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AUTHOR ’S  NOTE

I’ve always felt that Pakistani people, or even hyphenated 
diaspora members such as myself, have a complicated 
relationship with history. My family doesn’t have an illustrated 
family tree hanging on the wall in their living room. I don’t 
know who my great-grandparents were; I never spent time with 
my own grandparents since they lived in Pakistan. Whatever 
I’d ever learned about the Indian subcontinent was what my 
high school history books wanted to include. And they didn’t 
include much. 

When you grow up in America, you normalize your 
ancestral history as a series of footnotes in the larger history of 
the Western world.  

Many years ago in high school, one of these brief historical 
asides fascinated me. I learned that in the year 1947, the Indian 
subcontinent spiraled into violence and bloodshed following 
a mass migration of Muslims and Hindus crossing a border 
between what is now present-day India and Pakistan. People 
had to involuntarily leave their country for a diff erent one 
because of their religion. And the road to their new homes was 
paved with violence. 
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Millions on both sides were hurt, killed, or kidnapped as 
they made their way—often on foot—to their new country. It 
sounds dystopian, but it happened. 

I came home and asked my mother about Partition. She 
told me that my grandparents both lived through it. They 
were married as teenagers; my grandmother was made to 
dress as a boy to protect her from abduction or assault. This 
was explained to me as matter-of-fact. The first place they 
arrived in Pakistan was Hyderabad in the province of Sindh. 
My grandparents claimed it as the place they’d build their 
new home where eventually my mother was born. 

My head was spinning. I wanted to research every single 
place my mother told me about that day. I didn’t know what 
Sindh was or where to locate Hyderabad on a map of Pakistan. 
But what struck me was if I hadn’t directly asked my mother, 
she’d never have volunteered any of that information. And I 
know that it would have been the same for her—she likely 
had to ask her parents to tell her about Partition because they 
wouldn’t have volunteered it either.  

Sometime later, I was learning about World War II in 
my World History class. By now, I knew that India used to 
be a colony of the British Empire (the repercussions of which 
weren’t expanded on), so I casually asked my father about 
it. He mentioned he had an uncle who fought in the war 
for the British Empire and survived. He came home a hero; 
my father spoke proudly of the times he’d met him. Again, I 
couldn’t believe what I was hearing. All I knew about World 
War II was the narrative dominated by white faces that I saw 



276

on film and television and what I read in my history 
books about the European Allies. I knew nothing about the 
colonized people who had to fight on behalf of the British 
while protesting their independence from their colonizer at 
the same time. And again, if I hadn’t asked my father directly, 
I’d never know about it.

I mention in the book that brown people are haunted. 
Growing up, I heard more stories about jinns and churails 
coming for us if we stayed out late at night than I did about 
my ancestors. And I know now why my parents never sat 
down to regale us with tales about their ancestors—those 
tales were likely unhappy and violent. In a way, stories about 
jinns and churails felt as if they were an explanation without 
going into history. Perhaps when you’re a colonized people, 
it’s not a history you want to remember. 

But who shaped our history and made it so complicated 
for us? When I set out to write House of Glass Hearts, this 
was the question I wanted to answer. I wanted to write about 
the brutal subjugation of the Indian subcontinent when the 
British Empire decided to colonize it, whose repercussions 
are still being felt today. India never got to experience an 
industrial revolution. British colonization disenfranchised 
the subcontinent economically, culturally—and given 
the current-day geopolitical conundrum we’re in—socio-
politically. 

Am I the best person to write this story? As a first-
generation American with Pakistani immigrant parents whose 
own parents were Indian immigrants, I own that my identity 
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is complicated. So, I’ve rooted the story in my own family’s 
history. My grandparents are long gone, but I’ve added historical 
touches from what I was able to learn from my parents—the 
character Shah Jehan, who also has to dress as a boy to migrate, 
is named after my grandmother. Kanpur/Cawnpore in Uttar 
Pradesh is where my grandparents grew up before they had to 
leave India. I’ve also turned to historians such as Yasmin Khan 
and read Partition literature from Khushwant Singh to ground 
the story with historical facts. And just for fun, I watched a 
ton of Bombay Talkies  fi lms from the 1940s to visualize how 
pre-Partition India might have looked, sounded, dressed, and 
loved, and slowly became an Ashok Kumar stan in the process. 

History is often a series of causalities. Th ere are enormous 
implications for what colonization did to my ancestors 
and their Hindu and Sikh neighbors and brethren. And 
so, perhaps within these pages is a silent plea that instead 
of taking sides against our own people, our neighbors across 
the border, we should recognize and work to heal from the 
horrors of imperialism together.
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