Dupatta
The red dupatta lay folded in Paro's lap, its gold embroidery faded but still visible in the light from the electric fire. She ran her fingers along the edge, feeling the familiar texture—cotton so fine it was almost silk, the kind they used to weave in Punjab before the British mills demanded only raw materials, never finished cloth.
Outside her Bradford terraced house, rain fell in sheets. Inside, memory unfolded like fabric.
It was 1976, and Paro had been in England for six years now. Six years of working in the same mills that had once bought cotton from fields like her father's. Six years of walking streets built with wealth extracted from lands like Bani Togah. Six years of cold that seeped into her bones, and looks—some cold, some warm—from people who saw her brown skin and made their choices about what it meant.
Just last week, a woman had spat at her on the bus. "Go back to where you came from, Paki."
Paro had said nothing, just wiped the spittle from her coat with her dupatta—yes, she still wore one sometimes, even here—and moved to another seat. The other passengers had looked away, embarrassed perhaps, but not one had said anything in her defense.
But that evening, Mrs. Wilson from next door had brought tea and biscuits, had sat with her, had said: "Don't let the bastards win, love. My Harold fought fascism in the war. He'd be ashamed of what's happening now. You belong here as much as anyone."
That was Bradford. Both things at once. The hatred and the kindness. The National Front marches and the community center gatherings. The Daily Mail headlines and the trade union solidarity meetings. A city of sharp divisions and unexpected bridges.
Paro lived in all of it, every day.
The Green Dupatta
But tonight, she was thinking about another time, another place. A time before the divisions hardened into borders and bloodshed. A place where different colored dupattas hung together on clotheslines and nobody thought it strange.
Paro was seven years old when her mother gave her the green dupatta.
It wasn't new—it had been her mother's, and before that, her grandmother's. The silver threadwork had been done by her great-grandmother's hands, tiny stitches forming patterns of leaves and vines along the border. In the Punjab sun, those silver threads had caught the light like water.
"A dupatta is more than cloth," her mother said, draping it over Paro's small head for the first time. "It's protection from sun and dust. It's modesty. It's beauty. But most of all, it's connection—to the women who wore it before you, to the hands that made it, to the traditions we carry."
Paro felt the weight of it, light but significant. She felt grown up, included in the world of women.
That same day, she ran to show Priya.
Priya lived four houses down in Bani Togah, their small village that sat low against the Punjab plain near Lyallpur. Her mother was Kamla Aunty, a Hindu woman with six children and a laugh that could be heard three streets over. A laugh like sunshine, Paro's mother always said. A laugh that made everything feel possible.
Paro and Priya had been born within weeks of each other. They'd learned to walk holding each other's hands, learned to talk in a mixture of Punjabi and childish babble understood only by them. They were closer than sisters—they were each other's first friend, first companion, first understanding that the world held someone who saw you completely.
"Look," Paro said, twirling so the green dupatta fanned out. "My mother gave it to me."
Priya's eyes widened with admiration and something else—longing.
"It's beautiful," she said, touching the silver thread carefully. "Mine is just plain cotton."
But the next week, Kamla Aunty pulled out an old trunk from the back room and found a dupatta that had been her mother's—red silk with gold embroidery, the gold thread still bright after all the years.
"You're growing up," Kamla Aunty told Priya, draping it over her daughter's head. "Time you had something special."
Priya ran to show Paro immediately.
The two girls stood in the lane between their houses, sunlight falling through the neem tree, and admired each other. Green and red, silver and gold, Muslim and Hindu, but really just two girls in their grandmothers' dupattas, standing in the dust of a village where such distinctions barely mattered.
"Yours is more beautiful," Paro said.
"No, yours is," Priya insisted.
"Let's swap," they said together, the same thought arriving in both minds simultaneously, the way it often did with them, as though they shared one heart between two bodies.
They traded dupattas, giggling as they draped the cloth over each other's heads, adjusting the folds the way they'd seen their mothers do. Paro felt the slip of red silk, smelled the sandalwood oil Kamla Aunty used. Priya wrapped herself in green cotton, the silver threads catching light.
"Now I'm you and you're me," Priya declared.
They looked at each other—same brown skin, same dark eyes, same skinny legs dusty from playing. The only difference was the color of cloth on their heads.
"We look the same," Paro said wonderingly.
"We are the same," Priya said. "Just with different dupattas."
It became their favorite game. Swapping dupattas, swapping identities, swapping everything except the friendship that bound them tighter than any cloth could. A friendship so natural, so easy, so obvious that neither of them questioned it. Why would they? They were Paro and Priya, Priya and Paro, two parts of one whole.
The Village of One Dupatta
Bani Togah wasn't large—maybe sixty families clustered near the canal, the lifeblood that brought water from the Chenab River to transform dry land into fields of cotton and wheat. Lyallpur sprawled to the south with its British-planned octagonal roads, its administrators and tax collectors. But Bani Togah followed older patterns: where water ran, where families had always been, where the land remembered itself.
Muslim families, Hindu families, Sikh families—they'd lived alongside each other for generations, so long that no one remembered a time when it was different. So long that difference itself felt like just another thread in the fabric of village life.
Paro's earliest memories were soaked in the colors of everyone's dupattas.
There was her mother's everyday white cotton dupatta, which she wore for work in the fields and around the house. There was her grandmother's deep blue one, worn soft from years of wear. There was Kamla Aunty's bright yellow dupatta that she wore on festival days, regardless of whether the festival was Diwali or Eid—she celebrated both, and so did most of the village, because why miss a celebration?
Harjeet Uncle's wife wore a purple dupatta, pinned firmly so it wouldn't slip while she worked. Fatima Aunty, famous for her mehndi designs, favored orange. The widow who lived at the end of the lane wore only white, but it was the whitest white, carefully maintained, a statement of dignity in mourning.
The dupattas were everywhere—hanging on clotheslines to dry, draped over walls while women worked, spread on the ground as impromptu picnic cloths, used to carry vegetables from the market, to wipe children's faces, to cover heads during prayer or sun. They moved through the village like birds migrating, never staying in one place, always crossing boundaries that didn't yet exist as boundaries.
And they mixed, constantly. A Muslim woman might borrow a Hindu neighbor's dupatta if hers was being washed. A Sikh woman might gift her old dupatta to a Muslim friend's daughter. The cloth moved between houses, between families, between communities like water finding its level, like air flowing freely, like all natural things that haven't yet been taught to divide themselves.
During weddings, the mixing intensified into something beautiful, something that would later seem impossible but was then simply how things were done.
When Priya's older sister got married, Paro watched the preparations with wonder. She was ten years old, and she'd never seen anything so beautiful.
The bride wore red and gold—the traditional Hindu bridal colors. But who helped her dress? Fatima Aunty, the Muslim woman who was the village's expert in draping dupattas for special occasions. She spent an hour arranging the bride's dupatta, pinning it so it framed her face perfectly, so the gold embroidery caught the light at just the right angles.
"You see," Fatima Aunty said to the gathered women as she worked, her hands moving with practiced grace, "a dupatta is an art. How you drape it, how you pin it, how it moves—this tells a story. A bride's dupatta says: I am precious, I am cherished, I am beginning something new."
Kamla Aunty wept as she watched her daughter transformed. Paro's mother sat beside her, holding her hand, understanding that particular grief of seeing a daughter leave home. Around them, Muslim aunties and Hindu aunties wept together, all of them knowing what it meant to raise a girl and then give her away to another family. The tears were the same, carried the same weight, crossed the same hearts.
Later, when Paro's older brother Yusuf got married, it was Kamla Aunty and Priya who came to help dress the bride. They knew how to drape a Muslim bride's dupatta, how to arrange it so it was both modest and beautiful. They stayed up all night before the wedding, cooking alongside Paro's mother, their dupattas tied back for work, their hands moving in synchronized rhythm as they rolled roti after roti, as they stirred enormous pots of curry, as they shaped sweets that would be distributed to everyone—everyone—in the village.
"Your son is getting a good wife," Kamla Aunty told Paro's mother, pausing to wipe flour from her face with the edge of her dupatta.
"Your daughter will find a good husband too," Paro's mother replied, using her own dupatta to fan them both in the kitchen heat. "Priya is growing so beautiful. And so intelligent. Too intelligent, perhaps—she'll run circles around any boy we find for her."
They laughed together, the easy laughter of women who'd known each other for decades, who'd helped each other through births and deaths and everything between.
The dupattas were practical tools, but they were also symbols. When women gathered—at the well, in the fields, at births and deaths—their dupattas marked them as part of the same world, the same work, the same web of women's knowledge and women's labor that stretched back generations and would stretch forward generations more, or so they thought then, before everything broke.
Young girls learned by watching how the women draped their dupattas: casually for home, more carefully for going to the market, with particular precision for religious occasions. They learned that a dupatta pulled across the face meant privacy was needed, that a dupatta draped loosely meant welcome, that a dupatta used to wipe tears meant comfort was being offered.
And they learned that dupattas crossed all the other lines—religion, caste, wealth. A poor woman's simple cotton dupatta could be draped with as much grace as a rich woman's embroidered silk. A Muslim woman's dupatta and a Hindu woman's served the same purposes, moved in the same ways, told the same stories of femininity and work and connection.
"One village, one family," the women said, and their dupattas—green and red and blue and yellow and orange and white—proved it. Proved it every day in ways so ordinary that no one thought to remark on it, because this was simply life, simply how things were, simply the way the world worked when left to its own devices, before anyone came to teach them differently.
The Thread of Childhood
Paro and Priya's game of swapping dupattas continued as they grew.
At nine, at ten, at twelve—they still traded, still pretended to be each other. But now there were more dupattas in their collections. Paro had received a pink one from an aunt, a cream one for special occasions. Priya had accumulated blue and orange and a particularly fine white dupatta with tiny mirrors worked into the border that caught sunlight and threw tiny rainbows across walls.
They swapped them all, trying on each other's lives through each other's cloth.
"Today I'm you," Paro would say, draping herself in Priya's mirror-work dupatta.
"Today I'm you," Priya would echo, wrapping Paro's pink dupatta around her shoulders.
They played house, played weddings, played at being grown women with elaborate pretend problems—stubborn husbands, difficult mothers-in-law, children who wouldn't behave. And always, the dupattas transformed them, made the game real, let them slip into each other's skins as easily as changing clothes.
The boys played differently—cricket in the lanes, kites from the rooftops, rough games that involved running and shouting and competing for dominance in the way boys did. Paro's brother Yusuf was friends with Mohan, Kamla Aunty's eldest son, and with Gurdev, Harjeet Uncle's nephew. They competed fiercely but fairly, their friendships uncomplicated by the awareness of difference that would come later, that was already coming but hadn't yet arrived in full force.
But sometimes the worlds mixed. The children of Bani Togah, all of them together, played hide-and-seek through the entire village. Hindu children hid in Muslim houses; Muslim children hid behind Sikh families' buffaloes. No one thought twice about it. The village was their playground, all of it, without borders or boundaries or places they couldn't go.
Paro remembered one evening, near sunset, when they were playing and she'd hidden in Harjeet Uncle's storage shed. Priya found her there, and instead of calling out to end the game, she'd climbed in too. They sat in the dusty darkness, their dupattas pulled over their heads against the dust, giggling quietly.
"We're like twins," Priya whispered. "Born in different houses but still the same."
"Dupatta twins," Paro agreed.
It was exactly right. The dupattas they shared, swapped, traded—those were the visible signs of an invisible truth. They were one village, one family, one fabric woven from different colored threads. And the threads didn't clash or compete. They enhanced each other, made the fabric stronger, more beautiful, more complete.
The women of the village understood this instinctively. When old Bashir Ahmed's house collapsed during the monsoon, the women organized the response as smoothly as they organized weddings. Muslim, Hindu, and Sikh women gathered, their dupattas tied back for work, and they cooked for the men who were rebuilding. They took turns caring for Bashir Ahmed's wife, who was pregnant and frightened. They pooled resources—rice from one house, lentils from another, ghee from a third.
Kamla Aunty, her yellow dupatta bright even in the gray monsoon light, directed traffic in Bashir Ahmed's temporary shelter. "Put the food here, the blankets there. And someone needs to check if the baby is coming—where's the midwife?"
The midwife was a Muslim woman named Sakina, and she came with her kit wrapped in her own dupatta, the cloth protecting her precious supplies. She examined Bashir Ahmed's wife and declared the baby wouldn't come for another month.
"Good," Kamla Aunty said. "That gives us time to finish the house properly, not rush it."
"You don't have to do all this," Bashir Ahmed said, overwhelmed by the help, by the generosity that came without asking, without expectation of repayment.
"Of course we do," Paro's mother replied, her own dupatta dusty from carrying bricks. "What happens to one house happens to all. We're one village."
One village, one family, one dupatta sheltering everyone. This was the truth they lived. Not perfect—there were disagreements, tensions, the occasional conflict. But the foundation held. The fabric stayed whole. The threads remained woven together.
Until the British decided they shouldn't be.
The Extraction
What Paro's grandmother remembered, and what she told the children on quiet evenings when the work was done and the stars were coming out, was how rich their land had once been.
"Before the British came," her grandmother said, her voice carrying the weight of memory and loss, "India was the wealthiest place in the world. One quarter of the entire world's economy came from our land. One quarter! Our weavers made cloth so fine it was called 'woven air.' Our steel was the best in the world—better than anything Europe could make. Our mathematicians gave the world the number zero, without which there would be no mathematics as we know it. Our farmers grew enough to feed everyone, with surplus left over."
"What happened?" Paro asked, though she was beginning to understand, beginning to see the pattern.
"The British happened," her grandmother said, her voice hard as stone. "They didn't just rule us. They looted us. Systematically, deliberately, for two hundred years. They extracted our wealth like miners extracting ore from a mountain, leaving us empty, hollow, depleted."
She explained how the British had destroyed India's textile industry to protect their own mills in Manchester and Lancashire. How they'd cut off the thumbs of the finest weavers so they could never weave again—actually cut off their thumbs, mutilated living artists so that they couldn't compete with British factories. How they'd taxed farmers so heavily that millions starved—not because there wasn't food, but because it was all being exported to Britain while Indians died.
"The Bengal famine of 1770 killed ten million people," her grandmother said, her voice shaking. "Ten million. One third of Bengal's population. Not because of drought. Not because of crop failure. Because the British kept exporting rice while people starved. While children starved. While mothers watched their babies die of hunger in a land of plenty."
Paro's father, listening, added his own knowledge, the things he'd learned from newspapers, from pamphlets, from the whispered conversations of men who were beginning to understand the full scope of what had been done to them.
"They take our raw cotton—the cotton we grow in our fields—and ship it to England," he said. "There they weave it in their mills, using machines. Then they sell the cloth back to us at prices we can barely afford. They've made it illegal for us to make our own cloth, our own goods. We can only sell them raw materials, and buy back finished products. It's designed this way. Designed to keep us poor, to keep us dependent, to keep all the wealth flowing one direction: from India to England."
"Why don't we just make our own cloth?" Yusuf asked, with the simple logic of a child who hadn't yet learned how power worked.
"Because they won't let us," Paro's father said, his voice gentle but sad. "Any village that tries to weave its own cloth, any blacksmith who makes tools for local use rather than export—the British destroy them. They've designed the system so that we stay poor, so that we stay dependent, so that all the wealth flows to them. And they call this civilization. They call this progress. They call this the burden of bringing light to the darkness."
Paro thought about this as she grew older, as she began to see the beautiful buildings in Lyallpur and understand that they'd been built with wealth extracted from people like her family. The railways the British claimed as their great gift to India—built to move raw materials to ports more efficiently, to move troops to suppress rebellion more quickly. Not for Indians' benefit, but for Britain's profit.
Her father showed her the tax bills, tried to explain the mathematics of colonial extraction even though the numbers were too large for her young mind to fully grasp. "We pay land revenue that's higher than what we earn. So we have to borrow money at interest rates we can never repay. The moneylender gets richer, the British government gets its taxes, and we stay in debt forever. That's the system. It's designed this way. Deliberately designed to extract maximum wealth while keeping us just barely alive, never prosperous enough to resist."
This was the machinery of empire, invisible to those it benefited, crushing to those it oppressed. And it worked with terrible efficiency, year after year, decade after decade, century after century.
The Schoolteacher's Lesson
Nazir the schoolteacher was a thin man with intense eyes and a passion for poetry. He taught in the village school—a small building with a packed earth floor where children sat in rows, writing on slates with chalk.
The British authorities had rules about what should be taught: basic literacy, basic mathematics, and above all, loyalty to the Raj. The textbooks presented British rule as benevolent, civilizing, necessary. Indians were portrayed as childlike, incapable of self-governance, fortunate to be ruled by their British betters.
But Nazir, when the British inspector wasn't visiting, taught other things. Dangerous things. True things.
One day, when Paro was eleven, he brought in a length of white cloth.
"This is undyed cotton," he told the class. "From our fields. What do you see?"
"White cloth," one student answered dutifully.
"I see threads," Priya said, always more observant, always seeing deeper. "Lots of threads woven together."
"Exactly," Nazir said, his face lighting up. "Now look closer. Are all the threads the same?"
They examined the cloth. Some threads were slightly thicker, some thinner. Some were twisted tighter, some looser. The weave wasn't perfectly uniform—you could see variation if you looked carefully, could see the individual threads that made up the whole.
"Different threads," Paro said.
"But one cloth," Nazir replied. "This is what our land was like before the British came. Different peoples, different religions, different languages—but woven together into one fabric. The Mughals understood this. They ruled, yes, and sometimes harshly. But they didn't try to pull the threads apart. They understood that strength comes from diverse threads woven together. They added new threads to the weave—Persian culture, Central Asian traditions—but the fabric remained whole."
He paused, his eyes scanning the room—Muslim children, Hindu children, Sikh children, all sitting together, learning together, being children together.
"The British are different," he said quietly, and there was something in his voice that made even the youngest children stop fidgeting and listen. "They believe they can only rule us if we're separated. So they try to convince us that different threads can't exist in the same cloth. They want us to unweave ourselves. Because together, we're too strong. Together, we might demand our freedom, our wealth back, our dignity. Divided, we fight each other instead of fighting them."
"But we're already woven," Priya said, looking at Paro, and the look said: like you and me, like our dupattas, like our friendship that needs no explanation or justification.
"Yes," Nazir said, and his smile was sad and fierce at once. "And that's what frightens them most. They came to a land that was whole, and they need it divided to maintain their rule. So they're teaching us division. Through censuses that demand we identify primarily by religion. Through separate electorates that make us vote in religious blocs. Through textbooks that say Hindus and Muslims have always been enemies. Through every policy, every law, every institution—they're teaching us to see our differences as divisions rather than as threads in a common fabric."
He produced something from his bag—a pamphlet, printed in Urdu. "This is forbidden literature," he told them, his voice serious, making sure they understood the risk he was taking, the risk he was asking them to share. "The British will arrest me for having it, for showing it to you. But you need to see it. You need to know that there are people fighting back, fighting for unity, fighting for freedom."
The pamphlet called for Hindu-Muslim-Sikh unity. It argued that Indians of all religions had common cause against British rule. It spoke of self-governance, of independence, of reclaiming the wealth that had been stolen, of the possibility that different threads could weave themselves into their own cloth, without British control, without British extraction, without British violence masquerading as civilization.
"Don't tell anyone you saw this," Nazir said, putting it away carefully. "But remember what it says. Remember that we are one fabric. And remember that the British have stolen everything from us—our wealth, our industries, our dignity. When they finally leave—and they will leave, though not willingly—they'll leave us poor, divided, depleted. That's their design. But if we remember we're one cloth, we can weave ourselves back together."
Paro thought about her green dupatta and Priya's red one, how they swapped them, how the cloth changed but the girls stayed the same. Different threads, one fabric. It made perfect sense. It was the truth she lived every day.
She didn't know then that Nazir's pamphlet would be the reason for the soldiers, for the arrests, for everything that would unravel. She didn't know that teaching unity was the most dangerous crime in the empire's eyes, more dangerous than theft or violence, because unity threatened the fundamental mechanism of colonial control.
She didn't know. But she would learn.
The British Come
Paro was six years old when the goray came with their guns and their translator and their chairs carried by servants who looked at the ground, ashamed.
She remembered her mother snatching her up, carrying her to the back room. She remembered the smell of fear—sharper than sweat, more acrid than woodsmoke, something animal and primal. Her mother's dupatta, usually so carefully arranged, was askew, sliding off her head in her panic.
Through cracks in the mud-brick wall, Paro watched.
Her father stood in the courtyard, flanked by her uncles Rashid and Mahmood. Nazir the schoolteacher was there too, and old Ahmad Shah. They stood with dignity despite the rifles pointed at them, their own dignity expressed partly in their clothing—clean kurtas, carefully tied turbans, the markers of respect and self-respect. They would not cower. They would not beg. Whatever came, they would face it standing.
The British officer sat on a borrowed chair like a judge, like a king, like someone who had the right to sit while others stood at gunpoint. He looked at the assembled villagers—men, women, children, all watching—and Paro saw something in his face. Not anger exactly. Something colder. Calculation. The look of a man playing chess with human pieces.
"Sedition," the translator said, reading from a paper in a bored voice, as though this was routine, as though destroying lives was just another day's work. "Conspiracy. Possession of banned literature promoting rebellion against His Majesty's Government."
Paro's father spoke, and his voice was steady despite the rifles: "We are farmers. We grow cotton for your mills."
"And with your profits, you fund revolutionaries," the officer replied in English, waiting for the translation, though Paro suspected he knew her father could understand English perfectly well. This was theater. This was about power and its display.
"We have no profits," her father said, and there was bitter laughter in his voice, the laughter of a man who has nothing left to lose. "The land tax takes everything. You've designed it that way. We work our land, grow your cotton, and end the year poorer than we started. That's not profit. That's theft."
The officer's face hardened. This was the dangerous kind of Indian—one who understood the system, who could explain it to others, who could make people see that their poverty wasn't natural or inevitable but engineered, deliberate, profitable for someone.
"You spread seditious ideas," the officer said. "You teach children to question British authority. You possess literature calling for rebellion."
"We possess literature calling for fairness," Paro's father replied. "For the right to eat what we grow. For the right to make cloth from our own cotton. For the right to not starve in a land of plenty while you ship our rice to England. For the right to live as human beings rather than as sources of extraction."
It was true. Every word was true. Paro had seen her mother count coins with shaking hands, trying to make impossible mathematics work: enough for tax, enough for seed, enough for food. There was never enough. The British had designed it that way—extract maximum wealth while keeping farmers just barely surviving, never prosperous enough to resist, never secure enough to organize.
But the officer wasn't interested in economic justice or truth or fairness. He was interested in power, in control, in ensuring that Indians stayed divided and dominated and docile.
"If there is further trouble from this village," he said, letting the translator's voice carry his threat like poison spreading through water, "we will burn it. And we will start with the Muslim quarter."
In the crowd, Paro saw Kamla Aunty flinch. Saw Harjeet Uncle's jaw tighten. The officer was forcing a choice: stand together and burn together, or step back and save yourselves. Choose loyalty to your neighbors or loyalty to your own survival. Choose unity or division. Choose.
This was the strategy. This was how empire worked—not just through force, but through forced choices, through impossible decisions, through dividing until there was no unity left to oppose them. Divide and rule. The oldest trick. The most effective.
For a terrible moment, no one moved. Paro could hear her own heartbeat, could hear her mother's ragged breathing, could hear the terrible silence of a community being torn apart.
Then Kamla Aunty stepped forward, her yellow dupatta bright in the morning sun like a flag, like a declaration.
"You take our men and make these threats," she said, her voice shaking but clear, carrying across the courtyard. "But we are one village. What happens to one house happens to all. If you burn the Muslim quarter, you burn my house too. We all live together here. We're woven together. You can't separate us."
Harjeet Uncle stepped forward. "She speaks truth. We are neighbors, not enemies. We're one fabric."
Other voices joined—Hindu voices, Sikh voices, Muslim voices, all refusing to be separated, all choosing each other over safety, all saying in their own ways: You cannot divide us. We know who we are.
The officer's face darkened. This wasn't how it was supposed to work. Divide and rule required division, required fear strong enough to break solidarity, required people who would save themselves by abandoning others. But here they were, these simple villagers, these uneducated farmers, refusing the choice he'd offered, refusing to break.
"You'll regret this," he said, and it was a promise. "All of you."
Then they took the men—Paro's father, her uncles, Nazir, old Ahmad Shah—and they left the village standing in the courtyard, unified but terrified, knowing that unity had a price and not knowing if they could afford to pay it.
Paro's mother collapsed once the soldiers were gone, once the sound of boots had faded, once the dust had settled. Kamla Aunty caught her, lowered her to the ground, cradled her head with such tenderness. Paro's mother's dupatta had fallen completely off, her hair exposed—a sign of deep distress, of a world turned upside down.
Kamla Aunty gently retrieved the dupatta, draped it back over her friend's head, tucked it tenderly around her face, performing the small acts of care that bind people together, that say: I'm here. You're not alone. We'll face this together.
"We'll get them back," she promised, though her own hands were shaking. "We'll stand together. We won't let them divide us."
But even as she said it, even as Paro heard the words and wanted desperately to believe them, she saw the fear in Kamla Aunty's eyes. The British were very good at division. They'd had centuries of practice. And they'd just shown the village exactly what unity would cost.
The Vigil of Dupattas
Paro's mother and Kamla Aunty walked to Lyallpur jail together, nine miles each way, twice a week. They carried food wrapped in cloth, letters tucked into the folds of their dupattas, hope carried in hearts that grew heavier with each journey.
Other women joined them—wives, mothers, sisters of the imprisoned men. Muslim women, Hindu women, Sikh women, their dupattas in every color, all walking the same dusty road to the same destination, all carrying the same grief.
The British guards wouldn't let them inside. Wouldn't accept the food. Wouldn't deliver the letters. The food would spoil in the sun. The letters would blow away in the wind. But the women came anyway.
They stood outside the jail gates, their dupattas pulled forward to shade their faces from the relentless sun, and they bore witness. They were visible, persistent, unified. They were saying: We see you. We remember them. You haven't made them disappear.
The British authorities didn't like it. Women of different religions, standing together, refusing to be divided even now, even here, even when division might save them.
One day, an officer came out to speak to them—a different one, younger, attempting kindness in his condescension, trying a different tactic.
"You Muslim women," he said, addressing half the group, his voice oily with false sympathy, "should distance yourselves from the Hindu agitators. The government has always protected Muslim interests, given special considerations to your community. You don't want to jeopardize that by associating with troublemakers. Think of your families. Think of your children."
He was trying to divide them, right there at the jail gates. Offering privilege to some, threatening others, creating divisions where there had been unity. It was the British specialty, refined over centuries: find the fracture lines in any society and hammer them until everything breaks.
Paro's mother, her green dupatta faded from so many washings, stared at him with eyes that had seen too much, lost too much, to be frightened anymore.
"My husband is not a troublemaker," she said quietly, but her voice carried. "He is a farmer who wanted to feed his children. And these women are not troublemakers. They are my neighbors, my friends, my sisters. We stand together. You can't bribe us into betraying each other."
The officer's attempted kindness evaporated like water on hot stone. "Your husband's sentence can be extended indefinitely. You could join him inside. Is that what you want?"
But the women kept coming. Together. Week after week, their dupattas like flags—green and red and yellow and blue and orange and white—proclaiming solidarity against empire, proving that some things cannot be broken no matter how much force is applied.
Inside the jail, the men were organizing too. The few sympathetic guards who risked their jobs to whisper news told the women that the prisoners—Muslim, Hindu, Sikh—were teaching each other, sharing the meager food, caring for each other when sickness came. They were holding study groups, teaching each other to read and write, discussing philosophy and politics and poetry. They were building something even in that place of death and despair.
Even in prison, even in the worst conditions the British could create, the threads refused to be completely unraveled.
But the weaving was fraying. The strain was showing. People were dying.
Uncle Mahmood died of dysentery first, his body unable to fight infection in those unsanitary conditions. Then Nazir the schoolteacher, the man who'd taught them about fabric and unity and the truth of what the British had done. Then old Ahmad Shah, who'd done nothing except house his nephew, simply of being old in a place designed to kill.
When Paro's father died, eight months into his imprisonment, his body came back wrapped in cheap cloth—not even a proper shroud, just institutional cotton that smelled of decay and neglect and the casual cruelty of empire.
Paro was seven years old. She watched her mother and Kamla Aunty prepare the body for burial, watched them wash it with hands that shook with grief and rage and a kind of broken love that would never fully heal.
Kamla Aunty had brought her best dupatta—a white one with silver embroidery, the one she'd been saving for her own shroud someday—and she offered it for Paro's father.
"He was like a brother," she said, tears streaming down her face. "Let me do this. Let me give him this."
Paro's mother wept harder, wept until there seemed to be no tears left in the world. "You honor him. You honor us. You honor everything we tried to be to each other."
The village buried Paro's father and uncle Rashid together, in a ceremony that mixed traditions, that honored both men according to Muslim rites but with Hindu and Sikh neighbors standing in respect, mourning alongside their Muslim neighbors, weeping for men who'd been part of the village's fabric, men who'd been killed for refusing to unravel it.
Kamla Aunty wept as hard as Paro's mother. "They were our brothers too," she said. "All of them. They died for all of us."
The British had tried to divide them. Had threatened, had killed, had done everything power could do to break the bonds between people. And they'd succeeded in some ways—there were new tensions now, new wariness, new fear. People looked over their shoulders more. People were more careful about what they said and to whom.
But in death, in grief, in the shared understanding of loss, Bani Togah refused to break completely.
Not yet.
But the poison was in the well now. The question was whether they could keep it from spreading.
The Poison Spreads
As Paro grew from child to teenager, she watched the British poison work its way deeper into her village, into the very soil and water and air of their lives.
It happened in small ways, almost invisible at first, like rot spreading through wood.
The British census came, and everyone had to declare their religion. Not just privately, for prayer and custom and personal belief, but officially, for government records, for categorization, for the files that would determine their futures.
"Why does it matter?" Harjeet Uncle asked the census taker, genuinely confused. "We're all farmers here. We all grow the same crops, face the same droughts, celebrate the same harvests. What does religion have to do with counting us?"
"Statistical purposes," was the answer, but it felt like more than counting. It felt like sorting, categorizing, filing people into boxes that could later be used to separate them, to pit them against each other, to distribute resources and opportunities along religious lines.
Then came the separate electorates—Muslims voted for Muslim representatives, Hindus for Hindu representatives, Sikhs for Sikh representatives. The British said it was to protect minority interests, to ensure fair representation. But it meant that Paro's father (before he died) and Kamla Aunty's husband, who'd worked side by side in the fields for decades, who'd shared tools and labor and jokes, now had separate political systems, separate interests, separate futures designed to make them competitors rather than neighbors.
The British promoted leaders who spoke in terms of religious identity rather than common cause. They gave preference to one community in some districts, another community elsewhere—making sure everyone had grievances, everyone had reasons to resent their neighbors, everyone could point to something and say: They're getting more than us. They're being favored. They're the problem.
In school, the separation intensified like a fever taking hold. Muslim children learned Urdu, Hindu children learned Hindi. Different textbooks. Different histories. Different narratives about who they were and who their enemies should be.
"Why can't we study together like before?" Priya asked Paro one day when they were twelve, and there was pain in her voice, confusion, the first real awareness that something was being taken from them.
They were sitting in the shade of the neem tree, their dupattas draped loosely around their shoulders. Paro's green one and Priya's red one—they still swapped sometimes, but less often now. There were new rules about modesty, new awareness of difference, new whispers about what was proper and what wasn't. The easy, thoughtless swapping of childhood was becoming complicated, weighted with meaning it had never carried before.
"I don't know," Paro said, and she didn't. But she felt something being constructed between them, invisible but real—a barrier made of categories and classifications, of "us" and "them," of Muslim and Hindu as though those words explained everything when once they had explained nothing.
The caste system, which had existed before but more fluidly, more flexibly, was hardening into British-defined hierarchies that could be measured and ranked and used to divide people who should have been united by their common exploitation. The census asked not just religion but caste, sub-caste, sub-sub-caste, as though identity could be reduced to boxes on a form. The British wrote books about it, created elaborate rankings, treated it as though it was the most fundamental fact of Indian life, more important than land or labor or love.
And slowly, it began to matter more. Slowly, people began to believe the categories the British had created, began to see themselves primarily through the lens of caste and religion rather than through the lens of shared humanity, shared village, shared struggles.
A British agricultural officer came to demonstrate new cotton cultivation techniques. He spoke only to the higher-caste landowners, dismissed the lower-caste farmers as "too ignorant to understand modern methods," as though ignorance and knowledge were matters of birth rather than opportunity.
Never mind that some of those "ignorant" farmers had been growing cotton for generations, knew the soil and the seasons better than any British expert ever could, knew which fields needed what treatment, which seeds worked in which conditions, knowledge passed down through centuries of careful attention.
The British gave loans, land grants, positions of authority to certain castes, certain families—always the ones most likely to be loyal to British rule, always the ones least likely to organize resistance, always the ones who would help maintain the system because they benefited from it.
Families that had worked alongside each other for generations now faced new barriers. Upper-caste families, given preference in British institutions, began to internalize a sense of superiority, began to believe the British hierarchy was natural, was right, was how things should be. Lower-caste families internalized resentment, humiliation, the knowledge that they were being judged not by their character or capabilities but by categories imposed from outside.
"This isn't how it was," Paro's grandmother said before she died, watching it happen, too old now to fight it but still clear-eyed enough to see what was being done. "We had differences, yes. High caste and low caste existed. But they were flexible. People could move between them. Marriages crossed them. Work brought people together across them. But the British have made them rigid, cruel, permanent. They've taken our flexible fabric and starched it until it cracks, until it tears, until it can't bend without breaking."
She died in 1935, her own dupatta—deep blue, worn soft over decades of wear—draped over her by Kamla Aunty's hands at the funeral, one last gesture of the unity that was slowly, inexorably dying.
The Fabric Frays
Paro married Iqbal when she was nineteen—a quiet man who drove a truck between Lyallpur and Lahore, who saw the world beyond the village and brought back news of how the poison was spreading everywhere, not just in Bani Togah.
It was a modest wedding, still shadowed by her father's death fourteen years before, but Kamla Aunty came to help prepare, and her presence was a gift, a reminder of what had been and what was being lost.
She brought Priya, now sixteen and growing beautiful in the way her mother had been beautiful, with the same laugh though quieter now, more careful. Priya wore the red dupatta with gold embroidery, the one from her grandmother, the one Paro had loved so much as a child.
"Remember when we used to swap these?" Priya said softly, touching Paro's green dupatta with something like grief in her voice.
"I remember," Paro said, and the weight of memory was almost unbearable—memory of a time when swapping dupattas had been the easiest thing in the world, when it had meant nothing more than friendship and play and the delight of being each other for an afternoon.
They looked at each other, and both understood what wasn't being said. They could still swap dupattas if they wanted. Technically. Physically. But they wouldn't. The ease was gone, replaced by awareness—of being watched, of categories, of the invisible walls being built between Muslim and Hindu, walls that grew higher every year, walls that were being constructed by the British but that Indians themselves were now maintaining, policing, enforcing.
"I'll miss you," Priya said, though Paro was only moving to the next village with Iqbal. But it felt like a larger separation, like the beginning of a distance that would only grow, that neither of them wanted but neither of them knew how to prevent.
They embraced, and Paro smelled the sandalwood oil Kamla Aunty still used, the familiar scent of childhood and safety and the time before division, and she wanted to hold onto this moment forever, to freeze it, to prevent what was coming.
But time moved forward. It always did.
When Priya got married two years later, Paro attended the wedding. But she was aware, in a way she wouldn't have been before, of being one of the few Muslim families there. Other Muslim families had been invited but hadn't come, afraid of being marked as too sympathetic to Hindus, afraid of what the British authorities might note in their files, might use against them later, afraid of their own neighbors' judgment.
The British strategy was working. Slowly, systematically, they were teaching people to see difference before similarity, division before unity, threat before friendship.
Community events that had once been shared were becoming separate. Muslim celebrations, Hindu celebrations, Sikh celebrations—still friendly, still neighborly, but no longer fully integrated, no longer the easy mixing that had characterized life before.
The dupattas still hung on clotheslines in every color, but they were being sorted now, categorized, separated by who wore them and what that wearing meant in the new order the British were creating.
A fight broke out between two boys—one Muslim, one Hindu—over a cricket game, over something utterly trivial, something that should have been forgotten in minutes. Twenty years earlier, it would have been just that: a boys' fight, a moment of temper, resolved with a handshake and forgotten by sunset.
But now adults got involved. Now the words "Muslim" and "Hindu" were used as though they explained everything, as though those categories mattered more than the fact that these were children who'd played together since they could walk, who were friends, who'd shared marbles and kites and dreams.
Kamla Aunty stopped it, her voice cutting through the gathering crowd like a knife through cloth.
"Have you all lost your minds?" she demanded, hands on her hips, yellow dupatta bright as a sun, eyes flashing with the anger of someone who'd already lost too much and refused to lose more. "These are children! They're fighting about cricket, not religion! Next week they'll be playing together again, and you fools will still be nursing grudges? The British want this—they want us at each other's throats! Don't give them what they want!"
The fight dissolved. The adults looked ashamed. The boys, confused by the adult emotion their simple argument had unleashed, went back to playing.
But the fact that it had happened at all, that religion had been invoked in a children's dispute, that adults had been ready to make it into something larger, something communal—it showed how deep the British poison had seeped, how thoroughly the categories had been internalized, how the fabric was tearing even as people tried desperately to hold it together.
1947: The False Freedom
When independence was announced, Paro was thirty-three, married to Iqbal, mother of a small son born in 1944, a child who'd known nothing but British rule and soon would know something else, something that was called freedom but felt like breaking.
The joy was immediate—British rule was ending! They were free! After two hundred years of extraction and exploitation and grinding poverty and systematic humiliation, they were finally free!
The village celebrated. People danced in the streets. They wept with joy. They imagined a future where they'd be masters of their own land, where the wealth they created would stay with them, where their children would grow up in a country that belonged to them.
But Iqbal, who'd been driving his truck between cities, who'd heard things, who'd talked to educated men in Lahore and Delhi, was less jubilant.
"It's not freedom they're giving us," he said quietly that night, while others celebrated outside. "It's a carefully managed exit."
He explained what he'd learned, what people in the cities were saying, what the newspapers (the honest ones, not the British-controlled ones) were reporting. The British weren't leaving because they'd been defeated. They hadn't lost a war. They weren't being driven out by force.
They were leaving because the empire was no longer profitable—World War II had bankrupted Britain, destroyed its economy, made maintaining direct control over India too expensive. But they weren't simply walking away and leaving Indians to govern themselves. They were too smart for that, too practiced in the art of control.
"They're creating successor states that will still serve British interests," Iqbal said. "They're choosing who will lead—men who were educated in British schools, who think like the British, who'll keep the same systems in place. They're making sure India and Pakistan will be dependent on British expertise, British loans, British goodwill."
Paro thought about what her grandmother had said—that Britain had arrived when India was the richest economy in the world, controlling a quarter of global wealth. And now? After two hundred years of extraction, of destroyed industries, of enforced poverty?
India was depleted. Its textile industry destroyed to protect Manchester's mills. Its steel industry ruined. Its shipbuilding gone. Its farmers in perpetual debt. Its people trained only to be clerks and servants, not engineers or industrialists. Two centuries of deliberate de-industrialization had left the land impoverished, dependent, exactly as the British had designed it to be.
"When they came, we were rich," Iqbal said. "When they leave, we'll be poor. And they'll say we couldn't govern ourselves, that we needed them, that our poverty proves their superiority. They'll forget—deliberately forget—that they're the ones who made us poor."
And then came the announcement that made Paro's blood run cold, that made celebration feel like ashes in her mouth: partition.
"They're dividing us," Iqbal said, staring at the news, his face gray. "Actually dividing the country. Pakistan and India. Muslim and Hindu. Drawing a line through our land, through our villages, through our lives."
"But we live together," Paro said, her voice small, childlike, the voice of someone watching everything they knew being destroyed. "We've always lived together."
"And that's exactly what they couldn't tolerate," Iqbal replied, and there was such bitterness in his voice. "United, we might have been strong. United, we might have demanded our wealth back, might have industrialized, might have become powerful again, might have challenged British interests. Divided? We'll be too busy fighting each other to ever challenge them. We'll be weak, dependent, manageable. Perfect."
He showed her the details as he learned them: Pakistan would be split into two parts—East and West—separated by a thousand miles of Indian territory. "Look at this," he said, showing her a map. "How can one country exist in two pieces like that? It's designed to fail. They're setting us up for future conflicts, future wars, future dependence on whoever will sell us weapons."
The line would be drawn by Cyril Radcliffe, a British lawyer who'd never set foot in Punjab, who'd be given five weeks to divide centuries of shared history, millions of lives, the very fabric of civilization that had existed for generations.
"He'll draw it to serve British interests," Iqbal predicted, and he was right. "Important resources on one side, strategic positions on another. Sikh holy sites separated from Sikh populations. Rivers and canals divided to create water conflicts later. It's all designed to keep us fighting, keep us weak, keep us dependent on whoever will mediate our conflicts—which will conveniently be Britain and its allies."
And in the chaos, in the violence that would inevitably follow such a brutal division, the British would leave behind their chosen leaders—men who'd been trained in British institutions, who owed their positions to British patronage, who would maintain British influence even after British rule officially ended.
In Pakistan, power would go to feudal landowners who'd been loyal to the British, to military officers trained in British academies, to religious leaders who'd been cultivated as counterweights to secular nationalists. Not to the people who'd fought for freedom, but to the people who'd ensure Pakistan remained in the British sphere of influence, dependent, controllable.
"They're setting up puppet states," Iqbal said bitterly. "We'll be 'independent' on paper, but still controlled. Still dependent on British loans, British weapons, British approval. And when we fail—when the conflicts they've designed inevitably happen—they'll say we were never capable of self-rule. They'll rewrite history to make themselves the reluctant civilizers and us the ungrateful children who squandered our inheritance."
"But we didn't inherit anything," Paro said. "They stole it all."
"Exactly," Iqbal said. "But that's not the story they'll tell."
The Rending
The violence came faster than anyone expected, came like a storm that had been building for decades and finally broke with terrible force.
The line was drawn—crude, careless, catastrophic. Overnight, Bani Togah found itself in Pakistan. Overnight, neighbors who'd lived side by side for generations were on opposite sides of a border drawn in someone else's blood, designed in someone else's office, serving someone else's interests.
The violence that followed was unspeakable—the direct result of decades of British divide-and-rule bearing its poisoned fruit. Massacres. Rapes. Mutilations. Trains arriving at stations full of corpses. Entire villages destroyed. The largest migration in human history—fifteen million people displaced. Perhaps two million killed. The exact number would never be known because the dead were too many to count, the grief too vast to measure.
Kamla Aunty came to Paro's house one night, her face gray with terror, her yellow dupatta missing, her hair uncovered in a way Paro had never seen.
"We're leaving," she said without preamble. "Going to India. Tonight. The violence is coming, and we have to go before it gets here."
Paro felt her world tearing, felt the fabric of her life being ripped apart. "No," she said. "You can't. This is your home. This is Priya's home. We'll protect you. We'll—"
"How?" Kamla Aunty interrupted, and her voice broke, shattered into pieces. "How can you protect us when the whole world has gone mad? When being Hindu in Pakistan means death? When Muslims in India are being slaughtered in the streets? When the British have drawn their line and left us to kill each other over it?"
"Kamla Aunty," Paro said, reaching for her, but the older woman stepped back.
"Do you know what they're saying?" Kamla Aunty asked. "They're saying that Hindu women must be taken, must be violated, must be punished for being on the wrong side of the line. They're saying that Muslim women in India must suffer the same. They're saying that killing the other is righteous, is necessary, is what God wants."
She pulled something from her bag—the red dupatta with gold embroidery, Priya's dupatta, the one Paro had loved since childhood, the one that represented everything they'd been to each other.
"Priya wanted you to have this," Kamla Aunty said, and now she was crying, tears streaming down her face. "She's too afraid to come herself. The men are saying it's not safe for Hindu women to be seen in Muslim homes anymore. After everything—after all these years of swapping dupattas and being sisters—we're strangers to each other now because the British taught us to be. Because we learned the lesson too well."
Paro took the dupatta, the silk heavy in her hands, heavy with memory and loss and the weight of a friendship that had defined her life.
"Tell her I love her," Paro said, her own tears falling now. "Tell her she's my sister. Tell her that what the British did to us—what they made us do to each other—that's their sin, not ours. Tell her I'll never forget. Tell her—"
"I'll tell her," Kamla Aunty promised. She embraced Paro quickly, fiercely, one last time. "Maybe someday... maybe when the madness ends... maybe we'll see each other again. Maybe our children or our children's children will find a way back to each other."
But her voice said she didn't believe it. Her voice said goodbye in the way that means forever.
They left that night—Kamla Aunty's family, Harjeet Uncle's family, all the Hindu and Sikh families who'd been woven into the fabric of Bani Togah for generations. Some went in organized convoys, protected by the few British soldiers who still cared about civilian lives. Some slipped away in darkness, hoping to cross the border before the violence found them.
Some didn't make it. Paro would hear later about the massacres, about entire convoys slaughtered on the roads, about women taken and violated and killed, about children orphaned and lost, about the trains arriving at their destinations carrying only corpses.
She never knew if Priya survived the journey to India. Never knew if Kamla Aunty's laugh—that laugh like sunshine, that laugh that had been the sound of joy itself—was silenced by the violence that consumed Punjab that terrible summer of 1947.
The partition of India was the largest migration in human history—fifteen million people displaced, their lives torn apart, their homes abandoned, their communities destroyed. Perhaps two million killed, though the true number would never be known. The largest breaking of hearts, the largest destruction of communities, the largest proof that divide-and-rule worked exactly as designed.
And the British, having drawn the line and lit the fuse, went home.
They went back to England and congratulated themselves on a relatively smooth transition of power. They wrote histories about how they'd brought civilization to India, how they'd tried to create democracy, how the violence proved Indians couldn't live together, needed British rule, were too savage, too primitive, too divided by ancient hatreds to govern themselves.
They forgot—or chose to forget—that they'd arrived when India was prosperous and left it impoverished. That they'd destroyed industries, created famines, extracted wealth, and taught hatred. That the violence of partition was the final fruit of their two centuries of divide-and-rule, the culmination of policies deliberately designed to set people against each other.
They forgot. But Paro would never forget.
The New Village
Muslim families from India arrived in Bani Togah to take the empty houses left behind by the Hindus and Sikhs who'd fled or died. They came carrying their lives in bundles wrapped in dupattas—green and white, the colors of Pakistan—traumatized and grieving, having lost homes and loved ones in the same violence, victims of the same imperial strategy playing out in reverse.
Paro tried to befriend them, these new neighbors. She welcomed them, brought them food, helped them settle into houses that still smelled of the families who'd fled, whose walls still carried the traces of lives lived, of children raised, of celebrations shared.
But it wasn't the same. How could it be? The deep roots of generations, the easy mixing, the village of one family—it was gone, torn apart by a border drawn on a map in London by a man who'd never walked these streets, never smelled the cotton flowers, never heard Kamla Aunty's laugh.
The new families were kind enough. They were grateful for help. But they were strangers. And Paro was a stranger to them. They didn't share the history, the memories, the web of relationships that had made Bani Togah what it had been.
"We used to swap dupattas," she told Iqbal one night, holding Priya's red silk against her face, breathing in the last traces of sandalwood oil, the scent already fading. "We used to be like sisters."
"The British made us into enemies," Iqbal said, holding her as she wept. "They spent a century weaving division into us, teaching us to hate each other, convincing us that Muslim and Hindu couldn't coexist. And then they left us to bleed. And now they'll watch from London as we stay weak, stay divided, stay dependent on them and their allies."
Bani Togah was now entirely Muslim. Entirely one religion, one community. And in that uniformity, something essential was lost. The richness that came from difference, the strength that came from unity despite difference, the daily proof that different threads could be woven together—it was gone.
The village still existed. The canal still ran. The cotton still grew. But it was no longer the village it had been. It was a shadow, a ghost, a broken thing pretending to be whole.
The Continuing Division
Iqbal watched the news from his truck routes, brought back reports that made Paro's heart sink further with each telling.
In Pakistan, power had consolidated exactly as the British had designed. Not in the hands of the people who'd fought for freedom, who'd dreamed of democracy and equality and a nation that served its citizens. But in the hands of feudal landowners who'd been loyal to the British, who'd been given vast estates and kept them through British patronage, who now ruled their domains like medieval lords.
Military officers trained in British academies held real power, not answerable to civilians, not bound by democratic norms, ready to seize control whenever they deemed it necessary—which was often.
Religious leaders who'd been cultivated by the British as tools of division now wielded enormous influence, their seminaries funded and supported, their message of sectarian purity amplified.
"They're ruling just like the British did," Iqbal said after one trip to Lahore, where he'd seen the new leaders, the new systems, the new façade painted over old structures of control. "Same systems, same extraction, same keeping people poor and divided. The faces are different. The language is different. But the system? The system is exactly what the British designed."
The British had made sure of it. They'd left behind institutions designed to maintain their influence—bureaucracies staffed with British-trained officials who thought in British categories, military structures commanded by British-educated officers who'd internalized British hierarchies, economic systems dependent on British loans and trade and expertise.
In India, similar patterns emerged. Despite independence, despite the rhetoric of freedom and democracy, the structures of colonial control remained largely intact, just with new managers.
And the division continued, deepened, became the defining reality of the region. The British strategy of divide-and-rule didn't end with independence—it had been too well taught, too thoroughly internalized, too useful to too many people who now held power.
In Pakistan, the military—trained by the British, equipped first by the British and then by the Americans—held real power behind the scenes. The feudal landlords who'd collaborated with the British maintained their control over vast estates and the peasants who worked them, who lived in conditions barely changed from serfdom. The religious seminaries that the British had supported as counterweights to secular nationalism continued to grow in influence, spreading a vision of Islamic purity that conveniently kept people focused on religious identity rather than economic exploitation.
"It's all connected," Iqbal explained. "The British set it up this way. Strong military to keep internal control and stay aligned with Western interests—first British, now American. Strong feudals to keep the rural population dependent, illiterate, unable to organize. Strong religious elements to keep people divided along sectarian lines instead of united by class or common interests."
And between India and Pakistan, the hatred continued to be fed like a fire that must never be allowed to go out. Conflicts over Kashmir, over water rights, over the borders that Radcliffe had drawn to maximize future disputes—all designed to keep the two nations at each other's throats, too busy with each other to ever challenge the structures of dependency that kept them both weak.
Paro watched her son grow up in this new Pakistan, and she saw the divisions multiplying like cells dividing, each split creating new opportunities for hatred. Not just Hindu and Muslim now—those categories were gone, the Hindus driven out or killed. But Sunni and Shia, Punjabi and Sindhi and Baloch and Pashtun, feudal and peasant, military and civilian, religious and secular. Always new ways to divide, new categories to separate people who should have been united.
"The British are gone," she said to Iqbal one night, watching their son sleep, wondering what kind of Pakistan he'd inherit, "but their poison remains. It's in the soil now. In the water. In the air we breathe."
Her son died three months later, of fever, of an illness that might have been treatable in a country that invested in healthcare for all rather than in weapons to fight the eternal enemy across the border. He was four years old. He was buried in Bani Togah, in a village that was no longer what it had been, in a country that was built on division.
Paro felt something break inside her that never healed.
Bradford, 1970
When Iqbal died in a truck accident two years later, Paro was fifty-six and alone. No husband. No son. No parents. No Priya. No Kamla Aunty. No village of one family.
Just memories and a red dupatta and the weight of too much loss.
A distant cousin wrote from Bradford, England. There was work in the mills, he said. The British needed workers. They couldn't find enough English people willing to do the jobs—the hard, low-paid jobs in textile mills and factories. So they were recruiting from Pakistan and India, from the Caribbean and Africa, from all the former colonies.
"They destroyed our textile industry so we'd have to buy from them," the letter said. "Now they need workers for their own mills. There's irony in that, don't you think?"
Paro thought about it for three days. She was too old for new beginnings, too worn down by loss, too tired of fighting.
On the fourth day, she went to her father's grave and sat beside it in the dust.
"I'm going to England," she told the headstone. "I don't know why exactly. Maybe because I have nothing left here. Maybe because I want to see the place that destroyed everything. Maybe because I want to exist where I wasn't wanted, the way they existed where they weren't wanted. Maybe it's just the only option I have left."
Her father, of course, said nothing. But the wind moved through the cotton fields, carrying the familiar smell of her childhood, and Paro chose to take it as blessing, or at least as permission.
She packed her few belongings. She wrapped the red dupatta carefully in cloth, protecting it like the precious thing it was. And she left Bani Togah, left Pakistan, left the land where she'd been born and loved and lost everything.
She went to England. To Bradford. To the mills.
She went to the heart of empire itself.
Bradford: The Complicated Truth
Bradford in 1976 was many things at once, and Paro lived in all of them simultaneously, navigating between hatred and kindness like someone walking a tightrope.
The racism was real, was everywhere, was impossible to ignore or escape.
The National Front—Britain's homegrown fascists—marched through the streets with union jack flags and racist slogans, chanting about "England for the English," about sending the "Pakis" home. They were growing stronger every year, emboldened by politicians who spoke in code but meant the same thing, by newspapers that ran daily stories about the "immigrant problem."
The Daily Mail was the worst, though there were others. Every day, headlines about immigration destroying British culture, about "floods" of immigrants, about neighborhoods "taken over" by foreigners, about British people being "made strangers in their own land."
Enoch Powell's "Rivers of Blood" speech in 1968—two years before Paro arrived—had set the tone. He'd predicted that immigration would lead to rivers literally flowing with blood in British streets, that the "black man" would soon "have the whip hand over the white man," that British culture was being destroyed, that disaster was imminent unless immigration was stopped and reversed.
And three-quarters of British people had agreed with him. Three-quarters. Polls showed it clearly. The majority of the country thought Powell was right, thought immigrants were the problem, thought people like Paro didn't belong.
The violence that followed his speech was immediate. Attacks on brown and black people spiked. The National Front grew. Discrimination became more open, more acceptable, more normal.
And now, six years later, it continued. Paro had been spat at on buses. Had "NF" painted on her door. Had bricks thrown through windows. Had been shoved on the street, called names, told to go home.
She lived in constant low-level fear, always aware of her surroundings, always planning escape routes, always knowing that violence could come from anywhere, at any time, for no reason except the color of her skin.
But—and this was the complicated part—Bradford was also something else.
Mrs. Wilson lived next door. White British, in her seventies, widowed. The first week Paro moved in, Mrs. Wilson had knocked on her door with a plate of biscuits and a smile that was genuine, not forced or condescending.
"Welcome to the neighborhood, love," she'd said. "I know it's not easy. My late husband Harold fought in the war—the real war, against fascism. Against Hitler and everything he stood for. He'd be disgusted by what's happening now, all this National Front nonsense. You're welcome here. You belong here as much as anyone. Don't let the bastards tell you different."
She'd become a friend. A real friend. She brought tea when Paro was ill. She shouted at the boys who'd once tried to harass Paro on the street, called them "little fascists" and threatened to tell their mothers. She wrote letters to the council when the police ignored complaints about racist graffiti. She stood with Paro in ways that cost her nothing and meant everything.
At the mill, there was Margaret—a union organizer who'd helped Paro understand her rights, who'd stood up to the supervisor when he was being deliberately cruel, who'd organized workers across racial lines because she understood that racism was a tool to divide the working class.
"Class solidarity," Margaret said at meetings, her voice carrying the conviction of someone who'd fought these battles before. "That's what they're afraid of. The bosses, the politicians, the Daily Mail. They want white workers hating brown workers, men hating women, British-born fighting immigrants. Everyone divided. Because if we ever remember that we're all being exploited by the same system, if we ever stand together—that's when we're powerful. That's when we're dangerous to them."
Margaret organized meetings at the community center, brought together white and brown workers, talked about common struggles, common interests. Not everyone came. Not everyone listened. But some did. And those who did began to see the system differently, began to see each other differently.
The community center on Oak Lane became Paro's refuge, her second home, her proof that another way was still possible even here, even now.
It was run by a coalition of immigrant communities and progressive white British activists. On any given evening, you might find Pakistani families, Indian families, Bangladeshi families, Caribbean families, African families, and white British families all gathered there. Not separate, not segregated, not keeping to their own corners. But mixing, talking, learning from each other, building something together.
The children played together in the youth club, running and laughing and being children without caring about the categories that adults found so important. The women took English classes together, though many of them taught each other—the Indian woman helping the Pakistani woman with pronunciation, the Jamaican woman helping both with British idioms and slang, the white British woman learning Urdu phrases in return, everyone laughing at mistakes and celebrating progress.
The men organized workers' rights meetings, anti-racist campaigns, support networks for families facing harassment. They planned how to respond to National Front marches, how to protect their neighborhoods, how to build the solidarity that the racists feared.
It was here that Paro met Grace.
Grace and the Empire's Children
Grace was from Jamaica, had come to Britain in 1958 on the Windrush, invited by the British government to work in the NHS. She was a nurse, had worked for the NHS for eighteen years, saving British lives, caring for British patients. And now she faced the same racism Paro faced, the same National Front hatred, the same Daily Mail headlines.
"They invited us," Grace said, her musical Jamaican accent carrying bitterness and strength in equal measure. "Put up posters in Kingston, in Bridgetown, all over the Caribbean. 'Come to the Mother Country! Help us rebuild! We need you!' So we came. We came because they asked us to. We came to work in hospitals and factories and on the buses. We came legally, properly, answering their call. And now they treat us like we're invading. Like we forced our way in. Like we're the problem."
Grace had been spat at too. Had faced National Front violence. Had read the same hateful headlines, had heard the same "go home" taunts, had felt the same fear walking home after dark.
But Grace had something Paro was still learning—a fierce pride, a refusal to be diminished, a strength that came from knowing her own history and refusing to be ashamed of it.
"They want us to feel ashamed," Grace said at a community center meeting, her voice ringing out strong and clear. "Ashamed of our skin, our accents, our cultures, our very existence here. But I'm not ashamed. My people survived slavery—survived centuries of British brutality in the Caribbean, survived being treated as property, as things to be bought and sold and worked to death in sugar plantations that made British families rich. We survived all that. We're still here, still strong, still beautiful. That's what I teach my children. Pride. Because shame is what they want from us, and I won't give it to them."
Paro learned from Grace. Learned to hold her head higher. Learned that survival could be resistance, that refusing shame was revolution, that simply existing with dignity in a place that told you that you didn't belong was an act of defiance.
At the community center, Paro met others who'd lived under British colonialism, who carried the same scars from the same system that had operated with the same brutality in different places.
There was Samuel from Nigeria, who talked about how the British had drawn borders through his homeland with the same carelessness they'd divided India, creating artificial nations that grouped rival ethnic groups together and separated related groups, creating the conditions for civil war and endless conflict.
"Same strategy everywhere," Samuel said, his deep voice heavy with knowledge earned through pain. "Divide and rule. In Nigeria, they set Igbo against Yoruba against Hausa. Gave power to some groups, withheld it from others, made sure everyone had grievances, everyone had enemies. In India, Hindu against Muslim against Sikh. In Ireland, Protestant against Catholic. In Kenya, tribe against tribe. Always dividing, always creating conflicts that would outlast their rule, that would keep us weak and fighting each other instead of building something strong together."
There was Fatima from Uganda, small and fierce, who'd been expelled in 1972 when Idi Amin decided that Asians—people whose families had lived in Uganda for generations—didn't belong, were foreigners, were the enemy.
"We were shopkeepers, teachers, civil servants," Fatima said. "Our families had been there since the British brought us as indentured laborers to build their railways, to run their colony, to be the middle layer between white rulers and Black Africans. Another tool of divide and rule—create a middle group, give them some privileges, make them dependent on British favor, set them against the African population. And when Uganda got independence, we were caught in the middle—not African enough for the Africans, not British enough for the British. Another legacy of empire: people displaced, belonging nowhere, victims of divisions we didn't create."
She'd come to Britain with nothing, just like Paro. Just a suitcase and hope and the terror of fleeing the only home she'd ever known. And she'd faced the same racism, the same National Front hatred, the same newspaper headlines about immigrants destroying British culture.
"The irony," Fatima said, and her laugh was bitter, "is that we're here because they were there. We're British because they made us British—colonized our lands, exploited our labor, took our resources, drew us into their empire. And now they're shocked that we've come to Britain? This is their empire coming home. This is the consequence of two centuries of telling people they were British subjects, that they belonged to the empire. We took them at their word. And now they're angry about it."
There was Michael from Kenya, tall and dignified, whose father had been imprisoned during the Mau Mau uprising, tortured in British detention camps, permanently damaged by what had been done to him.
"They never talk about that," Michael said, his voice quiet but fierce. "About the concentration camps in Kenya, about the torture, about the massacres. About how they crushed independence movements with the same brutality everywhere—India, Kenya, Malaya, Cyprus, everywhere. They only talk about the 'civilizing mission,' the railways they built, the democracy they supposedly brought."
"But they brought violence," he continued. "They brought extraction, exploitation, division. They destroyed local industries to force dependence on British goods. They created famines through economic policies designed to maximize profit rather than human welfare. They set ethnic groups against each other to prevent united resistance. And when they left, they left those divisions in place—ethnic conflicts, economic dependency, borders designed to fail, political systems designed to serve Western interests rather than local populations. Then they blamed us for the chaos they created, called us primitive and savage and incapable of self-rule, forgot that we'd been ruling ourselves successfully for centuries before they arrived."
The Shared Understanding
What bonded Paro to Grace, to Samuel, to Fatima, to Michael, to all the others at the community center was this shared experience of empire. This understanding that what had happened to them wasn't individual, wasn't random, wasn't their fault.
They came from different places—India, Jamaica, Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya. They spoke different languages, practiced different religions, had different cultures, ate different foods, wore different clothes.
But they'd all lived under British colonial rule, or their parents or grandparents had. They'd all experienced the violence of empire—the extraction, the exploitation, the division, the manufactured hatreds designed to prevent resistance.
They'd all come to Britain in empire's aftermath—some invited as workers, some fleeing conflicts that empire had created, some expelled from places where empire had made them unwelcome.
And they all faced the same racism now—the same National Front, the same Daily Mail, the same violence, the same being told they didn't belong in the very country that had colonized theirs, that had extracted their resources, that had ruled their lands for generations and then acted surprised when some of their former subjects came to the imperial center.
"We're empire's children," Grace said once at a community center meeting, her words resonating with everyone there. "All of us. Born into systems Britain created, shaped by histories Britain wrote, displaced by borders Britain drew, impoverished by economies Britain designed. And now we're here, in the heart of empire, and they're surprised. They're angry. They want us gone."
"They shouldn't be surprised," Samuel added. "This is what empire does—it doesn't just extract wealth, it creates movements of people. It connects places that were never connected before, creates diasporas, mixes populations. Empire built the ships and the railways and the borders that brought us here. And then when people move along the pathways empire created, suddenly that's a problem."
"The empire was fine when it went outward," Fatima said, her voice sharp with irony. "When British people went to India, to Africa, to the Caribbean, took what they wanted, ruled as they pleased, extracted resources, drew borders, reshaped societies. That was civilization, progress, the white man's burden. But empire coming home? Empire's subjects arriving in Britain? That's treated as invasion, as threat, as the end of British culture."
Paro thought about this often. About how the British had come to India uninvited, had ruled for two hundred years, had extracted wealth and resources, had divided and departed, had left behind poverty and partition and permanent hostility.
And now she was in Britain, invited to work in the mills, filling jobs British workers wouldn't take, contributing to the economy, paying taxes. And she was treated as an invader, as someone who didn't belong, as a problem to be solved.
The double standard was stunning when you saw it clearly. The hypocrisy was breathtaking. But seeing it clearly—naming it, understanding it, sharing that understanding with others who'd experienced it—that was powerful too.
It meant they weren't crazy. The system was crazy. The racism was real and vicious, but so was its historical context, its purpose, its design. They had every right to be here. They'd been made British by empire, whether they wanted it or not. Their presence in Britain was Britain's doing, the consequence of centuries of empire, the inevitable result of telling people they were subjects of the Crown and then being shocked when some of them took it seriously.
The White Allies
And there were white British people who understood this, who stood with them, who chose solidarity over racism.
Not just Mrs. Wilson next door, though she was constant and fierce in her support, her late husband's anti-fascist principles guiding her every action.
There were trade unionists like Margaret who understood that racism divided the working class and served only the bosses, who organized across racial lines because she knew that workers—white and brown and Black—had more in common with each other than any of them had with the people who owned the mills and the factories.
There were anti-racist activists who showed up to counter-protest National Front marches, who physically put themselves between racists and immigrant families, who got beaten by police for defending brown and Black people, who risked their own safety because they believed that fascism must be opposed wherever it appeared.
There were teachers who taught honest history—about empire, about partition, about Britain's role in creating the conditions that brought immigrants here, about the extraction and exploitation that built British wealth.
There were clergy—some clergy, not all, not even most—who preached that all humans were made in God's image, that racism was sin, that the stranger must be welcomed, that Christ himself had been a refugee fleeing violence.
There were journalists—a few, a precious few—who wrote honest articles about immigration, who challenged the Daily Mail narrative, who told stories of immigrant contributions rather than immigrant threats, who investigated racist violence rather than ignoring it.
"My dad was at Cable Street," one older white man told Paro at a community meeting, his voice carrying the weight of history. He was talking about 1936, when fascists had tried to march through a Jewish neighborhood in East London and were stopped by a coalition of Jews, Irish immigrants, communists, trade unionists, ordinary people who said "No pasaran"—they shall not pass.
"He told me stories my whole life," the man continued. "About standing against Mosley's Blackshirts, about fighting fascism in the streets of London before we had to fight it on the battlefields of Europe. He said: when fascism comes, you stand against it. You don't look away. You don't make excuses. You don't wait for someone else to do it. You stand. And if you don't stand, you're complicit. So that's what I'm doing. Standing with you lot against these National Front bastards, because my dad fought fascism and I won't let it win here."
These white allies couldn't fix everything. They couldn't stop the Daily Mail or silence Enoch Powell or prevent all the violence. Their own privileges—of skin color, of being considered truly British, of not facing the daily racism—sometimes limited their understanding, made them say things that were well-intentioned but wrong, made them think they knew when they didn't.
But they showed up. They stood with. They used their privilege to shield and support when they could, to challenge other white people in ways that immigrants couldn't, to prove that not all white British people were racists, that solidarity across racial lines was possible, that the division wasn't inevitable or natural.
And their presence mattered. It complicated the narrative. It gave hope. It showed that choices were being made, that some people were choosing differently, that another way was possible even here, even now, even in Bradford in 1976.
The Full Picture
So Paro lived with this complicated truth: Bradford was both hostile and welcoming, both dangerous and safe, both racist and solidaristic.
Some days, she'd be spat at on the bus in the morning and invited to tea by Mrs. Wilson in the evening.
Some days, she'd see National Front graffiti on her way to work and then attend a community center meeting where white and brown people planned joint actions against racism.
Some days, she'd read hateful headlines in the Daily Mail and then be defended by Margaret when the supervisor was being cruel.
It was exhausting, this constant navigation between hatred and kindness, between threat and support, between the Britain that had destroyed her village and the Britain that welcomed her to tea.
But it was also—in a strange way—sustaining. Because it showed that the racism wasn't universal, wasn't inevitable, wasn't the only possible response. It was a choice. Some people chose hatred, but others chose solidarity. Some people believed the Daily Mail, but others saw through the lies. Some people joined the National Front, but others joined the anti-racist movement.
And if it was a choice, that meant it could be changed. Not easily. Not quickly. But changed nonetheless.
The same mechanisms that had divided India were being deployed in Britain—newspapers spreading fear, politicians exploiting division, people being taught to see their fellow workers as enemies rather than as potential allies. But some people were resisting. Some people were building the coalitions, doing the solidarity work, standing against the hatred.
And their resistance mattered. It saved lives. It changed minds. It created spaces—like the community center—where another way could be practiced, could be lived, could be proven possible.
Paro held onto this. On the bad days—when the racism felt overwhelming, when the loneliness was crushing, when the loss of everything she'd left behind threatened to drown her—she held onto the community center, onto Grace and Samuel and Fatima and Michael, onto Mrs. Wilson and Margaret and all the others who chose solidarity over division.
They were proof. Proof that what she'd had in Bani Togah—that village of one family, that easy mixing across difference—wasn't unique to that time and place. It was a human possibility that could exist anywhere, could be created anywhere, if people chose it.
The British empire had taught division everywhere it ruled. But people—ordinary people, in India and Jamaica and Nigeria and Uganda and Kenya and Britain itself—were proving that solidarity was also possible, that connection across difference was achievable, that the threads could still be woven together if people chose to do the work.
The Student
When Samira knocked on Paro's door that rainy evening in late 1976, Paro had just come from a community center meeting. Grace had been there, and Samuel, and Fatima, and Mrs. Wilson. They'd been planning a response to the latest National Front march, coordinating with trade unions and anti-racist groups, building the coalition that would eventually—years later—help push the National Front into decline.
Paro was tired but also energized. The hatred was real, but so was the resistance. She lived in both realities every day, and tonight the resistance felt stronger, felt like it might actually matter.
"Come in," Paro said to Samira, this young Pakistani woman with earnest eyes and a notebook. "But make tea first. It's a long story."
And when she told the story—about the dupattas, about partition, about empire—she told the whole truth. Not just the violence and the loss, but also the resistance and the solidarity. Not just the division, but also the connection that persisted despite everything.
"Yes, there's racism," she said, the tea warm in her hands. "The National Front, the Daily Mail, the violence. Three-quarters of people supported Powell's rivers of blood speech. That's real. That's terrifying. I live with that fear every day."
"But there's also Mrs. Wilson next door, who keeps her late husband's promise to stand against fascism. There's Margaret at the mill, organizing workers across racial lines. There's the community center where Caribbean and African and South Asian families and progressive white British families build solidarity together."
"There's Grace from Jamaica," Paro continued, "who taught me about pride, about refusing shame, about the fact that we survived empire and that survival itself is resistance. There's Samuel from Nigeria, Fatima from Uganda, Michael from Kenya—all of us sharing our experiences of empire, realizing we're not alone, that the same systems oppressed all of us, that our struggles are connected."
"So when you write this," Paro told Samira, leaning forward, needing her to understand, "write the whole truth. Write about the racism, yes. Write about the National Front and the Daily Mail and Enoch Powell. Write about the hatred and the violence and the fear. Don't soften it. Don't pretend it's not as bad as it is."
"But also write about the resistance," she continued. "Write about the people—brown and Black and white—who refuse the division, who build solidarity, who stand together. Write about the community center, about trade unions organizing across racial lines, about ordinary people choosing kindness over hatred, about white British people who understand that empire created this situation and that racism is both morally wrong and practically stupid because it divides people who should be united."
"Write about how empire taught division everywhere it ruled," Paro said. "In India, setting Hindus against Muslims. In Africa, setting ethnic groups against each other. In the Caribbean, creating racial hierarchies. And now in Britain, teaching white British people to hate immigrants. Same playbook, same strategy, same purpose: keep people divided so they don't unite against the real sources of their oppression."
"But also write about how solidarity is being built," she said. "How we're learning from each other—Caribbean and African and South Asian communities sharing our experiences of empire, recognizing our common cause. How some white British people are standing with us because they understand that empire's chickens have come home to roost, that racism serves only the powerful, that the working class—white and brown and Black—has common interests if we can see past the divisions we've been taught."
"Because both are true," Paro insisted. "The hatred is real. But so is the resistance. The division is real. But so is the connection. And if we only talk about the hatred, we make it seem inevitable, unstoppable. But it's not. People are choosing differently. Not enough people, maybe. But some. And that matters. That gives hope. That shows another way is possible."
Samira was writing furiously, tears streaming down her face.
"This is important," she said. "People need to hear this—that resistance is possible, that solidarity can be built, that not all white British people are racist, that we're not alone."
"Exactly," Paro said. "The empire taught division everywhere it ruled. It set Hindus against Muslims in India, ethnic groups against each other in Africa, created racial hierarchies in the Caribbean. And now it's teaching white British people to hate immigrants, using the same newspapers, the same strategies, the same lies."
"But empire also created the conditions for solidarity," she continued. "We're all here—from India, from the Caribbean, from Africa—because of empire. We share that history of oppression. We face the same racism now. And some white British people understand that empire created this situation, that racism divides the working class and serves only the bosses, that solidarity is both morally necessary and strategically smart."
"So we build coalitions," Paro said. "Fragile coalitions. Imperfect coalitions. Coalitions that sometimes fall apart and have to be rebuilt. But coalitions nonetheless. Caribbean and African and South Asian communities standing together. Progressive white British people standing with us. Trade unionists understanding that an injury to one is an injury to all. Everyone who chooses connection over division, solidarity over hatred, truth over the lies that the Daily Mail tells."
"It's hard work," she added. "There are tensions, misunderstandings, prejudices we've brought from our home countries that we have to unlearn. Sometimes Pakistani and Indian people have to overcome the partition hatred we were taught. Sometimes Caribbean and African people have tensions from our different colonial experiences. Sometimes white working-class people have to overcome the racism they've been taught all their lives. It's messy. It's complicated. It doesn't always work."
"But we try," Paro said. "Because the alternative—accepting division, accepting hatred, accepting that we're meant to be enemies—that serves only the powerful. That's what empire wants. That's what the National Front wants. That's what the Daily Mail wants. They want us divided. So we refuse division. That's our resistance."
She held up the red dupatta then, let Samira see it properly.
"This belonged to my best friend Priya," Paro said. "A Hindu girl I loved like a sister. We used to swap these—her red dupatta, my green one. We'd wear each other's cloth and pretend to be each other. We didn't see difference as division. We saw it as just difference, as threads that made the fabric richer, more beautiful."
"The British couldn't tolerate that," she continued. "Unity was dangerous to their rule. So they taught us that difference meant division, that Muslim and Hindu couldn't coexist, that we needed to be separated and ruled. And eventually we learned that lesson so well that we divided ourselves, and then we killed each other over it."
"But the memory remains," Paro said, holding the dupatta against her heart. "The memory that another way was possible. That we chose each other once and can choose each other again. That difference doesn't have to mean division. That threads of different colors can be woven into one beautiful fabric."
"And here, now, in Bradford," she said, "we're trying to remember that lesson, to practice that truth. Grace and I swap recipes sometimes—her Jamaican curry and my Pakistani one. Fatima and I trade stories about our mothers. Samuel teaches me Igbo phrases and I teach him Punjabi. Mrs. Wilson learns from all of us and teaches us British history we didn't know, the history of resistance and solidarity that the schools don't teach."
"It's not the same as what Priya and I had," Paro admitted. "We're not children anymore. We carry too much history, too much trauma, too much loss. But it's something. It's connection. It's solidarity. It's proof that even here, even now, even after everything—we can choose each other. We can build something together."
"That's what you need to write," Paro told Samira. "The whole truth. The violence and the resistance. The hatred and the love. The division and the connection. All of it. Because all of it is real, and all of it matters."
The Letter to Priya
After Samira left, Paro sat for a long time with the red dupatta in her lap, thinking about Priya, wondering if she was alive, if she'd survived that terrible journey to India twenty-nine years ago.
She wanted to write a letter, but to whom? She had no address, no way of knowing if Priya lived or where.
So she wrote it anyway, to no one, to the possibility of Priya, to the memory of friendship that had defined her life.
"Dear Priya," she wrote.
"I don't know if you're alive. I don't know if you made it to India, if you survived the journey, if you're somewhere safe now. I hope you are. I hope you married, had children, lived a full life despite everything that was taken from us.
"I'm in England now. In Bradford. In the heart of the empire that destroyed our village, that taught us to hate each other, that drew the line that divided us.
"It's strange being here. I work in the same mills that once bought cotton from our fields. I walk on streets built with wealth extracted from land like ours. I face racism from the people whose empire destroyed everything I loved.
"But I've also found something here. Community. Solidarity. Friends from Jamaica and Nigeria and Uganda and Kenya—all of us children of empire, all of us understanding what was done to us, all of us building something together.
"And some white British people too—people like Mrs. Wilson who understand what empire did, who stand against racism, who choose solidarity over division.
"It's complicated. The hatred is real. But so is the resistance. Both things are true at once.
"I kept your dupatta. I've carried it from Bani Togah to Pakistan to England. I've kept it safe all these years. I told a young woman about us, about swapping dupattas, about the village of one family. Your story (our story) is helping her understand what was lost, what was stolen, what remains possible.
"I miss you, sister. I've missed you every day for twenty-nine years. I miss Kamla Aunty's laugh. I miss the village where different colored dupattas hung together on clotheslines and nobody thought it strange.
"But I keep the memory. I tell the story. I refuse to forget that another way was possible, that we chose each other once and that choice mattered, that choice still matters.
"With love, after all these years, Paro"
She folded the letter, placed it in an envelope that would never be mailed, and put it in the box where she kept the red dupatta.
But three weeks later, something extraordinary happened.
The Connection
Samira came to visit, excitement bright in her eyes.
"I have something to tell you," she said, barely able to contain herself. "I've been contacted by someone from India. A historian researching partition survivors, trying to find people who lost contact during partition."
Paro's heart stopped. The world tilted.
"She found a woman named Priya," Samira continued, speaking quickly. "Living in New Delhi. Born in a village near Lyallpur in 1938. Married name Priya Sharma."
"Is it...?" Paro couldn't finish the sentence. Couldn't let herself hope.
"She mentioned a friend named Paro," Samira said gently. "A green dupatta with silver thread. Swapping clothes and pretending to be each other. Playing under a neem tree."
Paro couldn't breathe. Couldn't speak. Thirty-nine years of not knowing, of wondering, of carrying possible death like a weight—and now this.
"Here," Samira said, handing her a piece of paper. "Her address. The historian gave it to me, asked if I knew of any Paro who'd come from Bani Togah."
Paro stared at the address. New Delhi. So far away. But also—after thirty-nine years—impossibly close.
Priya was alive.
Had survived.
Had made it to India, had lived, had a married name, was somewhere in Delhi carrying her own memories of dupattas and friendship and a village that no longer existed.
The Letters
Paro wrote carefully, her hands shaking.
"Dear Priya,
I have your dupatta. The red one with gold embroidery. You left it at my house the night your family fled to India.
I've kept it safe. I've carried it with me—through Pakistan, to England, through everything.
I don't know what to say after thirty-nine years. I don't know if you want to hear from me, if the border between our countries has become a border between us too.
But I wanted you to know: I remembered. I kept your dupatta. I told people that we were sisters, that another way was possible, that the hatred was manufactured.
I'm in England now. In Bradford. It's complicated. There's racism—bad racism, National Front, Daily Mail, the same hatred that destroyed our village but directed at immigrants like me. But there's also solidarity. I've found friends—from Jamaica, from Africa, from other parts of the empire. And some white British people who stand with us.
I wanted you to know that our childhood—those games under the neem tree, the swapping of green and red—mattered. It wasn't erased by partition. It survived in memory, in testimony, in the work of resistance against division.
I don't know if you want to write back. But if you do, I would like to hear about your life.
With love, after all these years, Paro
P.S. - Your dupatta is still beautiful. Faded, but beautiful. Like memory itself."
Six weeks later, a letter arrived from New Delhi.
Paro held it for a long time, afraid and hopeful in equal measure, before opening it.
"Dear Paro,
I never thought I'd hear from you again. After all these years.
I made it to India. Barely. My father was killed during the journey—we were attacked by a mob. My mother and siblings survived. We made it to a refugee camp, then eventually to Delhi.
It was... I can't describe it. The violence. The fear. The things we saw. My mother never spoke of Bani Togah again. Too painful.
But I remembered. I remembered you. I remembered swapping dupattas. I remembered what it was like before the British taught us to hate each other.
I married. Had three children. Grandchildren now. I've lived a full life. But part of me stayed in Bani Togah, stayed seven years old, stayed swapping green and red dupattas with my best friend.
I have your green dupatta. I took it that night—grabbed it without thinking. I've kept it all these years too.
We each kept the other's cloth. Maybe that means something.
Tell me about England. About Bradford. About what happened after I left.
With love, after all these years, Priya
P.S. - I tell my grandchildren about you. About a time when Hindu and Muslim were just words, not weapons. They don't always believe me. But I keep telling them."
And so they wrote. Letters crossing borders, carrying stories, rebuilding connection across the partition line.
They wrote about their lives—Priya's in Delhi, Paro's in Bradford. They wrote about loss and survival and the children they'd raised. They wrote about the wars between their countries and how each one had hardened the divisions, made it harder to remember that Pakistanis and Indians were human, were once neighbors, were once friends.
They disagreed sometimes—perspectives shaped by living in different nations, reading different newspapers, being taught different versions of history. But they kept writing.
And they started a project together, with Samira's help: documenting everything they could remember about Bani Togah. The people, the houses, the festivals, the daily rhythms of life. All the details that would otherwise be lost.
"We're creating a memorial," Priya wrote. "A memorial to a village that no longer exists, to a way of life that was destroyed. Future generations should know what was lost. Should know that partition wasn't inevitable, that we lived together successfully, that the division was manufactured."
They tracked down other survivors from Bani Togah and neighboring villages. Slowly, a network emerged. Hindus and Sikhs in India, Muslims in Pakistan, all scattered by partition, all carrying memories.
And they decided something together, Paro and Priya, across the border that divided them.
"When we die," Priya wrote, "I want to be buried with your green dupatta. And you should be buried with my red one. Hindu buried with Muslim fabric, Muslim buried with Hindu fabric. One last resistance against the division they tried to make permanent. One last proof that we belonged to each other, that the categories were lies, that love crossed the borders they drew."
"Yes," Paro wrote back. "We'll each keep the other's cloth to the grave. Sisters across the border, even in death."
The Final Years
Paro died in 1995, at seventy-seven, in Bradford, in the house she'd lived in for twenty-five years.
Samira was there at the end, along with Grace and Mrs. Wilson and others from the community center. The red dupatta was draped over her chest, just as she'd requested in her will.
At the funeral, Samira stood and told the story. About Priya, about the village, about two little girls swapping dupattas. About partition, about empire, about the lifelong resistance Paro had practiced simply by remembering, by testifying, by refusing to let the truth be erased.
"She carried Priya's dupatta for forty-eight years," Samira said. "Across Pakistan, to England, through everything. She kept the memory alive. She told everyone who would listen about the village of one family, about dupattas that moved freely between communities, about how division was manufactured and how connection is possible."
"And in doing so," Samira continued, "she taught all of us. Taught us about empire, about partition, about how hatred is manufactured and how solidarity is built. She showed us that resistance doesn't always look like revolution—sometimes it looks like an old woman keeping a red dupatta safe, telling stories to anyone who'll listen, building community in a foreign land, refusing to forget."
Someone asked: "Did she ever see Priya again?"
"No," Samira said. "They never met again after 1947. But they wrote letters. They kept the connection. They built a memorial together—an archive of memories about Bani Togah, about life before partition."
"So in a way," Samira said, "they did see each other again. Through memory, through testimony, through the work of preserving truth."
The funeral was diverse—Pakistani Muslims, Indian Hindus, Caribbean friends, African friends, white British allies. All the threads Paro had woven together in Bradford, all the connections she'd built, all the people who'd learned from her.
And at the back, two young women—one Pakistani, one Indian—each wearing a scarf. One green, one red.
They'd come from Leeds to pay respects to a woman they'd never met but whose story had shaped their friendship, their understanding of who they could be to each other.
Priya
When Samira wrote to tell Priya about Paro's death, the reply came quickly.
"I knew," Priya wrote. "I felt it, somehow. We were connected across all that distance, all those years.
"I'm glad she had the dupatta with her at the end. It seems right.
"I'm eighty-one now. I won't be far behind her.
"Tell everyone: she mattered. Her resistance mattered. The memory she kept alive mattered.
"And tell them: the work continues. The division continues—India and Pakistan, Hindu and Muslim, endless hatred fed by newspapers and politicians and people who benefit from keeping us fighting each other.
"But the resistance continues too. Every person who learns the truth, who understands that the division was manufactured, who chooses connection over hatred—that's continuation of what Paro did.
"When I die, I want to be buried with her green dupatta, just as she was buried with my red one. Hindu and Muslim, each carrying the other's cloth. Each testifying, even in death, that we weren't always enemies, that we chose each other once and can choose each other again.
"With gratitude, Priya"
Priya died eight months later, at eighty-two, in her sleep.
She was buried in Delhi, the green dupatta with silver threading draped over her chest.
Her grandchildren didn't fully understand why their Hindu grandmother wanted to be buried with a Muslim dupatta from Pakistan. But they honored her wishes.
And at the funeral, her daughter stood and told the story her mother had told her—about a village called Bani Togah, about a best friend named Paro, about a time before partition when children swapped dupattas and saw only friendship.
The Legacy Grows
The archive that Paro and Priya had built—"Bani Togah Before Partition: A Village of One Family"—became a resource for scholars, students, filmmakers, artists.
Samira's dissertation became a book: "Dupatta: The Fabric of Connection and the Manufacturing of Division." It was translated into Hindi, Urdu, Bengali, and became required reading in universities across South Asia and in diaspora communities worldwide.
A young filmmaker—the Indian woman Meera, who'd been Samira's flatmate, who'd started the tradition of swapping scarves with Samira—made a documentary. "The Dupatta Project" told the story of Paro and Priya, interwoven with testimony from other partition survivors, analysis from historians, and footage of contemporary India-Pakistan relations, of National Front marches in Britain, of the continuing legacy of divide-and-rule everywhere empire had touched.
The film won awards. Was shown at festivals. Was eventually broadcast on television in Britain, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh.
Millions saw it. Millions learned about Bani Togah, about two little girls swapping dupattas, about a village of one family destroyed by imperial divide-and-rule.
Students in Pakistan learned about villages where their grandparents had lived alongside Hindus and Sikhs. Students in India learned about friends and neighbors who'd become enemies through no fault of their own. Students in Bangladesh learned about the double partition—first from India, then from Pakistan—that had created their country. Students in Britain learned about empire's role in creating the immigration their newspapers called a crisis.
And some of them—not all, not even most, but some—rejected the hatred they'd been taught.
Some Indian and Pakistani students became friends despite the eternal hostility between their countries. Some started organizations promoting peace, cultural exchange, dialogue across borders.
Some became journalists who wrote honestly about partition, about empire's role, about the manufactured nature of the hatred.
Some became teachers who taught students the full history, not just the sanitized version.
Some became activists who organized against religious nationalism, against divide-and-rule tactics, against the forces that benefited from keeping people fighting each other.
Small numbers. Small gestures. But Paro would have recognized them as kin to her own resistance—keeping a dupatta, telling a story, building a community center, refusing to forget.
The Tradition Spreads
The tradition of swapping scarves—started by Samira and Meera in a Leeds flat, inspired by Paro and Priya's childhood game—spread.
Mostly among students. Mostly small-scale. But it grew. From Leeds to London to Delhi to Lahore to Dhaka to New York to Toronto to every place where South Asian diaspora communities lived.
Young people—Pakistani and Indian, Bangladeshi and Nepali, Muslim and Hindu and Sikh and Christian and secular—swapping colored cloth, choosing to remember that division wasn't inevitable, that another way had existed and could exist again.
And gradually, the story of Paro and Priya became part of the collective memory. Not the official memory—governments still promoted nationalism, still taught children that the other side was the enemy, still used partition to justify eternal hostility.
But the unofficial memory. The memory kept alive by families, by communities, by scholars, by artists, by anyone who valued truth over propaganda, connection over division, humanity over the categories that empire had created.
The memory that said: We were one fabric once. We were woven together—different threads, but one cloth. And what was torn can be mended, if we choose to remember, if we refuse the lie that we were always enemies, if we honor the dupattas and what they represent.
Bradford, 2024
In 2024, seventy-seven years after partition, a young woman named Aisha stood in front of a classroom in Bradford, teaching a history class on empire and its legacies.
She was Paro's great-great-niece, though they'd never met. But the story had been passed down, the dupatta preserved, the memory kept alive.
"This is a story about my great-great-aunt," she told the students. "Her name was Paro. She came to Bradford in 1970. She worked in the mills. She faced racism from the National Front and the Daily Mail. But she also built community—with people from Jamaica and Nigeria and Uganda and Kenya, with white British allies who chose solidarity over racism. And she spent the last twenty-five years of her life teaching people about partition, about empire, about how division serves power and how connection challenges it."
She held up a photograph—two little girls in a village in Punjab, one in a green dupatta, one in red.
"This is her, age seven, with her best friend Priya. They're swapping dupattas. This is before partition, before the British divided India and Pakistan, before millions died, before the biggest migration in human history, before everything broke."
The students leaned forward, genuinely interested in a way that would have delighted Paro.
"They kept each other's dupattas for the rest of their lives," Aisha continued. "Paro kept Priya's red one. Priya kept Paro's green one. For almost fifty years. Across borders, across wars, across everything. They were buried with each other's cloth—one in Bradford, one in Delhi. Hindu and Muslim, each carrying the other's dupatta to the grave."
"Why?" a student asked.
"Because it was proof," Aisha said. "Proof that the hatred wasn't inevitable. That Hindu and Muslim could be best friends, could be sisters. That the division was manufactured by the British to maintain control. That another way had been possible—and therefore another way is still possible."
She paused, then said: "The same techniques that divided India are still being used today. Look at the media, the social media, the politicians. Still manufacturing division. Still setting people against each other—by race, by religion, by nationality, by class, by any category that prevents us from seeing our common interests, our shared humanity, our collective power."
"So what do we do?" another student asked.
Aisha pulled out two scarves from her bag—one green, one red, echoing the dupattas that had started it all.
"My flatmate is Indian, Hindu. I'm Pakistani, Muslim. We swap these. It's our way of honoring Paro and Priya, of insisting that we don't have to be enemies, that we can choose differently, that the categories are lies and love is truth."
She looked at the class—diverse faces, children of immigrants and children of immigrants' children, white British students and Black British students and Brown British students, all learning together in a Bradford classroom that Paro had helped make possible through her years of teaching and testimony.
"You all have choices," she said. "You can accept the divisions you're taught—by media, by politicians, by history as it's usually told. Or you can question them. You can ask: who benefits from this division? Who profits from this hatred? Who wants us fighting each other instead of them?"
"And you can make different choices. Connect across the divisions. Learn the histories that don't get taught in schools. Refuse the amnesia that pretends empire was benign, that partition was inevitable, that the violence was anyone's fault but the people who manufactured it."
"Paro and Priya showed us that another way is possible," Aisha said. "Not perfect. Not easy. But possible. They showed us that two little girls from different religions could be best friends, could swap dupattas and see no difference that mattered. They showed us that a village could be one family despite different threads. They showed us that even after partition destroyed that world, even after being separated for almost fifty years, even across borders and wars—they could still choose each other, could still maintain connection, could still testify to the possibility of something better."
"And that possibility," Aisha said, "is what we inherit. That's what they left us. Not perfection. Not easy answers. But possibility. The knowledge that people have chosen connection before and can choose it again. That solidarity can be built even in hostile conditions. That love can cross the borders that power draws. That dupattas can still be swapped, can still signify friendship, can still prove that difference doesn't have to mean division."
A white British student stayed after class, the one whose grandmother had supported Enoch Powell, who'd grown up hearing about the "immigrant problem."
"I never knew any of this," she said quietly. "About partition. About empire's role. About how the same techniques were used here against people like your aunt."
"Most people don't," Aisha said gently. "It's not taught. The official history erases it, makes empire seem benign and partition seem inevitable and immigration seem like invasion rather than consequence."
"What can I do?" the girl asked.
Aisha thought about Paro, about small gestures, about resistance that looked like memory and solidarity that looked like friendship.
"Learn," she said. "Remember. Tell others. Question the divisions you're taught. And when you see hatred being manufactured—in newspapers, on social media, in politics—recognize it for what it is. See the pattern. Refuse it."
"And maybe," Aisha added, "find someone across one of the dividing lines—whatever line matters in your context—and build a connection. Not to erase difference. But to prove that difference doesn't have to mean division, that we can be different and still be connected, still be human to each other, still choose solidarity over the hatred we're taught."
Epilogue: The Cloth Endures
The rain falls on Bradford still. The mills are mostly closed now, victims of the same globalization that empire created. The National Front is gone, replaced by new versions of the far right, new iterations of the same hatred.
But in classrooms and community centers, in books and films, in quiet conversations and deliberate choices, the story continues.
Two little girls swapping dupattas under a neem tree.
A village of one family, one fabric, many colored threads.
A truth about empire, about partition, about how hatred is manufactured and how connection is built.
And a choice—the same choice available in every generation, in every place, in every moment of division.
To accept the hatred we're taught, or to refuse it.
To see divisions as inevitable, or to remember that they were made and can be unmade.
To forget, or to remember.
To disconnect, or to connect.
The dupattas remain in their graves—one red with gold in Bradford, one green with silver in Delhi. Cloth that moved between communities, that connected across difference, that testified to possibility even when everything seemed impossible.
And in their remaining, they speak.
They say: We were one fabric once.
They say: The division was manufactured.
They say: Another way is possible.
They say: Choose.
The choice is always there. In Bradford and Delhi, in Lahore and Dhaka, in London and New York and Toronto, in every place where people live with the legacy of empire and the possibility of resistance.
The choice is always now.
And the cloth—faded but enduring, buried but not forgotten, silent but eloquent—waits for those who will hear its testimony, who will honor its memory, who will choose connection over division, truth over lies, humanity over the categories that empire created to keep us apart.
Different colored dupattas, same connection.
Different threads, one fabric.
That is the truth.
That is the possibility.
That is the inheritance.
And in a Bradford classroom, in a Delhi living room, in a Lahore café, in a Dhaka bookshop, in a Toronto community center—people hear it. People remember. People choose.
They swap scarves and tell stories.
They build coalitions and organize resistance.
They teach their children and write their books.
They refuse to forget and insist on remembering.
They honor the dupattas—one red, one green—and what they represent.
Not naive hope. Not easy answers. But possibility.
The possibility that what was torn can be mended.
That what was divided can be reunited.
That threads of different colors can be woven into one beautiful cloth.
If we choose.
If we remember.
If we honor Paro and Priya and all who chose connection over division, all who kept the memory alive, all who testified that another way is possible.
The story doesn't end.
It continues in everyone who learns it, who tells it, who lives it.
The dupattas remain.
The memory endures.
The choice persists.
Always

