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    Part 1


    Chapter 1


    Kashmir, 1967


    When I was ten, I found out what I wanted to be. In fact, I can remember the very day I decided to become a healer. On that late summer’s morning, I could still see my breath when I climbed up into our battered old Land Rover. You know what those kinds of vehicles are like. I was up high and I felt so much bigger anyway, because I was in the front next to Pa. If I shut my eyes and concentrate, I can still smell his pipe smoke lingering on the leather seats. The radio was on that morning because Pa, being such a huge cricket fan, had started listening to the Ashes long before the sun cut the peaks of the Nun Kun. In India you hear talk of three things on every village corner: cricket, movies and politics and the Vale of Kashmir was no exception.


    The tiny red figure of Lord Vishnu, the protector, bobbed about under the rear view mirror as I scanned the skies for golden eagles. We had a good chance of seeing them at that time of the year when they had hungry chicks to feed. I spotted one, riding the winds, soaring and circling before dropping hundreds of feet to pluck a groundhog from the mountain slopes. All around us, tiny mauve and yellow flowers danced in the breeze as the snowy summits of Pir Panjal meditated in the early morning sun. Beneath them, rocks gave way to forests, emerald green valleys and the glint of the Jhelum River. In the far distance Wular Lake slumbered peacefully under its blanket of mist. Above us the Thajiwas Glacier sparkled ice blue beside the cone-like peak of Gwash Brari where settlements hugged its foothills. All Pa’s territory, because he was the only doctor for miles.


    The crowd roared and the man on the radio was getting terribly excited when a posh voice cut in:


    News has just reached us that a suicide attack in Indian-administered Kashmir has killed three people, including the bomber, and injured more than seventeen. The explosion occurred in the Nowgam area on the outskirts of Srinagar, the region’s summer capital. A Pakistan-based Islamic militant group has claimed responsibility for the explosion in a telephone call to local news agency Current News Service.


    Pa switched off the radio. ‘Madmen! Outsiders! Trying to turn us against each other! Sufi, Hindu, Sikh, what does it matter? We’ve been smoking beedi together in the teahouses of Dal Lake for centuries. Long before the British came. Long before Partition. Now they make us play the Great Game and fight like cockerels. Should I not attend to Mrs Durrani simply because she is a Muslim? And what about Kaliq? Should we throw our beloved servant out? How could the gods tolerate bloodshed in our beautiful Vale?’


    I certainly didn’t understand. How could grown-ups fight and kill each other when we children were always being told to be nice to each other? Diwali, our festival of light, includes their Muslim god Ali and Ramadan includes our Lord Ram, so how were we so different? It didn’t make any sense.


    Still, I decided nothing was going to spoil my day now that I was here. Ma was so strict with me. Rajan and Tahir could do what they wanted and get away with almost anything because they were boys. They didn’t have to lay the table for dinner or clear up afterwards. Boys got up and played. Mothers coddled them until their wives took over. But I smiled to myself because I had stood up for myself yesterday.


    ‘Mamiji, why can’t I go with Pa? If I don’t get out I shall go mad!’ I hadn’t been out for a fortnight because of chicken pox. Even so, I wouldn’t have got my way if Pa hadn’t overheard us from his study.


    He came in, gold spectacles in hand. ‘What’s all this about?’


    I ran over and pulled at his sleeve. ‘Pa, you want me to come along with you, don’t you?’


    He sighed. ‘Palomi,’ he said to my mother. ‘I don’t see what harm it will do to let Jaya see what I get up to when I leave this house.’


    ‘Babee. She’s much too young to witness sickness and pain!’ She stamped her foot. Ma always called him Babee even though he was Darshan to everyone else.


    ‘My dear, it is only childbirth. I promise I will keep her outside until the mess is over. After all, she will have to learn about it someday. If I let her come along this once, that will be the end of it. You’ll see. What possible interest could my work be to her in the long run?’


    Ma could fight like a Bengal tigress but at that moment she was in a fix. The boys were covered in spots themselves. Of course I felt sorry for them, the scabs itched like mad and made you feel rotten yet I couldn’t help feeling a little pleased, too. I had Pa all to myself for a change and wouldn’t have to pander to Ma’s little princes.


    The bumpy road threw us this way and that on our climb up the steep winding track. It fell away right next to my window and I thought of how every day on the school run we passed a burnt-out lorry sprawled upside down like a giant metal beetle on a crevice far below. Pa had to drive fast that day, though. I didn’t know much about having babies, only that you had to get there in a hurry.


    I wasn’t scared because I knew the gods were watching over us. We lived in the valley of the gods. In summer I would climb the mulberry tree outside my bedroom window to watch the long line of people trekking up to the Cave of Amaranth through Pa’s binoculars. They came from all over India and beyond just to see Lord Shiva, who lived there as a stalagmite. Further up the mountains, Nag, Lord of the Serpents, made the water in Lake Sheshnag turn the same colour as Ma’s turquoise earrings.


    Pa pointed to an arrow of geese clearing the gleaming summit of Gwash Brari. He kept a little notebook under the wooden dashboard to write the names of the birds in and every so often, he would ring up a man in Bombay. The man was a birdwatcher, an ornithologist, Pa told me. I made a note of it, because it was a brilliant word to know for Scrabble. Pa must have been a falconer in one of his previous lives, when there was no such thing as ornithologists or binoculars, because he could spot a pariah kite by its forked tail when it was little more than a dot in the sky. He noticed everything, even the budding heads of mountain primroses before they broke through the snow and being a doctor, he knew their Latin names too. You needed Latin as a doctor, he told me, but we often spoke English together, because it reminded him of his time studying in Scotland. He said it would prepare us for secondary school where everything would be in English.


    He cranked the car back into first gear as we approached the final bend that brought us level with the moss-covered roof of a tiny stone building perched on a narrow ledge. A great shaggy dog, straining on a short rusty chain, sounded our arrival. A man with a long grey beard rushed out. He was wearing a loose-fitting kurta tunic and a purple doshalla around his head.


    ‘My son, you must save my son!’


    Pa bowed and said, ‘Namaste,’ before calling over his shoulder to me, ‘Jaya, you stay in the car, do you hear? Don’t come in until I call for you.’


    I opened my red silk bag and took out the book about a girl called Heidi who went to live in the mountains with her grumpy grandpa. I could read English, something Rajan and Tahir could not yet do. We spoke Koshur – the ancient language of Kashmir – at home and Urdu at school and I could also understand Hindi. Rajan had mastered Urdu, which was a big step for him, but he didn’t read much anyway, and poor Tahir, who was struggling terribly, had developed a stutter. He hated being away from home, even for a few hours. I liked school not only because I could play marbles with the other children or jump rope, but because I loved finding out new things. Now that Pa had taught me the English alphabet, I could read the books in his study; the ones with stories in them, not the medical ones with disgusting pictures. This book Heidi was my very own, a birthday present sent all the way from Scotland, wrapped in strong brown paper. It had a musty smell about it, which I couldn’t place. Someone’s name had been rubbed out just inside the cover. I had traced it with my pencil and it said Lily and I wrote my own name above hers. I hoped Lily didn’t mind me having it now.


    Once Heidi settled in, she grew to love the mountains and her grandpa and he came to love her, too. Living together changed their whole lives and made them so much happier. She made a friend called Peter. Just when everything began to fall into place, she had to leave. I looked at the mountains in front of me and knew how Heidi must have felt. I would never go away. Of that I was quite sure.


    Heidi was very sad; she got ill because she couldn’t see the mountains. She began sleepwalking and not eating properly. My stomach rumbled so I reached for the naan Sabri had slipped into the pocket of my kameez before we left. Sabri used to be our amah but now we were older she was more of a cook. I read until the words started to swim before my eyes. How long did babies take?


    I clambered down from the car. The dog cocked its head and started to wag its tail.


    Its ribs stuck out like fish bones. I gave it a bit of bread and talked to it softly. When I stroked its matted fur, it closed its eyes as if it had been waiting for me for weeks.


    Soft moaning sounds, like the ones my granny made in her sleep, issued from the house. The moans turned into cries of pain and the dog pulled away. Why wasn’t Pa doing anything about it? That was why we were here. Even with my hands over my ears I could still hear the woman. On and on it went. The man started shouting and the dog collapsed on the ground with a sigh. The woman’s cries reminded me of a Tibetan fox caught in a trap up in the forests around Gangabal Lake. Kaliq had to shoot it as the iron teeth had bitten clean through its back leg.


    Silence. Even worse! Only swallows swooping overhead as the entire valley held its breath, shattered by the cries of a baby and a jubilant, ‘A boy!’


    Brahma be praised, it was over. We could finally go home.


    But the dreadful screaming recommenced. Perhaps Pa had done something to her. I had to see what was going on. Like a snow leopard stalking a deer, I crept into the house, which was only slightly larger than our woodshed. It reeked of animal hide and smoke. My eyes took a moment to get used to the gloom. I could make out two rooms: a kitchen and another one where the woman lay. Our house was all sunny rooms and places where I could play. I edged my way towards the grown-ups, towards the man with the bundle in his arms and Pa tending the woman, still writhing in agony.


    She screamed and screamed. She was ever so young. She could have been his granddaughter. I wasn’t going to have a baby, ever. Then I caught a glimpse of something round between her blood-smeared legs. Not another one! Pa eased out a head, then a shoulder and then the rest before the woman fell back onto the messy covers.


    ‘A girl!’ he said.


    Limp, lifeless and smeary-white, the baby looked more like a skinned rabbit. Pa tried to rub it to life but the woman was not moving, either. He looked to the man for help but he merely shrugged his shoulders as if to say why bother with a girl? Pa laid the baby carefully in the cot by the fire, turned to the woman and drew up a syringe.


    I ran around the bed and picked the baby up. I couldn’t believe how small she was. Tiny hands and feet just like my dolly. Only she was warm. The boy was crying for all he was worth; loud screeches that you’d never believe could come from anyone that little. He was rosy and angry, and his sister was pale, almost white. ‘Shiva!’ I wanted to shout. She was slipping away before she had even arrived. Pa was doing everything he could for the woman and there was no point in talking to the man if he wouldn’t even listen to Pa. I rubbed her like Pa had done before he put her down but she was growing colder and colder.


    I stared into the flames and then my eyes rested on the one set of baby’s clothes laid out in front of the fireplace. It wasn’t fair! Why should she have to die? A ragdoll nobody wanted to play with. No! I wouldn’t allow this to happen. What had the herdsman done to the new-born yak? I bent and blew into her tiny mouth. Her cheeks soft and cool like goat’s cheese. No reaction. I blew more strongly into her. Nothing.


    Tears pricked my eyes. There was absolutely nothing I could do. Stupid of me to think I could make a difference. All I wanted to do was run outside. I went to kiss her goodbye but instead found myself trying one last time. The baby’s lips puckered; her face screwed up. She turned a deep red before letting out the most wonderful cry I had ever heard. The woman opened her eyes. Tears ran down her face as she reached out for her little girl. Pa looked from the baby to me and smiled.


    Half an hour later we climbed back into the car.


    ‘When I’m big, Pa, I want to be a healer just like you!’ He stroked my head and switched the radio back on.


    Chapter 2


    Bang, bang, bang. I sat bolt upright in bed. Men shouting. My heart raced and my mouth went dry. I pulled the cover up over my head, then peeped back out as I heard my door open. First Tahir, then Rajan ran over to my bed and scrambled under the covers.


    ‘Shhhh!’ I said.


    Something was being dragged around downstairs. Low hushed voices and the sound of a door shutting. No more sounds. We waited for ages.


    ‘Stay here,’ I said and crept down the stairs, avoiding the ones that creaked. I tiptoed across the hall and gently pushed down the door handle of Pa’s study. A man lay on the floor; a huge soggy patch of blood covering one of his thighs and staining our beautifully patterned carpet. Another man with all but his eyes covered by a scarf was pointing a gun at Pa! I gasped and he swung round and pulled me in by my hair.


    ‘Ow!’ I was looking down the barrel of a gun.


    ‘Stop. My daughter!’ Pa shouted. ‘She can help,’ he added. ‘Jaya, come here.’


    The gunman eyed me suspiciously.


    My whole body was shaking as Pa started to cut away the man’s trouser leg with some scissors. I passed him the long pointed tweezers from the instruments spread out on the white cloth next to him. He eased the bullet out and the man screamed as blood spurted out like a fountain. Pa stopped the flow, disinfected and dressed the wound and our visitors were gone as quickly as they appeared.


    ‘Who were they?’ I asked.


    ‘Freedom fighters,’ Pa replied. ‘No one must hear of this, do you understand? No one!’


    I had learned all about Partition from Pa when we were last snowed in. About Hari Ahmed having to choose between India and Pakistan, and Kashmiris becoming Indians overnight. No one seemed happy about this because soon war broke out and afterwards everything was in such a mess that Pa had to go to Scotland to study. That was all long before I was born but when I was about four there was another war. Pa had to leave to treat the wounded and I can remember crying with Ma when he left. It seemed to me that he was gone for an eternity. Granny cooked the most massive meal when he came back again after a few weeks.


    Even after that the call for Azadi, which meant freedom, could be heard throughout Kashmir. Gunshots often woke me and flashes lit the high ground in the dark near the Pakistani border. Ma once suggested moving south like Uncle Desh who lived in Delhi but Pa would have none of it: ‘Never! Kashmir is our home!’


    After the outbursts of violence there were regular curfews and the passes to and from the valley were often closed because the army was looking for ‘terrorists’. The dispute was making our Vale poor and draining its lifeblood. In Srinagar, the buildings on the river front were crumbling, their windows boarded up or gaping, their rusty roofs ready to cave in under the next heavy snowfall. Rubbish lay on the slopes of the Jhelum River in which people bathed and washed their clothes. When I crossed the footbridge that straddled the swollen torrent, I held Ma’s hand tightly and prayed that we would make it to the other side. The dusty side alleys in the shadow of the pristine white Hazratbal Mosque were little more than overcrowded slums. Whole families were crammed into one room amongst pots and pans and the occasional chicken, whilst children played on the dirty floor or warmed their hands over wicker baskets of hot coals in winter. Outside, soldiers patrolled the alleys with machine guns strapped to their shoulders, keeping the peace, or, as some said, keeping it at bay.


    Higher up in the foothills there was little chance of the wounded or ill reaching a clinic when it mattered. People bled to death from bullet wounds and illness claimed lives far too easily. Children often saw people die so nobody questioned the slip of a girl struggling with the black leather case on her father’s coat-tails. Slowly, Pa began to discuss the cases with me in terms I could understand, making me want to leaf through the medical journals in his study. Looking back, it sounds strange to say that I tried to help him as much as I could. On one particular visit with Pa, an old man with two broken ribs called me ‘little Miss Doctor’. I walked out at least two inches taller.


    We lived in one of the finest houses in the foothills, built of stone with a sweeping view of the valley from the veranda. From my bed I could see the Gilgul Pass and the rock face that looked like a woman’s face with snow white hair. She used to smile at me when the moonlight fell on the stone. In early spring, the scent of mulberry blossoms filled my room so that in summer I would climb and harvest basketfuls of berries from the tree outside my window for Sabri, who made delicious chutney from them. With plenty of food in store winter never posed a problem. We always had a taste of summer in the house even when we were snowed in for days. I loved those days, when even Pa couldn’t get away. A blizzard would be raging outside as we gathered around the fire to listen to stories of what Pa got up to as a boy.


    From our terrace, I could marvel at the Sind River winding its way down the valley through a patchwork of emerald green fields, pale pink almond orchards and dashes of yellow mustard flowers as it passed the occasional poplar tree. Amongst the splurges of purple girls my age collected petals to make saffron. In the background, the jagged white peaks stabbed the sky and formed a wall that protected us from the harsh winters of the north and the scorching summers of the south, bestowing on us the most splendid of climates and fertile land. Although our homeland was a Muslim stronghold, it had always been a home to us Hindus, too. In the past numbers didn’t matter much. We were neighbours who went to school, played cricket, got the harvest in together and often intermarried. Kashmir was home, sweet home to us all. Yet we were the envy of our neighbours, who wanted to slice our Vale up like a wedding cake, with religion as their knife.


    All troubles were forgotten when I chased butterflies across the wildflower meadows near Sonamarg, or dipped my toes in Krishnasar Lake on hot days as my brothers bathed amongst the brown trout darting around in its clear water. And we used to fly kites in the wide open spaces above the sycamore forests that clothed the mountain slopes.


    Ma liked having visitors, whether they were Avani’s family, friends from the valley, relatives from Delhi or old friends from my father’s student days. Then she would draw up lists with Sabri to cook huge meals together and sit back and smile as Pa presided over a dining room table laden with dishes fit for royalty. She was truly in her element as she urged her guests to have another helping while Pa led discussions on anything from the future of our Vale to some mild gossip. We children enjoyed both the food and the talk.


    Once a couple of yetis came to visit. Well, of course they weren’t real yetis but they might as well have been. Such light skin, such a weird way of talking! The man was big and strong with blond, coarse curly hair and his wife tall and willowy with wonderful freckles and a bun of bright red hair. They were Mr and Mrs Hamilton, the people who had sent me my book about Heidi. Although I spoke English I couldn’t understand them at first. Even Ma kept saying ‘pardon’ and ‘excuse me’ when the lady chatted to her. I kept quiet and snuck sidelong glances at this strange beautiful creature.


    I wanted to see if the lady’s hair was real. She didn’t seem to mind when I touched it and I couldn’t resist playing with her hair until to my horror the bun came undone in my hands. The long ginger mass fell through my fingers like wild silk. With a sharp intake of breath, Ma went to pull me away.


    ‘No, no, let her!’ The lady beamed at me. ‘I’m enjoying the attention. Alastair’s away at boarding school, you know.’


    When the men went out to smoke cigars, which was not like Pa at all, their voices got louder and I heard the man say, ‘Running backwards, you were. And then you fell to the ground. Durham thought they’d clinched it. Hit right in the face! But you had the ball in your hands. What a dream finish! Put an end to their innings and us back in the driving seat just like that. Shame about your nose, though!’


    Pa did have a slightly crooked nose. I peered round the front door to see Pa doubled up with laughter and the Scotsman slapping him on the back. ‘It’s my trophy, dear Stuart, my trophy!’ Pa straightened up, tears of laughter in his eyes.


    When Pa went out on his rounds with Mr Hamilton the next day, I showed Mrs Hamilton all around our place.


    ‘Is that Pakistan over there?’ she asked, pointing to the mountains in the far distance as if I was grown up.


    I was sad when she left. She seemed like some kind of goddess I’d dreamt up.


    Kaliq, grey-haired and hunchbacked, more family member than servant, drove us down to the village school every morning and picked us up when the final bell rang. I attended a girls’ school where we wore a navy blue uniform complete with hijab. Schoolwork wasn’t a problem for me as I was eager to learn.


    My brothers, however, were more interested in life outside the heavy gates of the school which our father and his father before him had attended. Rajan, a year younger than me and stocky like Ma, was strong and agile, and spent all his free time playing cricket, fishing or climbing with his friends. You could hear Rajan thundering through the house no matter where you were. He used to hide my schoolbooks and I once found a dead rat in my satchel. While he had loads of friends, I liked the background din, the feeling of being in the midst of everything even when I was studying. I once sat in my room with the door open when his best friend Ali asked, ‘What are you up to, Jaya?’


    ‘Learning.’


    ‘But you’re a girl!’


    There were only ten months between Rajan and Tahir so that Ma often called them her ‘twins’. They couldn’t have been more different, though. Tahir was slightly built and had the brightest blue eyes in a caramel face. We were very close. So close that I often guessed what he would say before he actually said it. We shared a love of the outdoors and when I was allowed, he would take me to all his secret places and dens. Garuda, his falcon, meant more to him than any friends, because strangers triggered his stutter so that sometimes he wouldn’t talk to them at all. But when it was just the two of us, he was the funniest boy ever.


    Chapter 3


    ‘A doctor! Beti Jaya, look in the mirror. You’re a girl, my dear, and very pretty, too. On top of that there are dangers out there you cannot even imagine.’ Ma was brushing my hair in preparation for Avani’s wedding. Avani was my friend and our neighbour’s daughter.


    ‘Ouch!’ I cried.


    ‘Don’t pull away then.’


    My frustrated reflection, fair-skinned and green-eyed like so many fellow Kashmiris stared back at me. I wished I hadn’t told her. I had kept my secret from her like some precious jewel in my pocket until it sparkled so brightly that I simply had to show it to her. And here she was telling me it was nothing more than a dirty stone.


    ‘Ma, I come from a long line of doctors. Even our name Vaidya means physician!’


    ‘What are you thinking? They’re all men. Rajan or Tahir may follow in Pa’s footsteps if they want but you …’


    Neither of them show the slightest interest in medicine, I wanted to say but I knew it was pointless.


    ‘What would your husband say to all this nonsense? A family, respectability. What more could a girl possibly want? I want you to make us proud like Avani. You will see the folly of such thoughts all too sure, believe me. The world is going mad and it is my duty to protect you and the good name of our family. Why, your dear father told me only last night that they’ve made a pill so women can sleep with whoever they want. They don’t even need to get married! How do their families live with the shame of it? What happens to these daughters afterwards?’


    There was no stopping her now but what did this all have to do with me becoming a doctor?


    ‘Love rides on reason, not romance. Why don’t these girls trust their families to choose a compatible partner?’


    I suppose she was speaking from experience. Her experience. She had fallen for the quiet, bespectacled young medic she first clapped eyes on a week before their wedding, long after the respective families had settled the matter. Ma and Pa were so different; she, forthright and talkative, and he pensive with a love of books. Yet it worked. I would often hear them whispering on the veranda late at night as they sat holding hands, catching up on the day’s events. They hardly ever argued but when they did, I hate to say it was usually over me.


    So Ma wanted the best for me, which in her eyes meant finding me a suitable husband. ‘We won’t just pick anyone. No, it will be most delicately planned so that you and the groom, and more importantly our families, will be compatible. We might even go to the local pandit. He knows which astrological constellations go together best. A veritable science – one he spends his entire life studying.’


    Was that all there was to life? To stand by and watch my husband leaving the house and going about his business while I stayed behind? What about joining in and changing things, healing people and saving lives? There was one little girl in our Vale who wouldn’t be alive if not for me. Could there be a better feeling?


    Avani didn’t seem unhappy at all as I watched the married women in her family paint mehendi patterns in henna on her hands, before plaiting and treating her hair with oil.


    ‘You will have six sons,’ said an elderly aunt, draping her in gold and jewels as the others giggled loudly.


    Avani looked regal in her embroidered lehenga wedding dress and when Madhav, the bridegroom, arrived at the head of the wedding procession on a white mare, wearing a sky blue silk suit, golden turban, orange waistband and sword, he looked every inch her prince. They had been promised to each other as children but she kept her eyes steadfastly fixed on the ground as rose petals showered down on the two of them at the wedding feast.


    The air was heavy with the delicious aroma of eggplant brinjal, spinach and cheese, potato stew, pulao, green beans with coconut, dum aloo, paneer in lemon and honey sauce, fluffy white or saffron coloured rice and mouth-watering sauces and chutneys so that my stomach was already rumbling when a gong announced the feast. I queued with Ma at the huge metal container for a plate of steaming biryani before taking my place at the long table reserved for us women. I had never been to such an event before.


    ‘Now don’t show us up, Jaya,’ said Ma as I drank my second glass of lassi. I loved the feel of the thick goat’s yoghurt slithering down my throat but Ma soon got distracted by all the commotion and was smiling and enjoying herself like all the rest of us.


    Only I couldn’t completely forget poor Tahir who was sitting with the men on the other side of the tent. He wasn’t like other boys; he hated crowds and strangers and simply stared blankly in front of him or played with the rice on his plate. How I would have loved to run over and lead him to us but it wouldn’t do, I knew.


    Avani’s father clapped his hands and the rabab and sarangi players started to sing. My feet couldn’t help tapping to the age old melodies that touched my heart. Someone tugged my arm as all the women on my table got up and we danced the Hafiza until we nearly dropped.


    I stayed long enough to watch money shower down on the newlyweds before Kaliq came to take us children and Granny home. Much too soon. After all, I was already twelve.


    The evenings were cold once the sun sank behind the ridges. Much too excited to sleep, I sat outside on our porch wrapped in Granny’s shawl. Made from the down of the chiru, the dainty Tibetan antelope, the shatush shawl was so soft and incredibly warm even though it had faded over time. It was so fine that Granny could even pull it through her wedding ring.


    Down in the valley, the lights of the wedding tent glittered in the darkness while faint chords of music drifted up through the stillness. The wolves didn’t howl in summer when they had so much to prey on higher up.


    The gigantic orb of a Kashmiri moon doused the rocky slopes in its silvery light and the wedding made me briefly want to become the figure who began to exchange stolen looks with her handsome young husband. I wasn’t keen on the being married bit, but the getting married bit seemed perfectly splendid. I could faintly hear Granny snoring through the shutters. She had written poems when she was young, but she raised Pa. Ma did the same for us and my life was as predictable as the sun rising up over the Zolija Pass next morning. I was more likely to marry a Maharajah than become a doctor.


    A shooting star burst overhead. I made my wish.


    Chapter 4


    One sweltering day in July, I was sitting out on the porch with Pa as plume-like clouds gathered over Mount Kunyirhayan. We had been allowed home early before the storm and I was labouring over my sums as Pa puffed in silence on his pipe. He had spoken only a couple of words since coming back from a call far up in the hills. I could hear the boys playing in the bathroom and looked up in exasperation. It was no good. I simply could not concentrate on my equations. In the distance Avani’s brother was herding a flock of geese to safety. Bats darted between the trees at the side of our house as the sky darkened under an advancing armada of clouds. A crack of lightning resounded around the valley.


    ‘Appendicitis – no reason to die!’


    I looked at Pa.


    ‘The boy I went to see today. He was only five!’ he added.


    I put my book aside.


    ‘We must build a clinic. It’s the only solution. With no operating theatre up here, we might as well leave them to die.’


    My excitement was ignited by more than lightning. Pa’s vision would crown my own aspirations. The only problem being money.


    ‘Don’t encourage her, Babee.’ Ma handed Pa another helping of dal. ‘This talk about a clinic. All good and well but nothing that should concern Jaya. She should be thinking about other things. Jaya, you’ve got a lot to learn right here.’ She tapped on the dining table.


    ‘But, Ma!’


    She put her hand up to silence me. I knew better than to argue. Outside, the rain hammered relentlessly on the rooftop. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Pa nod almost imperceptibly in my direction.


    And learn I did. I learned how to cook simple dishes, wash and repair clothes and balance the household budget. Ma told me that I had to be able to do all these things before I could instruct the servants. Apart from Kaliq and Sabri, we also had a girl to do the cleaning. Ranjana was only slightly older than me and had joined us after Mara, our former help, moved to her husband’s family in Patan.


    Although the three of them worked for us, we were not separated by castes as in other parts of India where some people were even classed as untouchables.


    ‘We are all masters or batta in Kashmir,’ Ma pointed out proudly. ‘You must be both firm and considerate and then you will have no problem with them.’


    I found it awkward telling someone the same age as me what to do. Ranjana, however, did not seem to find this strange. She carried out my wishes with a constant smile on her face and an air of absent-mindedness, even calling me memsahib. Occasionally, her youngest sister Adhita, who must have been only about seven or eight, would come along when her mother went to visit her father. He was a labourer in Rajasthan and away for months on end. Adhita used to watch me with big brown eyes and kept very quiet, but sometimes I let her come into my room. She would climb up onto my bed and sit there whilst I did my schoolwork. Ma thought there was something the matter with her but I managed to teach her how to write her name.


    Fridays were a real highlight for me, when Dal Lake turned into a huge floating market. Fruit and vegetable sellers would gather in the morning mist, their gondola-like shikaras full of lotus stems, roots and fresh vegetables to jostle for best position with their heart-shaped paddles. The air carried the scent of their produce as they discussed the prices loudly above the sound of birdsong and the morning prayers that drifted across the water like a hypnotic wave.


    Kaliq once told me to watch him as he found the one soggy turnip in an otherwise splendid display of spinach, lotus roots, tomatoes, pumpkins, cabbages and cauliflower. He showed the root to the vendor.


    ‘Twenty rupees a pound! A goat would spit these out.’ In this way he got what we needed at half the price. I quickly learned this trick and became so good that Kaliq would bow out of most of the haggling.


    My brothers didn’t do much about the house apart from chopping firewood or repairing things under Kaliq’s watchful eyes but even then not that often. Ma nagged them about school but they knew how to get round her. I had a plan, though; to get my chores out of the way as quickly as possible so that I would have time for myself. When Ma was quite satisfied I would read a book or, as I got older, go out by myself which wasn’t always easy.


    ‘How come Rajan and Tahir can go out whenever and wherever they please? You never think anything will happen to them.’


    ‘Don’t be cheeky, young lady!’ Ma replied. ‘You are safe here!’


    I looked out and all I could see was our beloved mountains and the Vale, so rich, so inviting that my heart refused to see the slightest point in her argument. She might be scared of the world, I was not.


    ‘She is now of an age where people will get ideas,’ she argued with Pa.


    ‘Ideas? Come now, my dear, we cannot influence what goes on in people’s minds. My daughter shall not be imprisoned by moral hypocrisy. She shall go where she pleases as long as she does her duty,’ he replied.


    These last words silenced my mother and became a catchphrase. Pa’s studies accounted for his more relaxed, less traditional attitude; he had known women in Scotland who became GPs and even specialists. They lived a different kind of life. They walked about quite freely, he once told me.


    ‘Cover your head when you go out, though. You don’t want to draw undue attention to yourself.’


    From our house you could hear the thunder of ice cold water rushing down from the melting glaciers to the lakes below. Almost a third of our Vale was covered by water. Once I lay down in one of the hillside meadows, enjoying the warmth of the sunshine on my bare arms and tried to imagine life elsewhere. Where did the migrating flocks of bar-headed geese come from? The birds that flew clean over the Giants on their way down to the Bay of Bengal.


    ‘What was Scotland like, Pa?’ I asked one day.


    ‘The sea, it’s the sea I remember most. I’ve never known anything like it here. Nothing compares with it, not even Wular Lake. I could actually hear the sound of the waves crashing on the beach like some monster outside my window taking great bites of sand! Other days I would walk along the beach with a glistening mirror of water at my side.’


    I knew that Wular Lake was a hundred miles across. The sea was even greater. It would have been easier to picture the moon.


    Chapter 5


    Ma burst into my room waving a letter in her hand. ‘Uncle Desh has invited you to Delhi!’


    Uncle Desh wasn’t really my uncle; he was much too old for that, but we called all kinds of people auntie and uncle. It just meant they were close to the family. I put my pen down.


    ‘Why me?’ I asked.


    ‘Don’t be so ungrateful. It’s a tradition in our family for a girl of a certain age. I went there at that time myself. I even saw the Taj Mahal with them – the most beautiful building in the world.’


    The prospect was beginning to shine for me.


    ‘The second time I went, it was to meet your father! Uncle Desh arranged it all. You and your brothers wouldn’t be here if not for your uncle.’


    I smiled at the thought of Ma and Pa finding each other.


    ‘You are old enough to go alone now and you will be in such good hands. Auntie Samvitra is not getting any younger, you know. You could help out and cheer them both up. They don’t have any children, all very sad. What do you say?’


    She looked at me impatiently. When Uncle Desh was here last he had told us so many tales of Delhi. I would at last be able to witness the buzz of the city with my own eyes and become the envy of my friends. Exams were looming but surely I could take my books with me over the break and see the world at the same time? After all, it would only be for a month or so.


    ‘It’ll be fun, but how will I get there?’


    ‘By train, my dear. We’ll put you on it ourselves and you’ll be collected on the other side. I shall call Uncle Desh immediately.’


    Too distracted now to carry on reading, I went to find Tahir and Rajan. A sharp smell of glue hit me in Rajan’s room.


    ‘You’ll miss the puppy!’ he said. He was sticking together some kind of model aeroplane.


    In my excitement I had completely forgotten about the much longed for new family member, the new-born puppy Tahir and Rajan had been talking about for days.


    ‘No, I won’t,’ I replied. ‘I’ll be back before we get it. I’m only going for a month or so. Where’s Tahir?’ I asked.


    ‘Oh no!’ he said as a wing dropped on the floor. I quickly shut the door.


    I dipped under the washing line that waved in the wind like a string of colourful flags against a bright blue sky, only to find Tahir huddled on the ground behind the woodshed, his left eye so swollen that he could barely open it. The piercing blue eye stared at me from his blood-smeared face.


    ‘What happened? Let me get you to the house!’


    He shook his head violently.


    ‘Did someone do this to you?’


    He looked away and wiped his nose on his sleeve. I offered him my handkerchief.


    ‘Wait here. I’ll get something to clean you up.’


    I returned with some water and a towel but he still wouldn’t talk to me.


    ‘Do you want me to make something up for Mamiji?’


    He nodded. I told Ma that he had been running through a wood and hadn’t seen the branch that hit him in the eye. She believed me, and she and Granny made a terrible fuss of him.


    I got it out of him eventually, though. Some boys from the village had been picking on him because of his stutter. He didn’t want Ma or Pa to know. There was enough trouble between Hindus and Muslims as it was, he said.


    I hardly slept the night before I left. Pa said goodbye at bedtime. ‘Have a wonderful time with Desh and Vitra but don’t forget your schoolwork.’ He kissed me on the top of my head.


    By the time I got up he was out on a call. I was just putting my books into my suitcase when Granny pressed her shawl onto me.


    ‘But it’s hot in Delhi.’


    ‘You never know, Jaya, and you might forget us!’


    Granny hadn’t been well those past months, sitting for hours at a time in the wicker chair in the shade of the mulberry tree. She was usually so busy helping Ma, but now she seemed to have shrunk, her eyes clouded grey, her skin a yellowish hue. It wouldn’t hurt to pack the shawl if it made her happy, I told myself. Rajan was still asleep in the early morning but Tahir came out of his room, sleepy-eyed and warm from his bed, and put his arms around me.


    ‘Come back soon. You wouldn’t want to miss the puppy, would you?’


    ‘Course not. Wait a moment!’ I wanted to give him something. Something that would make him think of me. I went into my room and grabbed the first thing that fitted the bill.


    ‘Look, here’s my precious copy of Heidi. I want you to take care of it until I get back.’ He nodded. ‘You can read it if you want. Say goodbye to Rajan from me. I’ll write soon.’


    Tahir waved at me in his dark green pyjamas as I got into the car. It was a long trip to the station because a landslide caused a detour. That kind of thing happened all the time but Kaliq drove like the wind so we arrived just as the white and blue striped train was pulling into Jammu Tawi. Bars covered the open windows of the carriages that were already bursting at the seams. There were people clinging to its side and sitting on the roof, as it was going all the way to Jaipur. I looked at Ma.


    ‘Don’t worry. You have a reservation. Otherwise you wouldn’t need to get on that train. Go on in now and see you soon.’ Her eyes were moist after she gave me a kiss. I followed Kaliq, who pushed his way through the people in the gangway until he found my seat. He heaved my case up onto the rack and I touched his legs, as is our way with our elders, and said goodbye. Then he turned and left. The beloved faces outside smiled and nodded in the uncomfortable minutes before the sharp whistle of departure. Smoothing down my yellow sari, I felt incredibly grown up. The train finally shunted forward and gathered speed until I could no longer see the two lonely figures on the platform. Thank Shiva that was over. I hated goodbyes.


    As the train snaked slowly south, the mountains lined our path until we entered the mouth of a long dark tunnel. When it spat us out on the other side, they were behind us and the landscape opened up like the petals of a lotus blossom.


    Chapter 6


    The heat was trapped in the brightly lit streets of the capital where many of the shops were still open at midnight. Next to stands selling delicacies or household wares, people slept out on the pavements. The air was heavy with exhaust fumes, smoke, dust and the spicy smell of cooking. Children cried, people shouted, lorries thundered by and horns hooted continuously. How could anyone get a wink of sleep in Delhi? The rickshaw-wallah seemed oblivious to the danger as he forged his way on through the maze of streets which got progressively narrower until he finally dropped us off at an ancient block of flats in the centre of Old Delhi. A number of faded posters decorated the facade and the interior badly needed a coat of paint. I had never seen such a large building before, where people actually lived. On the ground floor two giant fans revolved over the space between a hairdresser, a temple and a post office but it was almost as baking hot as in the streets outside.


    I carried my suitcase into the building behind a tottering Uncle Desh. He was much older than I could remember. A liftboy in a tattered maroon uniform with gold tassels on his shoulders pressed the button for the eighth floor. Uncle Desh nodded ever so slightly to him as the elevator shuddered into motion. Giddiness overcame me. I had never been in a lift before, although Rajan had used one, when he needed an X-ray in Srinagar. I braced myself for the moment when the steel cables would snap and send us plunging to our deaths. We reached the eighth floor to my relief and my uncle stepped out over a young boy who was sleeping in the corridor.


    ‘The neighbour’s servant,’ he explained.


    It was past midnight when we finally entered the apartment, which was only slightly cooler than outside. Auntie Vitra, as slight as my uncle was rotund, smiled and pressed her hands together in front of her and bowed. I bowed back.


    ‘Welcome to our home. You look so much like Darshan.’ She took my hands and examined them gently. ‘Even his hands. Come; let me show you your room. You must be exhausted.’


    There was a fan in the hallway and one in every room. I remember little else that evening beyond spreading Granny’s shawl on the bed and crawling in underneath it.


    In the morning I explored my temporary home. The rooms were full of dark heavy furniture which must have been standing there for decades. There were a couple of plants, which badly needed repotting and fresh soil as their withered tentacles drooped despondently from the shelves. Every corner was crammed with paraphernalia; model trains, a mini Buddha, souvenirs from our homeland, old magazines and books. The carpets, once colourful, had faded over time and the stale smell of my uncle’s cigar smoke lingered in the air despite all the cleaning and polishing Auntie Vitra did when she wasn’t cooking. She had a permanent frown and grey hair, which made her look older than I knew her to be.


    Although retired, Uncle Desh still did the accounts for a local pest-control company. ‘I don’t want to stay at home like a woman,’ he reasoned.


    When he came home in the afternoon of my first day, he lay down on the divan where he spent the rest of the day reading and being served by Auntie. I wondered what I should do with myself, for it was obvious that he didn’t want to be disturbed.


    ‘Auntie, can I help you?’


    ‘Not today, my dear, you have only just arrived. You enjoy yourself.’


    Enjoy myself? Doing what? I went to my room and read a little. But soon I became restless. At home I could have just walked outside but here … I was way up in some kind of a museum where no friends came to visit, where nothing moved or made a noise apart from the distant drone of traffic from the busy pulsating street below.


    ‘Can I go down to the street?’ I asked.


    ‘No!’ Auntie looked shocked. ‘That is totally out of the question.’ She did not explain why but instead added, ‘But you can go out on the roof if you can stand the heat.’


    I slipped my feet into my leather chappals and climbed the four floors (I didn’t want to take the lift by myself) where people hung their washing and grew tomatoes and beans. Auntie was right; it was like a frying pan up there as I squinted through the haze over the sprawling housing, mosques, temples and trees as far as the park, lining the river Yamuna. Pigeons dotted the roof of the temple nearest to us but there were no hawks or buzzards in the skies, no flocks of geese migrating overhead. You couldn’t see the sky properly at all – it was like wearing dirty sunglasses. I walked tentatively to the very edge of the roof and looked down at the street. Crowds of people were milling about on the streets in amongst yellow buses like ants on a mission and I was up here all by myself. I resolved to return at dusk and watch the sun dip beneath the skyline. Later, though, the orange dusk brought little relief from the oppressive heat and the crowds below were undiminished.


    That evening I asked Uncle whether I could venture out the following day.


    ‘Much too dangerous! All those pickpockets. You might get abducted or just plain lost,’ warned Uncle Desh. ‘You may, however, accompany Vitra when she goes out.’


    The rest of our meal was taken in relative silence until Uncle put down his napkin and asked, ‘How are Rajan and Tanay? What do they want to be when they grow up? Will they follow in their father’s footsteps and become doctors, too?’


    ‘You mean Rajan and Tahir.’


    He frowned.


    ‘I don’t know,’ I continued, ‘Rajan says he wants to captain India at Lords and Tahir loves animals. He wants to be a herdsman but Ma doesn’t think much of any of that. You are right; she wants them both to become doctors or lawyers.’ Ma had some strange ideas. I didn’t tell him the truth about my littlest brother, that he could barely string two words together in the presence of strangers, let alone talk in a courtroom. I suddenly missed them all terribly but especially Tahir.


    ‘And yourself?’


    Pa had told him! I was surprised that he had shared our secret with anyone else, especially with Uncle Desh. I didn’t know they were that close. I was about to elaborate when my uncle added, ‘Have your parents chosen a husband for you? Surely it is high time.’


    I was dumbstruck as the reasons behind my visit and why Ma had actually suggested me coming here by myself slowly dawned on me. My voice came out strange and croaky, ‘I don’t think they’re considering that yet.’


    ‘Well, I suppose your dear parents know what is best for you, but if you were my daughter …’ The sentence hung in the air like a sabre. Then he slashed me with it. ‘I shall have a word with Palomi. I know some good families. She can trust me.’


    After helping Auntie with the dishes I sought the sanctuary of my room. That night I dreamed about being dressed in a rust red lehenga, my hands exquisitely painted not with henna but with blood.


    Finally outside, I felt like an otter surfacing for air until I took my first deep breath. This was nothing like our sweet mountain air. Cars, yellow buses, vans and lorries revved their engines and spewed their choking fumes into the air. Motorbikes and rickshaws carrying entire families hooted while cyclists rang their bells and darted into the gaps between the bumper-to-bumper traffic jams. I tried not to inhale too deeply but the smoke of cooking fires, the sharp stink of sewage from open drains and the rotting stench of rubbish was inescapable and tickled the back of my throat. At the same time the sweet intoxicating scent of jasmine flowers, the aroma of overripe guava fruit or the smell of fried curry leaves and mustard seeds sold by the many roadside vendors drifted through the air.


    A cow meandered haughtily among the traffic, ignoring the concert of horns around it as children wound their way in between cars to sell cigarettes or waited at traffic lights to clean the windscreens. On the sidewalks and amongst the traffic people were teeming, crawling, running, walking, lying, shouting, sleeping everywhere. Was this a special day? How could there be so many people on this great Earth, let alone in Delhi?


    Our apartment block had seen better days but it was one of the nicest in the area. Some buildings nearby were terribly run down in comparison. I fought my way through the crowds to keep up with Auntie. We turned a corner and bumped straight into a beautifully painted elephant, its head only a couple of feet beneath the tangle of electric wires weaving intricate patterns as they came together from the surrounding buildings. People kept bumping into me or touching me.


    ‘Look away! Don’t encourage them,’ said Auntie. ‘If you give them as much as a paisa, they’ll never leave you alone.’ Children were tugging and pulling at me in the maze of galis, some toothless or blind, some missing limbs or crippled so that they had to drag themselves along on skateboard-like contraptions. I looked down at the spots of spat-out red betel nut on the pavement and hurried past, hating myself but not daring to disobey.


    Alongside the beggars were men and women dressed as splendidly as in the Bollywood films. Sapphire and violet saris, crimson and aquamarine embroidered with threads of silver or gold. I stopped and stared but Auntie quickly ushered me on my way.


    All kinds of food were cooked out in the open or in the backstreet dhabas; mouth-watering delicacies that I had never tried before. And fruit: loquats, litchis, mangosteens, kumquats, durians, passion and dragon fruit and many more that never made it to Dal Lake.


    I succumbed to an orange jhola bag from a pavement vendor. Auntie shook her head even though I only handed over half the cash he originally wanted. She was right – the same bag was a third cheaper at the next corner.


    At the end of my second week, we rode in a rickshaw down streets with palatial residences on the one side and makeshift housing on the other to a maze of shabby factories in the Old Slum Quarters. Auntie wanted to buy some silk, but here? Rats darted audaciously across the alleyways and scavenged amongst the piles of refuse left rotting in the heat. Small children played on the filthy floor whilst their mothers slaved away at sewing machines nearby. Children even younger than Tahir sat before mighty looms, their nimble hands spinning elaborate patterns in carpets to grace cool marble floors in Milan or Paris. With the factory floors stacked on top of each other, the lower levels were dimly lit with an occasional beam of sunlight spotlighting the thick dust in the air. Auntie found some beautiful turquoise silk she had been looking for.


    ‘Where do they sleep?’ I asked, referring to the children we’d seen.


    ‘Either on the floors or in cots in rooms at the back.’ She didn’t seem to think this out of the ordinary. I had never seen such exploitation in my life.


    As the days dragged by, the heat pressed down on the city like a giant hand. I longed for cool mountain breezes, waterways and lakes. The temperatures in the streets were a reason to keep to the apartment where the fans and five large earthenware pots filled with water made it slightly more bearable. That wasn’t the only reason to fill them, though.


    ‘Delhi doesn’t have enough water,’ Auntie explained, ‘so it’s always good to have some in the house.’


    One day at lunch I turned on the taps and all that came out was a brownish splutter and we had to wait all afternoon for the supply to resume. Water had never been a problem back home. Most of all I missed my freedom, which had been taken from me the moment I boarded the train. There was no freedom in this city, in this climate. I couldn’t even open a window in the scorching heat. The days dragged on endlessly.


    My only escape was the roof. Sometimes I would tiptoe up the stairs at night so that I could stare at the same moon that lit our Vale. I would try to block out the ever present din of the traffic and pretend I could smell a whiff of my pa’s pipe that told me he was home. I wanted to talk to him, but I couldn’t very well pick up the phone in the hallway. What could I say that wouldn’t mortally offend my uncle? If I wrote him a letter, Ma would see it. I couldn’t believe that she was party to some kind of marriage plan yet I couldn’t totally rid myself of my suspicions. Why else had they invited me? I decided that if I heard the slightest news on that front I would run away and board the next train back home.


    Each week, a letter from home arrived for me, which I took to my room, reading and rereading the lines.


    20th August 1972


    My city girl!


    I hope you are enjoying yourself. Here all is well apart from the old trouble. One man dead on arrival. A second bled to death with a bullet in his stomach before my eyes. A third escaped with a hole in his foot. Taken for insurgents on the border. A deliberate targeting of civilians. I pray to Indra that things won’t escalate.


    We went to see the new puppy in Srinagar on Tuesday (see photo). Your brothers were very excited and want to call her Sahira. What do you think? Granny hasn’t been her old self lately, but I’m sure she’ll buck up once you’re back. We all miss you. Ma especially. You know she’s only ever happy when her brood is complete. Can’t wait to see you very soon. Give my love to Desh and Vitra.


    Your loving Pa


    At the bottom Ma had added:


    Beti Jaya,


    All these men. Who is there to help me now? Your brothers never have any time. Be good to Vitra and Desh. Dying to hear all about it when you’re back.


    Your adoring Mamiji xxx


    P.S. Rajan sends his love, too.


    I must have been mistaken. Ma couldn’t be in on a marriage plot. The Bakharwal puppy with its fluffy coat was totally irresistible. I wanted to scoop it up in my arms immediately. But at least I would be there when it arrived. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.


    I wrote a couple of times. I had plenty of time for that. I tried to sound all bright and excited but life in the apartment wasn’t getting any better. Uncle was starting to look at me differently as if my presence irritated him. Was I imagining things? Why had they invited me? They were much too old to have me around them. I put my time to good use and finished all my schoolwork. I started crossing off the days until I could once more be myself, when I could run free and not in fear as in the city. Four weeks turned into three weeks. Then it was two and finally only ten days before I would see the whole family again, before I could escape the stifling heat of the city and the apartment that was my cage.
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