern hills of Murree, and feeling only triumph at the formation of Pakistan. When she came to London, she carried her nationalism with her, giving us Pakistani flags as children, teaching us the national anthem, and forever comparing the better life, and brighter culture, of Lahore to the colourless foreign city she had been brought to, however willingly she had come. I remember jumping up and down with these fluttering green-and-white flags and chanting Pakistan Zindabad (Long Live Pakistan), as she had taught us, for years after moving to London. Just as Shimla remained my father’s home, she spoke of Pakistan as hers for decades after having left it. The precious internal landscape of ‘home’ cannot be rooted out or replaced so easily, though we can come to embrace it as a multiple, and I suspect my mother now considers it to be both London and Lahore. 


My parents’ differing views of Pakistan became another point of contention between them, and my father’s equivocations might have been compounded by fear when he moved to Britain and saw Fascist groups, like the National Front, targeting people of Pakistani heritage in the 1970s and 1980s. He didn’t want to call himself Pakistani in public, and would lie when he was asked, variously calling himself Turkish, Iranian, even Indian. He urged my mother not to wear shalwar kameez in public, and she complied for some years but then insisted on wearing traditional Pakistani clothes whether he liked it or not.


I have asked my mother why she agreed to marry my father in the first place – she could easily have decided that he wasn’t for her after meeting him. She says that important things about his past were kept from her. Her mother, Shireen, and my father’s eldest sister, Jamsheeda, had been friends, and it was these two women who introduced my father and mother to each other. Jamsheeda, a loyal older sister acting on behalf of my father, had apparently done something of a hard sell and made him sound far more successful and settled than he was. My mother tells me that, decades later in London, Jamsheeda, a devout woman, apologised for her part in the arrangement and the hurt it had caused. 


My mother only found out afterwards that my father had been previously married, that he had no job in London and no professional qualifications. If the twenty-five-year-old Bela had felt beguiled by the promise of marrying an older man who would whisk her away to show her the world, she must have felt sorely cheated by the reality. Much worse, she also realised my father was still holding on to the memory of his first wife, Lise Hass. 


Lise was German and far older than him. The age gap almost exactly mirrored that between my mother and father in reverse. Lise was fortyish when she met my father, who was twenty-five. She was born in 1920 and raised on a pig-farm in Bremen, before settling in West London, presumably some time after the Second World War. Lise could have remained in my father’s past had he not brought her with him, but she became a ghostly presence, a kind of succubus, in my mother’s marriage, draining the life out of it. I remember my father talking about Lise openly when I was a child, though I was too young to understand the context or tone. I realise now that I shouldn’t have known about this German wife at all, especially at that age, and I wonder why he felt the urge to mention her.


Lise and my father married and lived together for seven years. She couldn’t have children because she had been ‘sterilised’, my father told us. That was the word he used. We didn’t ask what it meant but I remember – perhaps wrongly – that he suggested it was tied to the war, and the Third Reich. I may have bolted on this detail in an attempt to make sense of how a German gentile came to London and married a dark-skinned man almost half her age. I imagined her as a rebel or refusenik, who was punished by the Nazis for some serious disobedience. 


Whatever brought her to Britain, and to my father, the sight of them as a couple must have been an anomalous one in early 1960s Hammersmith, a stone’s throw from Notting Hill, where a riot had been sparked a few years earlier by the sight of a mixed-race couple having a domestic dispute. Notting Hill had exploded in racist violence after a Jamaican man, Raymond Morrison, and his white Swedish wife, Majbritt Morrison, were seen arguing outside Latimer Road tube station on 29 August 1958. A white gang closed in around them to defend Majbritt, although she made clear she didn’t need their help. A scuffle broke out and, by the following day, mob violence was in full flow. When I read about them, I feel an odd relief that my father and Lise remained unscathed in their marriage amid the race hate of that time.


In the late 1960s, my father came under pressure from his family to leave Lise. He was the oldest son of four and his parents felt that the stain of this non-Islamic marriage was ruining prospects for their other three, as yet unmarried, sons. The brother to whom he was closest came to see him in London and, the way my father described it, convinced him to go back to Lahore. He was told that their mother was ill, and once he was back, his passport was taken from him. This led to his abandonment of Lise Hass and his marriage to Bela Rasheed Akhtar. That is the story he told us when we were children.


Years later, when I was in my early thirties and working as a news reporter at the Independent in London, I looked up Lise Hass in the public records office and found a marriage certificate. My father is listed as a milk factory worker and she as a child-minder. They were married at Hammersmith Register Office and their witnesses were Lise Hass’s father – a man called Adolf – and her brother, Friedrich. I also found Lise’s death certificate, which reveals something of the life she lived after my father left her. I detect sadness in it, unless I am projecting that onto the few facts I have. She divorced my father but kept her married name – my father’s name – until her death at the age of eighty-two, and moved only five minutes away from the Hammersmith home in which they had lived together. Was she staying local in the hope he would return to her one day? Did she never remarry because she was heart-broken, or did my father leave her so embittered that she was put off marriage for the rest of her life?


The year of her death is listed as 2004, and it is frustrating to know that I was in London at that time. Had I thought to investigate this part of my father’s life earlier, I could simply have knocked on her door and introduced myself to her. All the mysteries around their marriage could have been solved if she had let me in. But then again, there had been no reason to do so, until my father started mentioning her again, just at the onset of his dementia. He had stopped speaking of Lise by the time I was in my early teens, so I had forgotten about her, and I must have assumed that he had forgotten about her, too. But now it seemed as if his scrambled memory was dragging her back into the present. The illness came on in his early seventies after he retired from British Rail where he had been a train conductor. 


However dismal a job it seemed, with its low pay, long hours and gruelling night-shifts, he seemed satisfied. He got to travel every day and stop off in beautiful spots, he told us, listing suburbs and seaside resorts, and letting us play with his torch and whistle as children. His easily contented nature was one of the things my mother found frustrating. She came from a family of professionals but here was a man – her husband – who was happy collecting tickets on a train, even when his wages barely made ends meet. He showed no ambition and did not apply for a promotion at British Rail even when he was offered a chance.


Everything remained improvised and unplanned. Even family day trips had a chaotic, impromptu quality. I remember being taken to Edinburgh for a holiday but having to catch a sleeper train not long after we arrived because our father hadn’t taken into account the length of the journey, and that we couldn’t afford to spend the night in a hotel. 


After retirement, my father gradually stopped going out and took to sitting in a corner of his room, jotting down secret words in his railwayman’s diary. He began accusing my mother of poisoning him and refused to eat anything she cooked, until he became pale and emaciated. My mother was so concerned by his inexplicable behaviour that she went to talk to his GP and found out he had written letters to the doctor’s surgery, as well as to the council, apologising for wrongdoings in his past and asking to be removed from his home. He was admitted to the Royal Free after he took an overdose of painkillers, and kept on close watch by nurses because he repeatedly spoke of wanting to die. He was moved into a locked ward for some time, and after that, to a series of unkempt care homes in London, until he finally settled in a nursing home just around the corner from my flat in Kentish Town. 


His frontal-lobe dementia was relatively rare at the time it was diagnosed, in 2003, and made him difficult to manage: he would melt into sudden tears, which shocked us all. He lost so much weight that he looked as if he would snap – nothing like the robust father I had known. It also made him aggressive at times and he would shout for hours on end. When we were first told he wouldn’t be allowed to come home, it felt like a bereavement to me. I had always been the closest to him. I gathered up all his things at home and found his British Rail diaries, which had stark daily entries repeating the same statements in shaky handwriting: ‘A bad day today’; ‘Another bad day’; ‘Terrible’.


We all felt the tragedy of his illness, including my mother, who took freshly cooked food to his ward at the Royal Free every day. And then, some months in, just as my mother and I were entering the ward, a nurse stopped us, smiling, and said, ‘Which of you is Lise?’ She looked from me to my mother. 


‘Why?’ I said.


‘Well, it’s just that your father keeps asking for her.’ 


I looked at my mother uneasily and her expression was inscrutable, but I knew it must have rankled. Even if Lise was dead – and we agreed she must surely be dead when we spoke about it afterwards – she was still casting a shadow. I was shocked that my father’s dementia had led him back to Lise Hass. Later, he began to mistake the nurses on the ward for her, we were told, though he never spoke of Lise in our presence. I felt for my mother and I also felt for him. It seemed as if he – they – had been in the wrong marriage and in the wrong life for over three decades. 


I asked my father about Lise more than once but he’d become confused. ‘Is she living in Lahore now?’ he’d say, but more often, he stayed silent when I mentioned her. I vaguely remember a defaced photograph from my childhood that might have been of the two of them. It was not displayed in the family album but tucked among a stash of loose photos in a drawer. In it, a tall, ruddy woman in a jumpsuit sat on a park bench with a very young version of my father. Everything in the photograph was intact apart from the woman’s face, which had been scribbled out with piercing strokes of green ink. Beneath the pen marks, I could make out the faint shape of her features. The picture seemed like contraband when I found it and it has long since disappeared. I expect my mother or father threw it away. But the image lingers. What was it about this seemingly ordinary woman with her bowl of brown hair and pleasant but unremarkable face that was so unforgettable to my father and to whom my mother could never compare? 


I began my fact-finding mission soon after, excavating marriage and death certificates, asking my mother what she knew of Lise, and speaking to my father’s brother, now in Texas, who had come to London in the 1960s and met Lise. What I got was a series of clashing narratives. My mother repeated the stories I had already heard about Lise, but my uncle had a different version of her life: her family were not Nazis, he said, and she wasn’t ‘sterilised’. She had suffered from endometriosis and got a hysterectomy as a result. 


This uncle, who also has dementia now, had told my father that their mother was ill and that he should return to Lahore immediately – which my father said marked the end of his marriage to Lise. Once he was in Lahore, he was convinced to abandon her. My uncle said that my father and Lise were forever arguing, that she had met a Polish man soon after my father left her, and probably ended up living with him for the rest of her life even if she didn’t marry again. 


One story confounds the truth of the other and I am surprised by how such recent history can become so quickly contested. Several of the narrators are now locked inside their own heads, unable to defend their version of events. Had I asked sooner, I might have got answers. My uncle can’t verify or deny anything because of his dementia. My father can’t either, and while I realise that his dementia has stripped him of so many aspects of his former life and dignity, some small part of me feels that it has let him off the hook and allowed him to bypass a necessary reckoning.


After my mother fell pregnant with Fauzia, my father left for Britain, promising to call them both over once he had set up a home. So Fauzia spent the first year of her life with our mother and her maternal grandparents, unaware of her father’s existence. My mother remembers her as a happy, healthy baby, delighted by her place in a household that lavished her with love, though she has also alluded to her own anxiety that my father would forget them and she would languish as a failed wife and single mother. I’m not sure how much of this worry Fauzia picked up as a baby, but at some point, she must have become confused about her father or overtly oblivious of him: my mother says they put a picture of him on the mantelpiece to which they would point, and say, ‘Dad’. She learned to point at it too and say, ‘Dadda’. 
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