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Mum aged 16 and just about to leave school.



 

 

 

For Mum, who always said,

‘I’m not going anywhere. I’ve still got work to do.’
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‘Remember Me is about the complexity of being a mother and daughter and how a child born from political and artistic parents blossoms above all the trauma of migration from India to Britain. I am thankful she has given us a glimpse into her world.

Her real world.’

Lemn Sissay
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Foreword

I have already remembered my mother, for me and for you. It helped me; in my ongoing grief, it was cathartic – and our story resonated with you, for which I will be forever grateful. I wanted our story to comfort you too.

I was asked to write this Foreword for the 2022 edition of my book. Yet I sit here, fingers poised to type, and am faced with a wall. My memory lies inside, you see, and alongside there are vast waves of sorrow shored up against that wall of remembrance; it is my reservoir of grief that threatens to spill over, without warning, without any change in the weather. It is difficult, I’m struggling to write.

But this has always been about the love for my mum. And I need to bring her back again.

In Remember Me? I did just that. From her beginnings, her childhood, her life as a young woman, a married woman, a mother, a widow, a grandmother, to a woman with health issues and, finally, a woman with dementia. That extraordinary woman, my mother, peering over the balanced-on-her-nose specs, looking at me in the armchair opposite her. She is in her habitual position on her bed, leaning against the warm radiator in a variety of her many well-worn M&S cardigans, an old crossword on her lap, a well-thumbed thesaurus, scissors, sweet wrappers and an empty snack bowl all strewn around her, a murder mystery on the TV. Solving the puzzles on her knee and on the TV in one part of her mind while the other parts have shattered into fragments of her, into glimpses of her past, just like the random newspaper cuttings from many years past scattered in front of her. It appeared as if she were gathering clues, piecing together her memories, trying to find the solution to what was happening in her head, attempting to solve the conundrum, but despite her endeavours she couldn’t find what parts of her were missing.

I think: Which bits were the important news? What was I to understand from her gatherings?

And: What do I want to share with you now?

I sit, stare and type again.

I think of kintsugi, the Japanese art of repair and renewal, ‘golden joinery’. I can’t get the image of a cracked teacup out of my head, each broken piece infilled with gold and made new, made whole again. I think of a teacup because Mum loved tea.

Throughout Mum’s dementia, I wrote down the things she said. Her words were like pure gold, filling and emphasizing life’s fractures instead of hiding or disguising them. For better or worse, I was making our story into a new work of art and putting her together even when bits of her were missing. This is what I came to understand from her systematic gatherings of seemingly arbitrary news.

And just as kintsugi can often make something more beautiful when pieced together, our story and the journey of dementia is harrowing, but also filled with life-affirming flashes of joy.

In the middle of writing this new foreword I have started touring with a play. I am sitting at different dining tables in different digs. I’m still staring into the same laptop screen. The last few years play out like a film in my mind; I see my siblings and our children. I can see the script…

Cut to: The Funeral

We are standing in front of the crowd, gathered in the crematorium, to celebrate Mum.

All of us are singing in harmony, dressed in white, our jewellery sparkling. We, like the precious metal in the infilled cracks, are breathing new life into our shattered world and reconstructing Mum, holding it all together, holding each other, holding our memory of her and re-membering.

But our family teacup is still broken. Though we are moulded from the same cup, the pieces of us don’t fit together any more. Since the funeral, we haven’t yet managed to sit down all together and share refreshing tea in a repaired, beautifully renewed cup. We haven’t made it to a place where we can talk beyond the practical, the probate, the distribution of stuff. A place where we can talk about us as a family, our relationship to one another: the ties that bind, the pieces that fit and will re-join and stay glued.

We do not yet fit together, we haven’t found that glue. To celebrate that bind with kintsugi, would take us to another level.

It may never happen for us, the Gulati crew.

In the wider world, ravaged by this global pandemic, other people, too, have to choose connection again after the disconnection of loss and lockdown.

We collectively have to look at the cause, not just the symptoms, of how we got to this place. And if you don’t want to look at the cause, then no amount of superglue will fix where we are.

My sister Sushma and I were tasked with the probate; Mum had thought this through carefully, left clear instructions and had given us the responsibility. I’m pleased to report that the administrative process is now complete, but it wasn’t smooth, despite Mum’s best efforts. What has emerged, though, is the complete and firm trust between my sister and me, this bond tested in the distant past but now very secure and bound with love. Sushma and me, each of us painstakingly and faithfully following Mum’s wishes in the middle of coronavirus, lockdowns, financial instability, varying market values, fear, uncertainty, illness and loss.

Mum wanted everything to be split equally, which at times became complicated because my older sister, Hema, lives in India. Sushma, and I tried our hardest to solve the concerns any of our family members raised, explaining the legal jargon and long timeframes. At times, I found it particularly painful. But it was a very delicate situation for all of us and I’m so grateful to Sushma for her patience and level head in unravelling the administrative process. I found myself going backwards and forwards to Mum’s house, doing what was necessary to deliver the probate – looking after all of the stuff Mum had left, trying to bin the junk, discern the wheat from the chaff. As I was sorting through, I began to realize some things about myself and my siblings too. I found a jigsaw in a box but none of the bits matched and I realized as a family we were just like that, all the pieces from different jigsaws thrown into one box. A puzzle that can never be whole despite my mother handing me the pieces she had remembered, despite us journeying together in her mind to the land of dementia, where she was living and to the land where she eventually died. I am yet to piece our family back together, to solve the jigsaw puzzle. And I can’t. I am frustrated. The task was daunting: searching for the important documents, finding the clues in a house ravaged by Mum’s loneliness after Dad died, and later by her dementia. Her ‘filing’ systems were like mountains of Swiss cheese: layers of newspaper clippings, family memorabilia, school books of every child that she had played a part in raising, including four of her grandchildren, their saved McDonald’s Happy Meal toys (often under my foot – ouch), piles and piles of photographs, broken bits of old tech and countless screws (who knows when they will come in handy). As I am sorting I hear her voice again.

I could not see the wood for the trees and, indeed, in my grief I couldn’t see for my tears. Looking after it all again, caring for her things and her last wishes, but this time not for Mum herself.

Mum’s things, instead of Mum. Circumstances beyond our control dictated that I was the one to keep visiting Mum’s house, as nobody was able to travel, so I could not physically share the responsibility. I felt alone with it. I was just around the corner from it. But I consoled myself. Being surrounded by what Mum had left behind meant that I could write this book.

I put back together the child and mother relationship, when she cared for my child and when I became her carer: all roles reversed and upside down. What has become obvious is that I was never dealing with Mum as a complete person towards the end of her life, because she didn’t know which bits were missing. So, in the process of writing this book, I, like Mum, began to fill those gaps, re-compile, take over in her absence, and become the next kintsugi master. I had sat at her feet, I had learnt from her, and that would be our legacy.

Through this book, I reconstructed, re-examined and remembered my mum; I dismantled the myths, the stereotypes of women with South Asian heritage in particular – close-knit ‘happy’ families, the patriarchy – as well as the culture of celebrity, religion, relationships… One reviewer said of my book, ‘Remember me?’ is both a question and a command – we should try to do both.

Family, friends and others have judged me on my ownership of my story. So now I am here to claim ownership of myself. With that I can leave my legacy. Those were the important bits shared with you.

So, what is the news?

I bought Mum’s house, her beloved home where her memories lived too. It solved the probate, the last bit of that enormous practical puzzle. We siblings eventually all agreed on that and the deal was done, notwithstanding the heartache and the new mortgage.

Since she’s been gone I’m more aware of my own mortality.

I’ve still got work to do, I can hear her voice saying. I’m not going anywhere. I can’t leave those piles of her newspapers to fester. I’ve cut out the images and photos from the amazing front covers of old Sunday Times, Telegraph and Observer magazines, and I’m wallpapering under the stairs of my new home with a creative collage, a work of art, a shrine to Mum’s venerable stockpile. The collection of cuttings about me, the archive of my professional career? I hesitate. I will put those in a box and consider who will continue to curate this legacy. Sushma has started to collect fresh press, she’s so proud of what I’m achieving and that is important to me. I have begun to recognize and accept that love.

Re-affirm, mend, make good again. Heal. That’s the kintsugi, the precious adhesive that will begin to cement our fragmented family. To shore up the wall of remembrance where that reservoir of grief still threatens to spill over. For the next generation as much as anything else. I don’t want to lay that responsibility on Akshay’s shoulders. Whether he takes it on will be his personal choice.

I leave this book now and I suppose I’m asking you to put me back together, too. I’m not there quite yet, but I’m in a process of re-construction – of myself and my new home.

In repositioning some things, I reposition myself. Re-compile, renew. This project is slow and steady, just like where I am in my head. And that’s where I want to leave you – in the piles of bricks and mortar, the pull down and put up of all of life’s grand designs, which I’m yet to piece together. So, I’m asking you to…

Re-member me?


‘I answer the heroic question, “Death, where is thy sting?” with, “It is in my heart and mind and memories.”’

Maya Angelou


Introduction: How much do we know ourselves and each other?

This is a story of things that are lost, but also of things that can be found in the most unexpected of places. It is a story of the things you remember and the things you think you have forgotten, the stories we then tell ourselves and what we choose to share with others. It is my story and it is my mother’s, and it is about being her daughter. It is about the function of memory within the human construct of time, where we give our daily lives a beginning, a middle and an end. It is also a story about the assumption of shame and the presumption of it too, and of bias and prejudice, based only on the shades of our Brown skins.

We spend our entire lives trying to figure out the rudimentary questions: Who are we when we are with others, and when we are alone? Whose lives have we affected? How did we end up like this? Have we done the right thing? How will we be remembered? These questions entered my mind when I was caring for my mother, and I wondered how she would want to be remembered. I had always believed I had a clear idea of the adult I’d become, and in turn knew who my mother was, both in relation to me and also as a woman in her own right. But the truth is, we never really know ourselves or each other fully. Our memory is an imaginative, creative, destructive and selective place. The memories the brain builds and designs are never quite representative of the life we have lived, and they’re not in the stuff we collect and leave behind either. As my mother’s memory began to fall apart, I began to see behind the curated memories. And I found a woman who made clear choices grown from a deep, quiet love for her husband and family, and who could live her life fully with fairness and sincerity even when her world fractured.

I never said the words ‘I love you’ to my mum. Just as she never said those words to me. But we knew.
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