


















My Experiments 

with 

Freedom


























This book is dedicated to

Freedom and truth


























Contents 
Part 1:	The Genesis
Chapter 1:	The Patriarch (1950s – 1960s)	6
Chapter 2:	Batri – The Fierce One	12
Chapter 3:	The New Family – 1980s	24
Chapter 4:	Home	30
Chapter 5:	Hitler and Chaplin	48
Chapter 6:	Munna	58
Chapter 7:	Bunty	67
Chapter 8:	Guilty Pleasures	73
Chapter 9:	Militancy between the mountains	87
Chapter 10:	Pearl	94

Part 2: 	The Orgy
Chapter 11:	A New Life	102
Chapter 12:	Gaand Mara Gayi Duniyadari	117
Chapter 13:	Madness	128
Chapter 14:	Rendezvous with Love	154
Chapter 15:	The Dragon	188
Chapter 16:	A Prisoner	203
Chapter 17:	A Rolling Stone (2003-4)	222
Chapter 18:	Sliver of Hope (2005-6)	240















Part 1: The Genesis

And God said, 

“Let there be Light”

And there was I




Kashmir

“Gar firdaus bar-rue zamin ast, hami asto, hamin asto, hamin ast.” 
“If there is a heaven on earth, it's here, it's here, it's here.” - Mughal Emperor Jehangir 

Kashmir, the place of my birth and the abode of my ancestors is often referred to as “the paradise on earth.” It is world famous for its fertile valleys where pine forests surround lush meadows, and picturesque landscapes in which snow caps peak over shimmering lakes and rivers. It is dotted with historical, even mythological sites and multi religious shrines. It abounds with arts and craft, gastronomical delights, and above all, its unique flavor of hospitality.

Kashmir is also referred to as the Peer Vaer or Rishi Vaer (the Valley of Saints). A confluence of religions and philosophies, it has over the centuries attracted mystics from far-flung parts of the world. Islam, Sufism, Hindusim, Sikhism, Buddhism, Christianity have harmoniously flourished here. Kings and rulers found solace here. Poets and writers have found endless inspiration in the lap of this Valley.

The culture of Kashmir is a diverse blend of humanism and harmony, collectively known as Kashmiriyat.

Srinagar, its capital and the northern most city of India lies on the banks of Jehlum River flanked by the breath-taking Zabarwan range. Historically known as the “City of Canals” or “the Venice of the East.” a generous distribution of water bodies and array of waterways have dried up reclaimed to make way for roads and buildings. The city continues to house world heritage Mughal Gardens, shrines and the Dal Lake, its crown jewel.



[bookmark: _Toc432875760]The Patriarch (1950s – 1960s)


As a result of his obedience, God changes his name to Abraham, meaning 'father of the people'.

My grandfather, Tathi as he was lovingly referred to, was among the most respected names in Srinagar. As a senior bureaucrat heading various State Government departments, he spent most of his time traversing the corridors of power. 

Legend goes that he had helped half the population of Srinagar directly or indirectly. After he retired, people flocked to him for writing their writs and legal appeals as his drafts were reputed to sail through courts unchallenged.

Tathi was a patriarch defined - the head of his entire Kamili clan which included his four sons, brother, brother's children; two sisters, sisters' children; cousins, extended cousins and their progeny – anybody remotely related to him was part of his clan. They came to him for help and advice. He was the family judge in matters of dispute, the consultant and powerbroker in matters of career and the matchmaker in matters of marital alliances. A good charitable Muslim, he took the poorer relatives and widows under his fold. His word was law. No one in the family dared contradict him.

Tathi was an average looking man. He was of average height, lean, bespectacled and balding. His gentle Kashmiri face seasoned by wrinkles bore electric eyes, a voltaic tongue and the peculiar long Kashmiri nose that threatens to sniff out the faintest of oddities. His physical form bore little resemblance to his strong-willed, ill-tempered and self-righteous nature. Sometimes when I think about it, these traits seem to be ubiquitous to a patriarch in those times. 

A Rishi Vaer with a long history of mysticism infuses a certain mystical and spiritual impulse into its households and inhabitants. Mysticism becomes the pivotal point of conversations, art and music. 

Tathi had found his mystical connection in Sufi music. 

He made it a custom to entertain friends and relatives with all-night Sufiana mehfils of meditative love in the Dewan Hall at his house. On occasion, he organized musical nights afloat the the Dal Lake located in the heart of Srinagar. The otherworldly beauty of the lake made ever more romantic by the colorful shikaras gently splashing a mist from their heart shaped oars -  the luxurious houseboats providing the sleepy backdrop. The Boulevard encompassing the Dal Lake is lined with the Mughal Gardens, Hari Parbat, Hazrat Bal and the Maharaja Hari Palace. The Lake itself is home to Char Chinari, floating gardens and the lotus beds.

The guests would make themselves comfortable in the plush lounge seats of the shikaras while the musicians, cooks and servants accompanied them on separate shikaras. 

Like a voyage amongst stars, the moon lit up the sky above while the lights from the houseboats twinkled off the water below. The caravan of shikaras bobbed up and down over the glistening wavy mirror.  The romance of live Sufi music wafting from the santoor and rabab sliced the thick silence of the starry night. The boatmen rowed their oars to the spiritual rhythm! As the cool mountain air enveloped the familial warmth, emotions ran deep at the effusion of Sufi lyrics imbued with layered meanings. The rich aroma of Kashmiri food heightened the appetite. Family members nodded in and out of sleep between the endless cups of Kahwa to be awakened by the first rays of the Sun vaulted over the Zabarwan. 

Tathi’s spiritual quest aroused his interest literature and poetry as well. Some of his poetry, largely written in Persian, was published. Later in life, he launched his own Persian newspaper.

The Kamili clan claims Persian ancestry, professing that our ancestors arrived from Persia eight, maybe ten generations ago. 

A number of Persian Sufis are known to have moved to Kashmir since the 14th century bringing with them the message of Sufi Islam. The most famous amongst them being Sayyed Ali Hamadāni and Sultan Zayn-al-Ābedin Šāh-Miri who through their letters and poems popularized the Persian language. Sayyed Ali Hamadani is known to have migrated with 700 Sayeeds. The influence of both Sufism and Persia is visible in the Sufi shrines scattered throughout the Valley.  At some point, the Persian language became popular with the educated classes. Instead of writing in their mother tongue, Kashmiri, creative writers considered it a a status symbol to write in Persian

Tathi was an honest man. All household expenses were met with his meagre salary. Government salaries did not amount to much in those days. He spent a good chunk of money on his beloved Sufi music and the Sufi shrines. Very little was spared for his children, for clothes or other indulgences, beyond necessity, earning him the reputation of being a miser. He was equally miserly with his time, splitting it between work, guests, poetry and music. In the patriarch code, children were the responsibility of mothers.

The Kamili family’s abode was a three-storied white mansion in the heart of downtown Srinagar. It had a sprawling front lawn with an equally big backyard dotted with pomegranate, apple and cherry trees.  A deer head adorned the entrance to the house. A room bordered each side of the main patio where Tathi met the constant stream of visitors during his active workdays. A carved wooden door, big enough for an elephant to walk through, led in to the main house. Tathi's room was the first one on the right. Next to his room was the Hamam (hot room), where everyone gathered during the winter months, as the firewood kept the stony floor hot through the chilly winters of Kashmir. 

In the far corner was the family kitchen and dining area manned by a staff of servants and chefs continually doling out treats for the extended family and guests. A staircase led to the floor above where his sons occupied the four bedrooms. At the end of the corridor, on the front of the house was the Dewan where Tathi  typically hosted his all-night Sufi music mehfils. A hall on the second floor was used for bigger gatherings and functions.

Visitors constantly thronged his drawing room. They brought gifts ranging from fruit baskets to dry fruits to sacks of fresh vegetables. Being an honest, religious and morally righteous man, he never accepted bribes. But the tokens of appreciation from people for whom he did small favors – a government job, a transfer, a good word - were always welcome. 

A battery of staff manned the household - servants and gardeners handling household chores, clerks from Tathi’s office ready to discharge odd jobs and drivers standing by to drive him and his family around town in the family’s two Ambassador cars. With four sons, the staff and the visitors, it was a big, bustling and noisy community.  
 
The house had the three key attributes – location - location - location! It stood at the center of a triangle formed by 3 key Sufi shrines, two of which the windows looked out to. 

The family Pir’s shrine was a 10-minute walk with a family graveyard attached to it where members of Tathi's clan were buried. As per Tathi, the Pir had made a promise to him. "All those who are buried here will be spared the fire of hell.” Naturally all the members of the Kamili clan wished to be buried in the family graveyard.

Next to the Pir's shrine stood an old dilapidated wooden house built in traditional Kashmiri style. This is where Tathi's poorer younger brother Gul stayed with his wife and children. Tathi had appointed him as the caretaker of the Shrine. Gul had four daughters and two sons. Tathi provided financial assistance to Gul on a regular basis, who in turn felt indebted to Tathi. 

Tathi took great pride in narrating his "rags to riches" story. About how he studied under the streetlamp, as there would not even be a spare candle at his house! About his gradual climb to the top! On the other hand, his younger brother, Gul having never studied, stayed poor.

* * *

My grandmother was referred to as “Khoj Bai” meaning wealthy man’s wife. We called her Boba (a loving nickname for grandmother in Kashmiri). Tathi took Boba as his second wife when he was 55 while she was barely 14. His first wife had died a year back, after raising four sons. The eldest, Nazir, was already married with kids.

Boba came from a big family – seven sisters and five brothers. Boba's father had been a successful businessman. An aesthetically inclined man with a taste for the finer things of life, he rode around town on his horse dressed up in latest Western fashion. The locals referred to him as "Angrez Sahib" (English man). The family lived on an estate in the center of the city, where they grew a variety of vegetables and fruits. Boba had a repository of stories from her young days about picnics and playing in the farm with her siblings, and climbing trees to pick fruit. 

Her father had lost his fortune on account of fraud by his business partner and had died in a tragic accident, leaving the family penniless. Boba's mother had been forced to marry her young daughters one by one. 

Boba was exceptionally beautiful, even as she was my grandmother. I often badgered her about her milky white skin., “How did you become so fair?"

She would respond, "My mother used to bathe me in milk."

To which, I would throw tantrums, insisting that I too be bathed in milk.

I often wondered how she would look in Western attire. Take away the phiran (a long Kashmiri cloak), the headscarf and the salwar kameez. Dress her up in a skirt, a tank top and a sunhat with a light touch of make-up – or perhaps just a natural tan. Luminescent complexion, blue angelic eyes, sharp features, tall gait and a shapely body – Angrez Memsahib (English lady). I bite my tongue though as the word ‘sexy’ comes up!

Boba had been kidnapped from the children’s park to play the roles of a bride to a man her grandfather’s age, a mother to children her age and a homemaker to a household beyond her tender grasp. Even as women were married young in those days, they found unequivocal support in other women relatives. Women bonded through similar circumstances and challenges. Boba’s mother and sisters-in-law helped her wade through those initial years of familial shocks. 

The sons turned out to be the quintessential stepchildren, malicious and mischievous, out to make her life difficult.

Well groomed on a woman’s role and responsibility, she took her charge unfazed. 

She nurtured the children, taking care of all their needs while Tathi stayed immersed in his multiple passions. The two youngest sons were in their single digit years. 

In Boba’s words, “The most difficult part was dealing with my ill-tempered, rage-aholic grandfatherly husband who entrusted me with the responsibilities of the household and children from day one. A small lapse in duty was enough to trigger his wrath. A socially important man  had no patience for household nitty-gritties.” 

The stepchildren habitually approached Tathi with complaints about Boba, "Why is your wife spending so much?”
“Why is she not cleaning up?” 
“She didn't give us food on time!" 
The impatient patriarch would end up reprimanding Boba.

Boba went on, “My step sons tortured me endlessly. I distinctly remember this day when I went to meet my mother and brothers. My heart was already in my mouth as I was a bit late getting back home. I found the main door locked. I knocked but Tathi wouldn't let me in, not till I begged and cried. I learnt later that Nazir, the eldest son had provoked Tathi against me.” 

“Based on the information fed by the stepsons, Tathi frisked my personal belongings to ensure I wasn’t stealing things for my mother or brothers. A couple of times, he even hit me with his walking stick.”

* * *

Tathi was a religious man, the Sajad-e-Nasheen (head priest) of the family's Sufi shrine. He led all major ceremonies and demanded that the family members live and conduct themselves strictly in accordance with the diktats of the Holy Quran.

All religious practices - the patriarchal structure, prayers five times a day, fasting - were steadfastly followed. The women in the family wore full length black Burqas. Boba told me many years later about my step-aunts. “They used to fold the Burqas in their purses once they left home and then put them back on when returning." The next generation of educated, working women were finding ways to discard the burden of the veil.

Men also followed the rules. The three younger sons were in love with different women. However, when Tathi picked brides for them, primarily based on lineage, no one dared to resist. It was prevalent amongst families to forge matrimonial alliances based on lineage rather than position or money. Tathi and Boba’s marriage had been arranged on similar lines. Boba’s bloodline was regarded a few notches higher than Tathi’s.

Except for the third son - Shamin. Unlike his brothers, Shamim was intelligent, honest and compassionate. He was also deeply in love with a girl from the neighborhood. He did plead with Tathi but to no avail. In a last-ditch protest, Shamim refused to come out of his room on the wedding day. Tathi placed his turban at Shamim's feet begging him to save the family honor. 

Shamin gave in. A few years later, he moved to Mumbai with his wife where he died of cancer at just 37, leaving behind two young daughters. The other family members have often wondered whether he died of cancer or of a broken heart. 

Tathi used his connections and influence to secure plum government jobs for his sons, except for Shamim who was intelligent enough to clear the state administrative services exam on his own merit. There were whispers in the family about exam papers being procured for the second son and favors being asked for others. Over the years, the Kamili clan came to be perceived as one of the more intellectual and highly educated families of Kashmir. 

My Mom tells me that on one instance when she asked Tathi for a dictionary, he threw a tantrum. “Are we all illiterate in this house that you need a dictionary? You can approach me or your brothers whenever you wish to know the meaning of a word.” Tathi gifted Mom a dictionary when she passed high school. 

The brothers surrendered to the new dull life of marital and household responsibilities. Gradually, they grew in rank and wealth.

Tathi owned a piece of land adjacent to his mansion, on which he had built a two-storey mud building for his second son to run a handloom factory. The factory had failed. After lying vacant for a few years, it had been rented out to the Government Girls School for Rs. 300 a month. A giant raspberry tree stood tall in the front courtyard. A mud wall separated Tathi's mansion from the school. 

The years of living with malicious children and an ill-tempered husband had rendered Boba prudent enough to plan a financially secure future for herself and her children. She pursued Tathi to transfer this piece of land to her. Once the land was in her name, she badgered Tathi to build a two-room cottage next to the school building. 

Retirement changed Tathi. From being a self-indulgent patriarch who did not have time for his family and its trivial affairs, he started seeking the company of his kids and grandkids. Bereft of power, his children did not accord him the same respect as they had earlier. His visitors started abandoning him and he no longer had enough money for the Sufiana mehfils. This is when he started seeking Boba’s company. His attitude towards her softened.  As age progressed and social life regressed, Tathi gradually came to rely on Boba for his emotional and esteem needs. 

[bookmark: _Toc432875761]Batri – The Fierce One

1960s - 70s

Boba had two kids of her own – Qamar (my mom), born a year after the marriage and Munna, four years later. Mom was nine years younger to her youngest stepbrother, Riyaz.

Being the only girl child in a family of ultra-orthodox, power hungry men, Mom learnt early to fight for her rights. The repressive environment mixed with her independent spirit shaped her into a rebellious, aggressive and ambitious woman. Mom was given the nickname Batri, the fierce one.

Boba, would agonize, "Your Mom is so aggressive and volatile - always ready for a fight. That's why the nickname of Batri stuck. It suited her personality." 

Mom studied at the Government school next door while her stepbrothers were sent to a private school. A girl's education was not a priority. Boba made school uniforms for Mom by refitting Tathi's old white shirts and pyjamas. 

The hostility of the stepbrothers extended to Munna as well.  They constantly tried to physically harm him or malign him as he was growing up. The brothers were OK with the birth of Mom - she was a girl, but Munna's birth threatened them. Another son in the family! Someone to share their inheritance and name with. 

When Mom turned 14, Tathi decided to marry her off. In his view, she was a young woman. Two other stepbrothers were getting married. It made sense to arrange the third marriage on the same day to save money. 

Tathi already had a groom in mind - Ishtiaq, his nephew, Gul's son. Ishtiaq was still in his final year of engineering and 7 years older to Mom. The alliance was Tathi’s big idea to keep the family close knit. Otherwise, marriage proposals for Mom had already come in from well-established families of Srinagar.  

Ishtiaq was an a good student. Tathi saw great potential in him. Since he wielded control over Gul, marrying Mom to Gul’s son ensured that Tathi would have a say in her matters forever. 

Mom told me, “Ishtiaq was an extremely intelligent man, an out of box thinker. The entire family appreciated and acknowledged his intelligence. The other stepbrothers frequently approached him for help and instruction with their studies. He spent hours designing contemporary structures and buildings.”
 
Ishtiaq lived in his family home - a run-down wooden house in a back alley of downtown. Mom was used to servants, drivers and opulence. Tathi may not have spent on her clothes and education but he maintained a certain standard of living. There was also power and attention that came by virtue of being Tathi's daughter. 

It followed that after marriage, Mom continued to stay at Tathi's house. The decision was borne more out of Tathi’s insistence that Mom was still young and Ishtiaq had yet to complete his engineering. It worked for Mom. There were far too many resources and facilities at Tathi’s house compared to Ishtiaq’s little shack. 

But then came the big twist. Once she completed her high school, Tathi wanted her to discontinue her studies. A married woman in Tathi’s eyes had no use for higher education. 

Determined to continue her studies, Mom had to rethink her choices. Moving to Ishtiaq’s house seemed the best possible option under the circumstances. Ishtiaq, a gentle fellow with literary and artistic tastes was comparatively more liberal and malleable. She would be able to make her choices, away from the constant surveillance of Tathi and her stepbrothers, of course not without battling it out first with them. 

There was the matter of college fees and expenses. To that end, Mom convinced Boba to furnish the money friends and relatives had gifted on her wedding. Boba well understood the importance of a woman’s education. 

Mom tells me, "Tathi did not believe in women pursuing education beyond high school. That was the extent of knowledge women needed for daily functioning. The brothers raised hell about me going to college. No one wanted teenage girls being out in town all day. The funny part is that once I joined college, other girls in the family did too. Nazir's daughters who were a few years younger to me soon joined college. I had paved the way." 

With an aptitude for mathematics and physics, Mom’s first choice was engineering.  Secretly, hidden from her family, she took the entrance exams to the local engineering college. The lack of a response left her bitterly disappointed. Resigning to her fate, she enrolled at the local Government Women’s College. 

A year later, she discovered a letter of acceptance from the engineering college that had duly arrived for her. Her stepbrothers had intercepted the letter, shown it to their father and together they had connived to hide it from her. The family considered it dishonorable for girls to be part of a co-education system. 

College opened a whole new world for Mom. Like Alice’s Wonderland., the world split itself to reveal a melange of exotic stories, images and aspirations. A tourist in this reality, she figured there was so much to see, learn and explore beyond education

Before long, she learnt ways to bunk collegewith her new friends.

They would change out of their uniforms at the girls’ hostel, borrow clothes from the resident girls or carried a change from home. As their own college gates were well guarded, they jumped over the common wall into the adjacent boys’ college. In support, the buys had removed a few bricks from the common wall to create steps for the girls to climb. Sometimes, they helped the girls jump down to their side. From there, the girls decamped to watch movies. A light camaraderie existed between these two neighboring institutions. Mom became a starry-eyed movie buff. She carried Dharmendra’s photograph in her books and watched all his movies - first day, first show.  

Mom tells me, "Girls those days never watched the end of a movie. We didn't want to be seen when the lights came on. Moreover I’d also leave early enough to get home according to college hours.”  
 
The girls from the Government College indulged in several fun activities - including boat races with the college boys. The Bund Road was famously known as the love road. Couples walked hand in hand or just hung out at the cafeterias and restaurants. Fun and laugher pervaded the corridors of college life in Srinagar.

Mom tells me about a protest march, "Fire brigade arrived with the cops and they were ready to throw tear gas and turn on water cannons at the boys. The girls stood in front of the boys providing them with cover. No one would hit the girls with anything but words of warning. The boys and girls were comrades in arms.”

This was a life unthinkable of in the Kamili clan. It was tantamount to immorality and debauchery. 

Mom recounts, “College was not all fun though. It brought me shame too. While in Boba’s time, it was normal to marry girls off at a young age, times had changed, especially for college going girls. Being the only married girl in my class, I was regularly hounded by my classmates with questions on marriage and sex. Sometimes, even the professors cracked a passing joke forcing me to hide in embarrassment. Later, my pregnancies and your birth amplified that shame.”

I feel the pangs of being a child of shame as she told me this. 

Ishtiaq was head over heels in love with Mom. After all he was married to none less but Tathi's daughter. Coming from his background, that was an achievement in itself. To add to that, Mom was no ordinary woman. She was extremely beautiful, vibrant, intelligent and artistic. Her beauty drew stares everywhere she went. People compared her to Hema Malini, the reigning Bollywood actress of that time. He felt lucky to have a woman like that in his life. 

Mom tells me, "I loved singing. Your Papa and I would often lie down on the terrace taking delight in the rapture of the celestial bodies. I would sing Bollywood songs while he would be mesmerized by my singing. Often he would remark, how grateful he was to Tathi for having given him this invaluable treasure as dowry. He was a gentle, compassionate and poetic sort of fellow.”

* * *

The deep wrinkles that crisscrossed Boba’s forehead revealed the incessant activity behind it. Even Tathi used to joke about it, “Yim magiz chee talnas layak (Your brains are good enough to be fried).”

She would set her eyes upon the next milestone as she accomplished the one at hand and then work tirelessly towards it, sometimes pursuing people to the point of harassment. 

Now that her daughter was married, her next mission was to ensure a house for her. Tathi had gifted a piece of land to Mom on her wedding as her dowry. Boba sold off the gold gifted to Mom on her wedding to fund the construction of a house on that land. 

I have faint images of the time when the foundation of the house was being laid! Of mulberry trees growing on the plot of land! Of jackals howling at night! The old fort on Hari Parbat stood tall facing us. Unknown to me at that time, it would provide me with much comfort in years to come.

Ishtiaq designed a contemporary house modeled after an image in Reader's Digest. Even today, it stands out in our colony where most houses are old fashioned. 

Mom continued to attend college with the support of Ishtiaq while Boba supervised the construction of the new house. 

As Mom continued to indulge in the antics of college life, Ishtiaq grew wary of her. Mom was no longer in his control. She wore whatever she desired, including the tight fitting, butt revealing salwar kameez made fashionable by Bollywood. She came and went as she pleased. She went to the movies and restaurants with her friends. She interacted with boys from the adjacent college. Mom had suddenly become the captain of her own ship. Ishtiaq could no longer dictate dos and don’ts to her. She was doing things no female in the family had done before. The K clan comprised of Burqa clad women who were respectful and dutiful towards their husbands. The educated Aunts in the family held modest Government jobs and lived within the socio-cultural "sharam" boundaries.

Sharam is a word that I have heard repeatedly, especially from women. “Sharam ke daiyerey me raho” (Stay within the boundaries of modesty). Outside it lies shame." Mom's actions threatened that fragile structure. 

Ishtiaq’s insecurity got the better of him. From being a supportive and understanding partner, he descended into the role of a critic complaining about Mom’s wayward ways to Tathi. Of course, the stepbrothers echoed in unison, “We told you so.”

The complaints to Tathi caused the first breach of trust between Mom and Ishtiaq's. The entire family got together to unanimously decide that Mom was to stop attending college. This time, she had no one on her side. 

Following several skirmishes, Tathi eventually granted permission to Mom to continue her education on the condition that she wear a veil to college. I can't even imagine my firebrand, fashion conscious mother conceding. 

She fought and fought and fought till she emerged a winner - without the veil. The price paid was - her wings clipped with restrictions being imposed on her movements. 

I go through my father's diary entries from this time – 40 years back, my blood boils. I feel the pain and trauma of my mother - holding fort, besieged by the army of men in her family, betrayed by self-doubt as she fought for her dreams.

I feel proud of Mom for taking a stand for herself, for having fought for her beliefs and independence. Despite the overwhelming fear of her family, she was relentlessly and unknowingly at the forefront of the women's liberation movement in her family and community. 

I was born

Born in the summer of 1976, I immediately became the apple of Tathi's eye. My grandma on the other hand was disappointed to hear of another female birth, an attitude she carried well into her later years. In her words, “Being a woman is a curse. A woman has to suffer inexonerably. She has to be ever watchful of her honor and character. What is the point of such a life?”

My mother had given birth to a baby girl in 1974. The female infant had died even before she turned 6 months old. She now lay peacefully in the Kamili’s family graveyard. Her death had left Tathi, Boba, Ishtiaq and Mom shaken. 

Boba tells me, “Tathi who had retired and somewhat mellowed down by the time of your birth doted on you. You were his only daughter's only daughter, the apple of his eye. He refused to go or be anywhere without me. 

 “He used to often remark that the one thing he would miss in his grave was you.” 

He named me Pearl … Pearl because I was the most precious of his grandchildren … Pearl because I was the light of his life.

It was a nickname. The family had not been able to agree on a proper Muslim name for me. The feud over my name continued for weeks, months and years. The nickname stuck.

Mom recounts, “Being a young college student, I was happy to let Tathi, Boba and others dote on you and take care of you. Your step cousins were jealous of the love and attention Tathi showered on you. No visitor would dare enter the house without bringing a gift for you. You were his little princess.”

“On your 1st birthday, he threw a grand party where anybody who was somebody in the city was invited. On your second birthday, he took all the family members and friends to Gulmarg for an entire weekend of celebration.”

I feel the invitation card with my picture and birthday verses embossed in gold with my fingers as Mom recounts those days. 

In the winters, the State Government of Jammu & Kashmir moves base from its summer capital of Srinagar to the winter capital of Jammu, 300 kms from Srinagar. Each November, the Kamili family packed their bags to join this grand procession. 

Mom adds “The winter you were two years old, he left for Jammu with you without informing me, scared that I would stop him from taking you. Following a bitter argument, I had warned him not to take you. I came to know about his escape just in time and chased them in another car catching up with them more than a 100 kms from Srinagar. Tathi begged and pleaded. I relented only after he gave in to my demands. You were my currency.” 

She continues, “Soon after Ishtiaq completed his engineering, he secured a plum job in the Public Works Department and was posted at Ladakh (200 kms from Srinagar). I wanted to join him but Tathi would not hear of it. Retired, old and lonely, he relied on the company of his daughter and granddaughter for comfort. After all, he had married me to his brother's son for good rerason.”

Mom tells me of Tathi, “He often asserted that by marrying me within the Kamili family, he had ensured my burial in the family graveyard after my death. That my body would be buried next to his.” 

Animosity had already developed between Mom and Ishtiaq. With this physical separation the distance between the two grew. 

Mom tells me, "Ishtiaq was a doting father and visited us every few months loaded with gifts. I still remember the time when his father died, he flew from Ladakh for the funeral. When no one was looking, he showed me the clothes and gifts he had bought for you. Always lavishing affection on you." 

Continuing the story, she reminisces, “And then one apocalyptic morning, Tathi did not wake up. He had died peacefully in his sleep. Even though Tathi had predicted his own death, it came as a shock to all of us. At the previous annual function at the family shrine, he had announced that he wouldn’t be present there the following year. Putting his sacred turban on his eldest son’s head, he had anointed him as the next Sajad-e-Nesheen (head priest).

“The world fell apart with Tathi’s death. Theough the strings had loosend a bit after his retirement, Tathi had held our microcosm together. The stepbrothers, as Boba had foreseen, lost no time in ordering Boba and Munna out of the house. They moved into the cottage on what was now Boba’s property adjoining the mansion. You were two and half years old. Ishtiaq was still in Ladakh. You and I were staying at Ishtiaq's house. The stepbrothers did not let us take any of Tathi’s belongings. Tathi’s walking stick and Karakul cap are our only memorobilia of him.”

Tathi's death and the estrangement from her stepbrothers gave a new boost to Mom’s growing sense of independence and empowerment. It opened the door a crack further for the wild-spirited feminist to emerge.

From teaching at a local school, she took the bold step of working an anchor for the local TV channel. TV was an uncommon profession for women in Srinagar. She started interviewing celebrities and influential people, including Bollywood personalities. A number of movies were shot in Kashmir in those days. She was offered a role in a movie by a prominent producer but the fear of backlash from her family and society prompted her refusal. Her wardrobe expanded to include jeans and tops and her hair was cut to a short bob.

I joke with her, "I wish you had taken that offer. You would have been Tanuja and I Kajol." 

“And I wish Boba had been Shobhna Samarth!” She laughs out

It is not a joke to me though. It is a deep regret, a rabbit hole of fantasies. 

Ishtiaq was still in Ladakh. Tathi’s death created further fissures in their relationship. Mom tearfully narrates the story to me.

“Your Papa feared only two people - Tathi and his own father. Tathi died and within three months his own father also passed away. The two had shared a sublime sibling love. Years back, when Tathi’s sister had passed away, his other sister had died within a month. Tathi slept on the bare floor for three months to mourn his sisters’ death. He would remark how it was unbearable for him to sleep on a comfortable bed when his sisters lay under the cold, unforgiving earth.”

“With both Tathi and his father gone, there was no stopping Ishtiaq. His job paid him well. The money had already turned him reckless and debauched. He was drinking regularly. No one in the Kamili clan was known to have touched alcohol. With no one to question him, he secretly married a local Ladakhi woman under Muta-marriage. (a temporary marriage contract that lasts a few months under Shia law). We got to know about it much later."

“A few months later when he was transferred back to Srinagar, we moved to our new house. I imagined it to be a new beginning. However, fate had planned differently. We were fighting constantly, sometimes over trivial, daily issues. He had become a different man from the one I had known - distant and self-absorbed. He was drinking regularly. Instead of confronting him, his mother and sisters covered his tracks and jumped to his defense. Once Boba tried talking to his mother about his drinking problem only to be attacked by the mother for trying to malign her son. Perhaps, it was because Ishtiaq was the first educated and well earning member of their family. He paid for his brother’s and sisters’ education.”

Mom sighs, “I don’t even want to talk about the past. It is so painful. So many opportunities lost. So many traumas! I don’t understand why you have to write this damned book? Why can’t you write about something pleasant?”

Pressing her hand to comfort her, I tell her, “Because the catharsis lies in our stories, in our past.”

With a sense of resignation, Mom continues, “A few months later, I woke up to an article in the newspaper – about a man seen escaping from the nurse's hostel at the local Government Hospital. The man was Ishtiaq. That was the last straw. I was devastated. The hope that Ishtiaq would turn over a new leaf was extinguished. Not only had he been sleeping around, his recklessness had made it public knowledge. I became the laughingstock of town.”

“With Tathi dead, I had to take my own decisions now. I was too scared of making a big move but Ishtiaq’s behavior left me with no choice. I filed for divorce. Several relatives including Ishtiaq’s family entreated me to withdraw my divorce application. Family members warned of the divorce creating shock lines within the family structure. I stood my ground. I had made up my mind.”

“Being a small, incestuous town, tongues wagged about Tathi's only daughter filing for divorce. Ishtiaq's family tried to malign me. I heard the whispers. An article appeared in the newspaper out of nowhere that spoke about me running away with another man. I learnt later that Ishtiaq's mother had planted the article. Unable to bear the pain of being surrounded by so much malice and gossip, I decided to move to Delhi to start a new life. I had to leave you behind with Boba till I could find my feet in Delhi.” 

*  *  *


Being the youngest son, Munna was pampered and indulged to the extent that he dropped out of school in his 7th grade. He became the only Kamili prodigy without a proper education. In his mid-teens, Boba had  pestered Tathi to find him a job. She calculated that it was easier for Munna to secure a job while Tathi was still alive and enjoyed some influence.  Eventually, Tathi secured Munna the non-descript job of a salesman with the Jammu &Kashmir Handicrafts Department. 

Soon after Tathi’s death, Munna decided to start a business to improve his financial condition and status. With the stepbrothers mocking him for his lack of education, he had something to prove. The business went bust, his partner abandoned him while he was left to pay off the debts. With the loan sharks after his life, he managed a job transfer to Mumbai. A monthly repayment on the loan was agreed upon. 

Boba took to spinning the wheel. The rental income from the Government School was not enough to even cover the monthly expenses. The money from the spinning wheel would help her support Munna in paying off the debt.

Boba did not ask for help. With a well-sized ego, she was all set to prove to herself and to the world that she was an honorable, self-respecting Muslim woman. A self-respecting woman did not depend on anyone. A self-respecting woman did not borrow from anyone. She worked hard and paid for her own self. In many ways, Boba was the first feminist in our family. Strong-willed, determined and resilient, nothing could easily break her!

With Mom in Delhi and Munna in Mumbai, I stayed with Boba. Three years old at that time. I spent time studying and playing games by myself while Boba tirelessly spun the wheel, sometimes for hours. Over time, her two fingers would become permanently bent from all the hard work on the wheel. Each Saturday, she handed me the carefully spun pashmina yarn to sell to the local trader. I think she was embarrassed to be seen at the pashmina shop – Tathi’s wife spinning the wheel was perfect fodder for the gossiping tongues. 

Half the money from the sale would go towards buying more raw wool and the rest I used to handover to Boba.  The local trader would sometimes tip me 25 or 50 paise to buy candy. I would handover that money to Boba saying, “Boba, I don’t want any candies. We will buy bread for the evening tea with that money.” I was already familiar with the family’s misfortune. 

Boba's little cottage had a room on each of the two floors. The room on the first floor was used for storage. So essentially, only the ground floor room was available for use. On the front of the room was a patio while at the back there was a small bathroom on one side and a kitchen on the other side. The tiny kitchen was equipped with an electric heater and kerosene stove. Boba made use of the electric heater as much as possible to save on energy costs. Those days electricity, even though in short supply was deeply subsidized in Kashmir.

I spent many a dark night with Boba in her little kitchen She made lip-smacking chutneys in the stone mortar. After scooping out the chutney, she would allow me to mix a handful of rice with the leftover chutney glued to the walls of the mortar. My hand movements as delicate as a ballerina’s trying to scoop and mix each morsel, ultimately culminating in the climax of the bite of the heavenly chutney rice carry me home even today.

At nights, we sat under the flickering light of a single candle, while Boba narrated tales about the struggles of her life. At other times, she sang folk songs or narrated folk tales to me. That was our only entertainment.

I remember this particular folk song:
Traavee koori khaanmaajar waerev chuy gasun 
oh my mummy, oh my mummy tat kya chum karun 

Oh daughter give up the pampered lifestyle as you have to go to your in-laws house
Oh my mommy Oh my mommy what do I have to do there?

I was studying at the most prestigious school in the Valley and the youngest in my class. The admission process had proven to be difficult. I had been admitted at the age of 2.5 years when the standard age for admission was 3-3.5 years. Shamim, Mom’s stepbrother, after clearing his State Administrative Exams had been appointed to a senior position in the State’s Transport Department. He threatened to cancel all transportation services to the school. The school had buckled under the pressure and granted me admission. This had been when Tathi was still alive. 

The school bus stopped right outside Boba's house, picking me up at 8 in the morning and dropping me back by 3 pm in the afternoon. In the evenings, I walked down to the house of the neighborhood Maulvi for Quran lessons. Quick at memorizing, I was constantly rewarded by Boba for being able to recite the long verses. Very soon, I had memorized several Suras and Ayats. I completed my first reading of Quran at 5 years old.  

Through the day, Boba's house bustled with laughter, shouting, play, studies and scolding emanating from the Government school next door. I made friends with some girls playing with them whenever our schedules allowed it. I was also friends with the two milkman's daughters nextdoor, who were a few years senior to me. We used to play games like ghar ghar (house) and chupan chupai (hide and seek).

Boba tells me, “You would point at the airplanes flying in the sky and say, 'Mummy aaja, mummy aaja." (Mummy come, mummy come back).”

Years on, in recovery, I came face to face with the feelings of abandonment and rejection I had experienced as a child. My dearest Tathi, for whom I was a princess, had died leaving me a terrible fate. Something precious had been snatched from the little child without anyone providing her with a reason. No one showered as much attention and love on that young child as Tathi. 

The innocent questions remained unanswered, "Where is Tathi? Why has he left me? Why does no one treat me like they did when Tathi was here? Why does no one bring me gifts anymore? Why does no one lavish me with hugs and kisses? Why am I being scolded? No one scolded me when Tathi was around!"

The sense of loss was huge for little Pearl. It did not stop with Tathi. Suddenly, Papa and Mom had also left her.

"Where is Papa? Why hasn’t he come to see me or take me out?”

“Why has Mom left me? When will she come back? Why can I not have a good time? Why can’t I have Mommy and Papa with me like other girls in school?” 

“Why don't my cousins play with me? Why don't Uncles and Aunts visit us? Why don't I have more clothes and toys? Why? Why? Why?"

Everyone who claimed to love me had left me. I did not seem to matter. It was a grown-up’s world. My questions and feelings didn’t matter."

When I asked questions, I was asked to go and play, or given irrational answers like, “Tathi has gone to God." 

Did Tathi love God more than me? In which case, he had truly abandoned me. I wasn't good enough to be loved. 

At other times, I was simply scolded, "Don't you see we are busy. Don't you see Boba is sad." But why is Boba sad? Why is Mommy sad? I wanted to know. All I got was a scolding or a warped version of the truth. 

A few months later, Mom visited us. She brought me a beautiful toy horse cart with a groom and bride sitting on the back seat, which I proudly showed off to anyone I could.

Mom settled down in Delhi and was ready to take me with her. She had landed a decent sales job with a company named Methodex, which manufactured office devices like typewriters and calculators. She had made herself comfortable at her single room sublet in Delhi’s Defence Colony, where the landlady lived with her two teen daughters. She had even made some friends. 

The next thing I knew I was in Delhi seated at the dinner table with strange new faces of the landlady, Bonnie maasi and her two daughters. Bonnie maasi was a strict disciplinarian. I was scared of her. The daughters, both in teens grew fond of me. 

Mom admitted me into a Montessori school in our neighborhood. I’d go to school in a closed rickshaw. We occasionally bought toys from a shop under the Defence Colony flyover. My favorite dress was my white top and shorts with red polka dots all over them. These are my only memories from that period. Wait. There is one more though. The time when the daughters tricked me into drinking the dirty fish tank water and then laughed over it. 

Shafi

Just before Mom left Ishtiaq, she ran into Shafi. 

She tells me, “It was one of those days. Terribly depressed, I needed some sort an escape. Dharmendra’s new movie had just been released <<figure out year and name the movie>>. Being a big fan, I wanted to watch it. I asked your father if he wanted to accompany us to the movie. He refused. He was busy getting drunk.”

“So, I took you along for the movie. We reached the cinema <<name>> to see a big crowd outside. A sign announced House Full. Adamant on watching the movie, I approached 2-3 guys selling the tickets in black at exorbitant prices when this heavily built guy approached me.”

“Excuse me Ma’am. Are you looking to buy tickets for the next show?” the guy questioned. 

I uttered a faint “Yes”, uncertain of the person’s motive. It was rare for women to watch movies by themselves. 

A big smile came over his face. He said, “My name is Shafi. I am the Excise Inspector here. Allow me to arrange tickets for you.”

Saying that, he disappeared to show up a few minutes later, flashing the much-coveted tickets in his hand. 

“Follow me. I have arranged for VIP box seats for you. I assume this is your daughter.”

On the way to the VIP box, he added, “Please feel comfortable. My father owns this cinema. If you need anything, ask the boy outside for me. I will be in my office.” 

We seated ourselves in the VIP box. During the interval, we were served kebabs soft drinks. 

Mom continues, “Over the next few months, I ran into Shafi a few more times. I found myself confiding in him about my life over cups of tea. After I filed for divorce, he offered to assist. I was leaving for Delhi and appreciated someone pursuing the case on my behalf.”

On Mom’s birthday in August, Shafi flew down from Srinagar. 

He was of average height, thickset with some extra pounds on his midriff. A moustache laced his upper lip. His hair was parted to one side. He was a gorilla, an alpha male. His loud voice matched his body. He was very different from the Kamili men, who were genetically lanky and of docile demeanor. 

He met us loaded with a bouquet of flowers, a cake and gifts for Mom, and then took us out for dinner. 

A few months later, he paid us another visit, this time with news for Mom. The court had agreed to the divorce. 

Mom continued her story,, “On my next trip to Srinagar, I found out that Boba had been hospitalized due to a serious illness. In my absence, Shafi had taken care of her - taking her to doctors, buying her medicine and checking in on her general well-being. Not only did Boba hide her ill-health from me she even convinced Shafi to hide it from me.”

“I could not bear the thought of my old, illiterate Mom in a hospital by herself with no one to look after her. Swallowing my dreams, I decided to move back to Srinagar. Aah, the sacrifices I have made for my mother! My life would have been so different had I not come back.”  Mom says with a note of regret. 

Mine too! 

My young mind registered the importance of sacrifices for family, especially for your mother.  We had given up on a good life to be here with Boba. 

Mom went on, “I managed to convince my bosses at Methodex to open a branch in Srinagar. Over a year, I had proven myself to be a dedicated, passionate and hard working employee. My bosses valued me. I got the nod to begin with a home office. I was even assigned an executive to assist me.”

“Back in Srinagar, Shafi started pursuing me while I felt like a social  outcast. The relatives condemned me for having divorced Ishtiaq. My stepbrothers were still antagonistic towards me. Munna was in Mumbai. I did not have friends or a mentor. I was on my own and very vulnerable.”

“When Shafi proposed marriage, I agreed. He had proven himself to be an empathetic, supportive and a reliable person. Boba felt indebted to him. I knew he was from a rich, established family and held a good job. He lived with his father, a businessman in a big bungalow on the uptown side. His mother had died and he had one sister who was already married. It sounded good and simple. Moreover, he had a modern outlook, unlike my conservative past.” 

“We got married at a simple ceremony. Only Boba and Shafi’s sister attended.”
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“We arrived at Shafi’s house early evening. It was a big uptown - an impressive house in an impressive location.” Mom continues, by now relishing her story-telling, “Shafi knocked at the big steel gate. The heavy knocking reverberated through the neighborhood like drumbeats while we waited anxiously. 

Shafi consoled me, ‘Don’t worry. Everything will be alright. Now that we are married, my family will accept you.’

A bald-headed burly fellow opened eventually the gate. One look at him and I knew he was Shafi’s father – an older version of Shafi. He looked at me suspiciously, one squinted eye scanning me from head to toe, trying to comprehend the scene."

He asked Shafi, "Who is this?"

Shafi replied, "I got married. She is my wife."


“The old fellow was stunned into silence by this declaration. But he quickly assimilated news as the silence mutated into rage. Menacing gestures and curses followed. He was screaming at the top of his voice. We were still on the street. Luckily, there were no passersby. I was terrified.  Somewhere between the abuses and the crude gestures, I heard him accuse Shafi of being cunning enough to have wed in secrecy without a thought for his three un-wed sisters.”

“It was my turn to be stupefied.” Mom’s expression changed, “Shafi had told me he had only one sister, already married, the one who had attended our wedding. Even the sister had affirmed that they were only two siblings."

"I was see-sawing between fear, anger and family math when behind the father’s head, I noticed three young women rushing out towards us. The commotion must have drawn them out. Fat, ugly, disheveled - that was my first impression. Not a trace of dignity or femininity in their gait. They came to a stop behind their father. Two of them had their hands on their hips that matched an equally hostile expression on their faces. I felt intimidated.

Upon the sisters’ enquiry, the father yowled about our wedding. That escalated the war of words. Abuses rode on waves of emotion on each side. The entire family stood on the street using the choicest of words for each other. 

Transfixed on this spectacle, my brain shut down. Was it a nightmare? Would I wake up soon?  I had assumed an educated, dignified family that may not take the scoop of our marriage as a “pleasant surprise”. But this surpassed the worst of my imagined fears.”

“Shafi took my hand and, pushing his sisters aside, led me inside the house and to his room. He shut the door behind him."

“I demanded an immediate explanation from him. This wasn't happening to me. Who were these people? What had I gotten myself into? I could still hear the father and the sisters shouting in the distance against the backdrop of my own labored breathing.”

Mom paused, took a deep breath, her breathing still labored as she relived the scene, then continued. "Trying to console me, Shafi said it was the shock of our wedding that has shaken them up. They are loving people. They will calm down and accept me eventually. He then apologized for having lied to me about his other sisters. He said he was afraid that I would not marry him if I knew he had such a big family."

“His words were a punch to the gut. I sat and cried. And cried and cried! What had I got myself into? A marriage based on lies. A family without a strand of dignity or culture! My life was ruined. What face would I show to my family, relatives and society?”

 “The house was built on a sprawling piece of land. The huge front lawn was overgrown with weeds. With not even a single flower in sight, the garden echoed my emotional state. The backyard was a swamp. Its saving grace was an giant walnut tree, which stood reigning the backyard by itself in exchange for the shade it lent to the area.”

“A majestic mansion on the outside, its interiors were dilapidated. Just like Shafi himself.  The house had been well managed and lively as long as his mother was alive. Following her death a few years back, no one had bothered about its upkeep. She was from a reputed family and was manipulated into marriage by Shafi’s father. Talk about history repeating itself.”

“I learnt that Shafi's father was a notorious goon – a political henchman who was suspected of driving his wife to suicide with his womanizing and violent behaviour. Nicknamed as Qadir Nata (Nata in Kashmiri means meat), he was rumoured to lock his wife inside the house while he ventured on his nightly escapades. The Nata nickname came from their excessive meat consumption; Shafi was known as Shafi Nata. The father, the hatchet man of Kashmir’s ex-Prime Minister was rumoured to have silenced several political opponents. 

The sisters were ill reputed throughout the neighborhood. Following their mother’s death, they had dropped out of school. The eldest sister, who had attended our marriage, was the only educated one besides Shafi. She had run away from home at a young age to be married and now had four daughters and a doting, sensible husband. The third sister suffered from some sort of mental condition. Shafi had never studied beyond high school. His father had managed to pull some political strings to get him into a good Government job. Shafi had a younger brother who was rumored to be a small time thief.  Shafi and his father were known womanizers. Their resumes would put some Mumbai bosses to shame.” 

"I was tricked and trapped - like an insect caught in the spider’s web. No escape.”

*  *  *

As I write these words decades later, I am teary-eyed looking at my mother's fate, and inherent in that my own - about the tricks that destiny plays on us. 

Before the reality of adapting to Shafi’s house could sink in, Mom found herself pregnant. That’s when it really hit her. She was irrevocably trapped - both for social reasons as well as her pregnancy. 

Mom continues,

“Shafi transformed after marriage. The sweet, polished and liberal behavior gave way to anger, abuse and violence. It didn't take much for him to start abusing and beating me.” 

“There were the regular squabbles with the sisters over trivial issues. The sisters incessantly complained to Shafi, ‘Shafi, she came late today. Shafi, she was talking to some man.’  Incited, Shafi would end up fighting with me.

Tired of fighting over portion sizes and ownership of small things like spices, I set up a separate small kitchen in our room and started cooking separately. 

Shafi tore my jeans, trousers and other Western wear I had brought with me from Delhi to shreds. 

At times his violent behavior was extreme enough to bring his otherwise uninterested father rushing to my aid.”

The fires of patriarchy had become fiercer. Mom’s father and stepbrothers had abused and controlled Boba and Mom. Her ex-husband, Ishtiaq though gentle had abused her in other ways - emotional and mental. Now Shafi was beating her. The others had carried the abuse in gentle, non-physical socially acceptable ways. Imposing restrictions on women is part of the social norm and not considered abuse. Sometimes, shouting and abusing is even socially expected.

In older days, beating one’s wife was also taken in the stride. But times had changed. Wife beatings were no longer socially acceptable. Except, perhaps for a woman who had chosen to take a risk on her own.

She tells me, “Having taken a big risk in marrying Shafi of my own volition, I felt doomed to stick to my decision. Pregnancy sealed the deal. I had to make it work somehow.”

“I saw the world laughing and pointing fingers at me. I could hear the whispers in the air, the Uncles and Aunts citing my example to their kids - as a warning of what happens when a woman chooses to break rules. The false words of compassion – “Hai bechaer emes aus kismatas mazh hee shikast” (poor thing, her destiny was screwed from the beginning)”

I witnessed ferverent hope in Mom and Boba's prayers - the hope that Shafi would change, that he would turn over a new leaf, that a miracle would occur in their lives. They visited dargahs and pirs with faith and optimism - sometimes getting a taveez, sometimes a pudia - desperately fishing for hope in any form to function till they could get their next fix. 

*  *  *

My oldest step-aunt lived nearby with her four daughters and husband. The third daughter, Roma was my age. Mother and daughters would often come visiting. Roma and I would play for hours in the huge lawn. We would play house, hop scotch and other kid games. We loved being naughty. Climbing the huge tree in the backyard to pluck walnuts was a favorite stunt. 

One day, all the family members went out on their respective errands and left Roma and me alone in the house with the servant. We were happily playing when the servant approached us, “Common girls, let me introduce you both to a new, exciting game today. Follow me to the attic.” In the attic, locking the door behind him, he lost no time in undressing us. “For this game, it is important for everyone to be naked.” He then undressed himself. Taking out his large white penis in his hand, he started massaging it. We watched in awe as the penis grew in size. He asked us to hold the penis and rub it in turns. He said it was magic. Out of curiosity, we took the organ in our young hands and started rubbing it.

We had no idea of what was happening. The rest of the memory is clouded, probably in the child's instinct for self-preservation. Children are known to blank out memories of incidents that carry shame and guilt in a bid to survive.

There was a sudden loud banging on the door. The door was kicked open and Shafi’s brother walked in. Soaking in the scene in front of him, he slapped us both and warned us to stay away from such things in future.. The servant was beaten and kicked out. 

The entire incident was hushed up and no one spoke about it. Silence did not mean the monster did not exist.  

This was my first exposure to male genitalia and to sex in any form. I wonder, how the 5-year-old Little Pearl perceived that incident. Or the punishment, guilt and silence that followed! Children as we know are like sponges when it comes to guilt. 

A year after we moved into Shafi’s house, he was suspended from work for harassing a woman. Mom was running the Methodex sales office successfully at that time. 

Mom tells me, “I started missing objects from my room, even though I kept the room locked. Some of my pay cheques went missing as well. Since Shafi was suspended, we depended on my salary for expenses. Faced with money issues, Shafi questioned his siblings to find that the younger brother had been faking my signature to cash the cheques.” 

“The sisters had made a small hole in the net mesh of one of the windows of our room. They would unlatch the window through that hole and enter the room to steal silverware and other valuables that were part of my dowry and sell them at a local store. They used the money to watch movies and eat out.”

”I realized that Shafi had married me for my property - our house that Ishtiaq designed and Boba built. He had assumed that being Tathi’s only daughter, I was wealthy. That he had netted a rich catch. One day in the middle of a violent fight, he said clearly, ‘Why else would I marry someone with a child?’"

“I was five months pregnant. Father and son were trying to convince me to sell my house. They would pester me as to why I needed two houses. That this house is yours too. It is difficult to take care of a second house. It is better to sell it off.”

“Munna got wind of their intentions. One day Shafi’s neighbor, Vinod came to our house, to inform me of an urgent call from Munna. I bolted to his house to take the call. Unknown to me, Shafi had followed me and picked up the extension in the other room to eavesdrop. Munna warned me about Shafi's malicious intent and forbade me from selling the house.”

“Even before I had a chance to hang up, a visibly enraged Shafi pounced on me, and started kicking me. Like a child dragging his soft toy, he caught hold of my hair, pulling me down the stairs. Vinod’s mother and wife begged him to let go as I was pregnant, but a mad frenzy had taken control of him.”

At seven months pregnant, Mom was diagnosed with jaundice and admitted to the local government hospital. She was advised to stay there for the rest of her pregnancy under medical supervision.

 “I lay on that cold, hard metal bed in the Government hospital with only Boba by my side. Earlier that evening, the doctor had announced that jaundice cut down the odds of a normal delivery as well as my survival. It would have to be a cesarean section, and I may not come out alive. I was scared, Boba was weeping.  Shafi was nowhere to be seen. He had left after meeting the doctor. I was eight and a half months pregnant at that time.”

“Late in the night Shafi returned with a bunch of papers. He thrust them in my face, saying this was my official will. He wanted me to will 2/3rd of my property to him and the rest to you. Here I was, fighting death, pregnant with his child, and this man was making me sign a will. The singular thought on my mind was who would take care of you after me? Thankfully, sense prevailed - I refused to sign the will.”

“Shafi was angry. He tore the papers to shreds and shouted at Boba - accusing her of poisoning my mind against him. Boba cowered by the violence and abuse left the hospital in tears.”

Mom survived. The doctor said it was a miracle. She gave birth to a healthy and beautiful baby boy. We nicknamed him Bunty after a loveable character in a movie we had recently watched. The faqir whom Mom had frequently visited during her pregnancy named him Mudasir. In a few days, she was discharged from the hospital. Boba wanted to take her to her house so she could take care of her. As per custom, new mothers spend the first few weeks at their mother’s house. But Shafi insisted on taking her back to his house.

It took less than a day for the sisters to resume fighting with Mom. Mom was physically weak. The doctor had recommended a nutritious diet. The sisters cooked the chicken Shafi brought, giving her a watery soup with bones while devouring the fleshy parts themselves.

Mom realized much to her chagrin that Shafi, following in his siblings’ footsteps, had been forging her signatures to cash her pay-cheques while she was hospitalized.

Unable to handle the bickering and fights in her physically weakened state, Mom decided to leave. Three days after her return from the hospital, she packed a few essentials. Shafi was at work. In a delirious state with my infant brother in her arms, my hand in hers, she walked out the house and hailed a cab to Boba’s. We never went back to Shafi’s house. 

Shafi tried hard to convince her to return. Instead, she asked him to move in with her into our house that Ishtiaq had designed. 

* * *

Battered woman syndrome (BWS) is a mental disorder that develops in victims of domestic violence as a result of serious, long-term abuse. BWS is dangerous primarily because it can lead to what some scholars say is "learned helplessness" – or psychological paralysis – where the victim becomes so depressed, defeated, and passive that she believes she is incapable of leaving the abusive situation. Though it may seem like an irrational fear, it feels absolutely real to the victim. Feeling fearful and weak, and sometimes even still holding onto the hope that her abuser will stop hurting her, the victim remains with her abuser, continuing the cycle of domestic violence and strengthening her existing BWS. 

Battered woman syndrome begins as an abusive cycle with three stages. First, the abuser engages in behaviors that create relationship tension. Second, the tension explodes when the abuser commits some form of abuse: physical, psychological, emotional, sexual, or otherwise. Third, the abuser tries to fix his wrongdoing and apologizes. This third stage is frequently referred to as the “honeymoon” stage, and involves the abuser making amends for his bad behavior. During the honeymoon stage, the abuser is forgiven, and the cycle starts all over again.

As the cycle continues, the victim starts to feel that the abuse is her own fault. When the victim takes responsibility for her own abuse, this develops into “learned helplessness.” The victim feels helpless because she has convinced herself that the abuse is her own fault, yet she cannot understand why the abuse continues if it’s her own fault. She becomes convinced of her helplessness, and that the abuse cannot be escaped. Thus, battered woman syndrome develops. (Source: family.findlaw.com)



[bookmark: _Toc432875763]Home

She said at last we are home
Aah, I replied
I will finally understand what it means to be home

Mongoose and the Snake

The house was located in a densely populated colony in downtown Srinagar that enjoyed neither the posh markets nor the gentile and cultured crowds of uptown. Our neighbours were struggling middle class folk, with a significant number of them illiterate and conservative. Shafi, putting on his superior airs often condescended, “Aah, an uptown man like me has to downgrade to this place because of you.”

The house was still unfinished. There was a big drawing room on the front. The tall French windows looked out to the small lawn in the front and the fort perched on top of Hari Parbat in the distance. On the back side were the kitchen and the living room, located opposite to each other. In the centre was the small dining room. The stairway led to the glass room on the mezzanine floor and then further up to the three bedrooms on the first floor. The first floor had been left in a plastered state. The driveway led to the big kitchen garden at the back. 

The kitchen being still incomplete, Mom made a makeshift pantry in the glass room. Boba bought us a few utensils to get us started while Mom still recuperated from the long-drawn childbirth. Boba walked three kilometres daily from her house to bring us home cooked food and help with household chores as we settled in.

It did not take long for violent fights to become a regular feature at our house. Every other night, Shafi returned home in a drunken stupor to find an excuse to start a fight with Mom. His drinking and aggression were only getting worse. 

Mom was a beautiful and intelligent young woman. He felt insecure of her going out and meeting men, even if it was for work. He interrogated her at the end of each day. Mom was too headstrong to take the accusations lying down put up a fight despite losing bad each time. 

“You are a slut who goes sleeping around with other men. Did you not go to meet Azad today?”

“That was for work, you bastard, you good-for-nothing asshole!”

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that, you bitch.”

“Your mother must have been a bitch.”

“How dare you speak about my mother like that? I will fuck your mother.”

“You crazy prick. Go fuck your own whoring sisters.”

These were words I heard every night.

The verbal abuse would quickly escalate to nasty physical violence with both of them hurling things and hitting each other. The next day, they would stitch, glue and band-aid the bruises, cuts and broken objects. A cousin once commented, “Everything in this house is broken.” It was so true. The furniture, electronics and other household goods bore marks of injuries just as the humans living in the house. 

Mom often woke up with black eyes and bruises. She camouflaged her face with layers of make-up or a pair of sunglasses but on the really bad days, when hiding the evidence was impossible, she simply skipped going out. 

There were the more severe injuries. He broke her nose once (she still has a broken nose). Another time, he fractured her little finger. He forcibly put her finger near the door hinge and then banged the door shut while I watched. Twice, he even brandished a knife.

The fights terrified me. The sight of my mother being battered while I stood by helplessly filled me with feelings of powerlessness and rage. I would hide behind a door silently listening to the exchange of abuses, the howling, and the breaking of objects. I wanted to hit Shafi, kill him but was too scared to budge.

Other times, I carried Bunty to the farthest corner of the house, even the attic to keep him away from the ugly scenes. On occasions, when I could muster up enough courage, I intervened in the fights. Once in a fit of rage, when I was trying to protect Mom, Shafi threw me down the staircase. I fell on my back, and then stood up to feel even more terrified of him after that incident.  

Shafi sometimes brought me my favourite weakness in the evening – the kebabs. This was a bribe to elicit information about what Mom had been up to all day – the conversations she had with Boba and others, where did she go, what time did she get back. Anything I revealed, he used against her as fodder in their fights. 

* * *

In the evenings, in the quiet neighbourhoods of Srinagar, Shafi’s screams and my mother's desperate cries reverberated through the alleys. I saw the neighbours , peeping from their windows to catch a glimpse of this reality show in those TV less, internet less, phone less days. 
 
In the beginning, some neighbours did come forward to intervene. Srinagar being a small spiritual city boosts of well-knit communities and neighbourhoods. They advised Shafi, “Shafi Sahib, this is wrong. You should not do this."

But Shafi’s abusive responses threw them off balance. Over time these neighbours reduced themselves to mere spectators of the drama that unfolded in our house every evening. Sometimes a disruption, sometimes entertainment in that quiet part of the world, depending on the mood.

One particular evening when I revealed some damning tidbit of information to Shafi in exchange for some kebabs, Mom got mad at me and chased me around the house with a cane in her hand. I ran to the neighbor’s house. She followed me. I hid behind the Aunty begging her to save me from Mom’s wrath. Mom told the Aunty, “This girl divulges all nonsense to Shafi who then ends up fighting with me over trivial matters. I want to teach her a lesson once for all.” 

Teach me she did - from then on, I refused to share anything with my stepfather.

It was difficult though. I wanted to please Shafi and keep him well humoured. Little pleasures like the kebabs and goodies, he brought me and the outings, he took us for meant the world to me.

On days when the fights got way too ugly, Shafi picked up the infant Bunty and his few possessions to gallop off to his paternal house. These runs to his father’s house turned into a frequent affair. 

On those days and nights, Boba, Mom and me - women of three generations became comrades in arms. 

One evening, during a power outage caused by a rainstorm, Mom and Shafi had another of their big fights. Even as I was hiding in the dark crevices of the room farthest away, the battle cries still found their way to me. I was scared, crying and praying to God. “God please end the fight. God please save my mother. Don't let my mother die.” I suffered this perpetual fear that Shafi would kill Mom one day – by design or accident. Even Boba lived in terror of this possibility. 
 
Mom limped into the room, howling and cursing. He had beaten her black and blue. Even in the dim light of the candle, I could see the contrast of bruises on her face and arms against her otherwise glowing skin. Her lower lip was swollen. Her left foot was bleeding. Sitting her down, I brought her some water and ran my fingers through her hair to calm her down while she sipped the water in between her tears. 
 
It took her half an hour to regain some composure. I was just beginning to calm down myself when driven by another anger fit, she resumed shouting, “You bastard, I am going to teach you a lesson.” I started trembling, frightened by the thought of Shafi beating us both.
 
“Put on your shoes.” She commanded me. “We are going somewhere.”
 
It was late in the night and raining heavily. I wondered why and where Mom wanted to go out in that state, weather and hour. I did not have the balls to ask. Instead, I obediently searched for my shoes which I was unable to locate in the dark. Pointing out to a pair of adult-sized Bata slippers, Mom ordered me, “Put these on. Hurry!”
 
Pulling me by my hand, she trudged out of the house. I remember that night very clearly. Mom bruised, barely able to walk yet pushing herself. Me, seven years old shaking with fear in the adult sized slippers, the dark, moonless and soulless night with the heavy, relentless rain pounding us. That 15-minute walk was one of the longest of my life. I had no idea of where we were headed or what awaited us. 

At last, we stopped outside a big navy blue gate. Mom stared at the police station, probably pondering over her decision one last time or maybe taking the moment to muster the courage to walk in. Then, straightening her back, she stomped inside confidently dragging me by her side. 

A strong odour of gloom and decay lurked inside the police station. It was not a place of hope. Three disinterested, haughty looking men sat around an old wooden desk piled high with sweaty files. They looked up at us, intrigued at the sight of two females at that late hour.

Showing the bruises on her face and arms to them, Mom demanded to file a complaint against her physically violent husband.

I remember seeing a faint laugh appear at the edge of the cop’s mouth. In a casual, almost dismissive manner, he addressed Mom, “Madam you must learn to solve your domestic matters within the four walls of your home. It is not a wise thing to lodge a complaint against your own husband.”

I noticed the clouds of anguish envelop Mom’s face. The clouds quickly dissipated only to be replaced by the familiar amber tremors of rage. Blood had risen to her cheeks. Her grey cat eyes were wide open, ready to pounce. The cop sensing trouble immediately added in a more considerate tone, “Madam please go back home – it is late now. I will send someone in the morning to question your husband.”

We walked back home in silence. No one from the police station showed up.

* * *

As these events unfolded, my body was conditioning its own reactions. Shaking and trembling, heart palpitating, hands sweating, muscles twitching, a sinking feeling in the chest, a vacuum pit in the stomach, dizzy feelings in the head. 

Much later, as an adult in recovery, I confronted the feelings of learned helplessness and powerlessness. A child already so fragile witnessing her mother being abused and beaten every day. As psychology reveals, we carry these feelings of learned powerlessness through our lives. These early experiences condition us to a victim mentality. The powerless child stays alive in us. As adults, we feel we do not have freedom of choice, that we are trapped, that there is no way to happiness, that destiny has been unfair to us. 

Situations and people feel overwhelming. Life seems to victimize us in different ways and we feel there is nothing we can do about it. We are doomed. Another rejection, another bad performance at work, another loss - and we bend at our knees and ask God, a God in whom we have been steadily losing faith.
“Why me?”
"When is this going to stop?”
“Where is my respite?”
“When will things change?”
“God give me a break!”

And things don't change. They don't change because our internal world continues to be the same. It is the world that the frightened and terrified child within me occupies. It feels afraid to come out in this untrustworthy and malicious world that has harmed her in so many different ways.


*  *  *


I remember another incident clearly. It was the holy month of Ramazan. There had been another Mahabharat at our house the night before. Bunty was once again with Shafi’s sisters. Mom too was once again depressed and badly bruised. Too beaten to cook, she handed me some money and asked me to buy myself a glass of milk at the shop down the road.
 
As I asked for the milk, the milkman sniggered, “So Pearl, was there another fight at home? Did your Dad run away again? Has nobody been cooking at your house?” 

I had no answer. I felt the world swirl around me. "Why can’t this man hand me the milk quickly so I can run away? I don't want people around me. They are always hurting me. I want to be alone. "
 
I gulped down the warm milk as fast as I could and I ran back home with the quintessential questions of life playing soccer in my little brain. On the way, a neighbour stopped me to question “What was the fight about last night? We heard Shafi and your Mom shouting all night, but could not make out much.” I ran faster. 
 
Why can’t they let me be? Did they not get enough entertainment last night? They have to milk out every juicy detail to keep the entertainment going under the facade of compassion and sympathy. This crazy world is always out to get me.
 
I was growing stronger in my belief that the world was not to be trusted, that people were hypocritical.  There was growing evidence that I was alone in this uncaring, jagged Universe. People wore different masks – one in front of you, another at home, and different ones at work and in society – who knew what their real faces were like. People did not really care. They did not give a fuck. My downfall was food for their entertainment.
 
They would showcase prayer and preach religion and morality, but come trouble and they would desert you faster than the proverbial rats.

Entrepreneurship

While mom was hospitalised, Shafi's brother had stolen and sold off some company goods that were kept in Mom's room. The company was threatening legal action. Mom found herself without a job. She did not have the money to repay the company. Neither did the thief.

Still recuperating from childbirth, she was trying to figure what to do next. Money was in short supply. We were dependent on Shafi for our needs – his suspension had ended so he had resumed his income. He would hand out a few bills every morning to buy groceries and other essentials. The days when Shafi stayed at his paternal house after a fight were cash strapped.

One such day, the water department shut off our supply for non-payment. Boba collected rainwater in a bucket and boiled it in pans to make it fit for drinking. The rain Gods did show up! 

Once it dawned on mom that she was irrevocably married to a bloodhound, she had to figure out an alternate way to redeem the feminist in her. Fireflies of desire within her blood itched to create something big - something that could redefine her.

She chose the entrepreneurial route. No one in her family had ventured into business. She decided to set up an iron and steel fabrication plant, a complete male bastion. The bigger the challenge, the greater the redemption.

Instead of support, she invited ridicule from those who took her seriously. “Are you stupid? Why don't you do something simpler like teaching or a bank job? This is a man's world." But the voices did not deter her.  She had an ambition and fierce self-belief 
 
My mother had grown up in a man's world. Constant repression and criticism had bred a compelling need to prove that she was bigger than it all. She could not divorce Shafi. But she somehow needed to give the shit back. She wanted to hit back, kick back – like she did with Shafi during their fights. She was not one to surrender. or to suffer in silence. She would engineer a big bang. Let the world hear it.
 
Starting a business without any prior experience or support was beyond challenging, especially for a woman bent upon leaving her mark in an exclusively male territory. 
 
Edging along with determination and persistence, she started with collecting information from people and publications – there was no Google back then. She changed multiple buses to reach Government, industry and land offices, where she sat for hours on end discussing procedures and bribes with the babus. It took four long years for her dream to materialize. For her to secure the loan, procure land from the Government, build a factory, purchase machinery from other states, employ skilled staff and start acquiring Government orders and tenders.

Through the day, she worked hard and at night, Shafi waited for her in ambush – ready to rush forth like a thirsty bloodhound on its prey. Nothing deterred my mother’s commitment towards her new goal.  

While Mom edged towards her dream, we continued to stay dependent on Shafi’s mood for daily expenses. Boba taught Mom to save. An aluminium trunk sat in the corner of the room in which, Mom hid a stash of 2 rupee and 5 rupee notes under a bunch of clothes. Money Mom scrimped from the household expenses!

*  *  *


I look up with pride at Mom’s indomitable spirit – the spirit that was willing to simultaneously take on the world and Shafi. I marvel at her courage and energy for I shudder at the very idea of being placed in a similar situation. 

It is a strange paradox for a feminist who is willing to take on the entire world, take on the biggest of challenges, yet is willing to take on the most extreme form of abuse in her personal life perhaps because of her fear of social repercussions and her fear of loneliness.  This dichotomy has always fascinated me. Another insight into the Battered Woman Syndrome.

When Mom came to pick me up from school for the first time in her new car – a Maruti 800, she reminded me of a conversation we had a few years earlier while returning home in a bus, “Someday, I will come to pick you up from school in our own car. We will go for a drive.” The dream had been fulfilled. We were on our way for the drive.
 
She tells me, “Outside home I’ll take on any challenge you throw at me. It is only at home that I am a failure.”

*  *  *

Things started changing when Mom received the first tranche of the loan. When the factory was ready and functional it was a dream come true, a vision realized - one beyond hope. 

Once production started, Shafi started bribing the workers to discreetly take out an almirah or two without Mom’s knowledge. He sold these at discounted prices without Mom’s knowledge. He accepted advance money from customers for orders he wouldn’t tell Mom about, leaving her to cut a sorry face before them. He faked Mom’s signatures on her cheques and stole money from her bank account. Tired and humiliated by these frauds, Mom gave strict instructions to the Bank Manager to double check her signatures. He stole any cash that Mom kept in her purse at home.

There was one small loan for which Mom had kept Shafi as a guarantor in the bank. Following a fight, he met with the Bank Manager the very next day to cancel his guarantee.

There was never enough money or food in the house. On days when Shafi was in a foul mood, he did not even leave money for groceries. 

My prudent Boba had cultivated a well sized vegetable garden in the backyard. The garden produced tomatoes and mint. I would happily help her harvest the pudina (mint), which we would carry in baskets to a local vegetable seller to barter for other vegetables.

At times when there was no money or food in the house, Boba and I walked down to the nearby park to collect the wild saag (collard green) leaves in our willow baskets to cook for dinner.
 
Boba

Boba being her wise self, decided to give Mom her share of inheritance – primarily the house where we lived. She did not want the siblings to fight amongst themselves should something happen to her. Tathi had left a fixed deposit in Munna's name to meet his wedding expenses. It was a paltry sum of forty thousand rupees. Boba gave Mom that money to renovate her house. In return, she made Mom sign papers forfeiting any right to Boba's property, which was willed, to Munna. Such financial prudence and sense of justice from an illiterate woman astounds me. I wish I had inherited half that wisdom. 

The construction started. Laborers, masons and carpenters were hired. The kitchen on the ground floor was renovated. The house got a new roof, new windows and doors. The money was still not enough for renovations on the first floor. Boba augmented it with her earnings from spinning the wheel, and from selling scrap. 

Boba was a great environmentalist. She believed in recycling, conservation and effective utilization of resources. When she cooked peas, she threw in the pods along with the peas in the gravy despite our fervent protests. We often found Boba sitting under one small light bulb with all the other lights in the house turned off, saving electricity. She recycled cans, bottles and newspapers. Organic waste was used as fertilizer. Clothes were worn till they were worn out. The worn out clothes were used as fillings for mattresses and pillows. If one of us left half a glass of drinking water in our glass, she poured it back in the jug for boiling and reuse (though I wonder if the cost and impact of fuel was justified). She was health conscious. All drinking water had to be boiled. Everything had utility. There was very little that Boba would throw out.

Boba's health consciousness extended to her limited diet. She stayed away from excessive non-veg, preferring greens. She believed in growing her own vegetables. She was active all day - cleaning, mopping, gardening, dusting, sewing, cooking. Time was an essential commodity. Not a moment could be wasted, especially the morning and daytime. Each minute had to be used productively. Only the evenings were reserved for conversations and leisure. Even then, she sewed. knitted or ironed clothes through the conversations. Her hands, like busy ants, never rested.
 
Servants were scared of this tough taskmaster. When Boba stayed with us, the servants would be on their toes. Boba whipped them into working all day while working harder herself. Even beggars were not spared. If a beggar stopped by our house, Boba made him perform a task - like weeding the garden or cleaning the driveway before serving him a meal. The beggar had to earn his meal. 

We often felt embarrassed at Boba's stringent and miserly behaviour. Our family spirit was converse to her essential nature.

Boba had her light - the indomitable spirit, resilience, diligence and creativity. She had her dark side too. She routinely complained about the state of disarray in our house. About the filth, the mess, the lack of organization. About Mom and her choices. About Shafi’s behaviour. She had a boundless capacity for criticism.
 
"Your house is so messy. There is dirt everywhere. Each time, I come here, I have to spend days cleaning up. So disorganized! Food is never ready in time. At the last minute, the servant is sent to the market to pick groceries or oil. And your mother - what kind of a woman is she to leave the house in such a state? Have you seen my house? It is so well organized. Everything is neat and clean. Lunch is ready by 10.00 am. The kitchen is well stocked."

What she said was true. Mom was busy with her business. She did not have much time for the house. We had a servant but he needed constant supervision which Boba gladly provided when she was over. There were times when just before dinner, the servant would inform us that he had run out of some essential ingredient. Shafi had bought a dog who stayed in the courtyard outside and pooped wherever he wanted.

To me, Boba painted a shameful picture of my house. As children, we have no yardstick of right and wrong, good and bad. Listening to Boba's constant criticism, which was augmented by other relatives, I started feeling ashamed of our house. I never invited any friends over because of this shame. 

Shafi did not take well to Boba’s interference in our house. He did not approve of her meddlesome ways - organization, cleanliness, treatment of servants, running of kitchen and of course he did not take well to her criticism of us as people and the way we ran our affairs. He was paranoid that she was trying to turn Mom against him. And he was afraid that Boba had an ulterior motive - she wanted a share in the house for her son. He often accused her of that. 

Mom and Shafi started having uglier fights about Boba’s regular visits and interference in our household. He blamed Boba for instigating Mom against him. There were times when in the middle of a fight, he marched into the room where Boba and I slept to blame and curse her. He understood that Mom had grown immune to his daily complaints and flare-ups. He knew her weak points and used them well against her. 

On those nights, terrified, Boba retreated to some far corner of the house to lament her fate. She never actively participated in the fights. On nights when she felt overtly insulted, she simply packed her bag and left for her home irrespective of the hour. I remember her words, “I was the Khoj Bai (big man’s wife) who commanded respect from everyone. My daughter’s choices have made me descend the ladder of respect. My honorable husband must be turning in his grave at my fate.”

One particular evening, following a drunken argument with Mom, Shafi walked out into the courtyard and cut his hand with a shard of tin. Displaying the blood flowing from his hand, he started yelling at the top of his voice, “Neighbors! Friends! Everyone come and see how the mother and daughter are trying to murder me!”
 
The next morning, he called a meeting of the colony elders at our house with an intention to banish Boba from our house. He argued his case to the neighbours, “She poisons my wife’s ears against me. She meddles in our private matters and household affairs. It is because of her that we keep having fights." Mom was called to attest to what he had said. 

To everyone’s shock, Mom affirmed his insinuations.

Mom told me, “I thought, ‘maybe his resentments and anger are directed at Boba. Maybe he truly believes that Boba set me up against him. I thought he was making a public admission that he fought because of Boba's presence in our house. If I agreed in front of everyone that Boba would not come back to our house, he would have to face the public if he instigated another fight.”
 
Boba left in tears. Mom and I were in tears. The fights did not stop.

Is it human fallacy or hope and determination that we try almost everything before giving up? Mom wanted to give Shafi every chance to reform. Almost like an addict who makes a promise after each showdown, "This was the last time. I will not use again." A desperate woman, wife and mother eager to save her marriage, and in a sense save her own self, suffers from the same disease of hope. Hope against hope, "Maybe this time it will work. Maybe this will work." 

Where does one draw a line? Who teaches you about that line in a patriarchal society where a woman is judged on her ability to suffer and tolerate in silence? A woman bereft of any support, afraid of being judged by society, of losing her only son to destructive forces – does she really feel she has a choice? In this case, my spirited feminist mother did not believe she had a choice. She kept resigning to fate - sometimes protecting her mother, sometimes her son. Like a wounded tigress preparing to get back at society that had hurt her so bad, her business venture was her vengeance and redemption. She had no way of knowing the bargain she was making in the process.

Once again Mom clung to that straw of hope – removing Boba from the mix would bring the necessary transformation in Shafi.  
 
Life has its own ways to teach us lessons that we are unwilling to learn. Nature has its own way of creating bonds that we unwillingly break through our feeble efforts to repair and fix. Through ugly experiences, it makes clear what is valuable and precious.

A few days after this episode, Shafi’s friend and his wife came visiting from Chandigarh on a short winter vacation. We all went out to watch a late night movie only to return to the sight of smoke billowing out of the living room window. Shafi rushed to inspect. He opened the window a crack. The quietly burning embers had been waiting for the air that swept through the window. We had forgotten to turn off the Bukhari (fireplace) before heading for the movie. Soon there was a blaze of angry fire. The fire department was called. Firemen stood there with their hoses directed at the house. Neighbours rushed with buckets of water. Two hours later the fire was doused before it spread to other parts of the house. But all our valuables, books, pictures, clothes, bedding and much more were in that particular room - all turned to ashes. We slept at the neighbour's house that night. 
 
Boba arrived with a suitcase full of clothes, beddings, and some other essentials for us the following afternoon. She met Mom and me at the neighbour's place. 

My school uniforms having been burnt in the fire, I wore casual clothes to school for the next few days. It made me happy on two counts – I had an adventurous tale to share with my classmates and I could wear casual clothes till my new uniforms were ready.
 
We settled back into the familiar rhythm of life. The fights started again.
 
With Boba no longer welcome, there was no one home when I returned from school. Boba arranged with our neighbours to provide me lunch and gave them a sack of rice to cover. For the next few months, I went directly to the neighbour's house after school. They pestered me with questions about what was happening at home. I had been warned to remain silent.

Silence - hiding family secrets as well as my own became my nature. You don't reveal your secrets as the world is not to be trusted. The world exists to laugh at you, malign you and hurt you. I was frequently given the examples of my cousins - of their impeccable wisdom in not sharing their secrets. Of knowing what and how much to say. My own experience had demonstrated that. Each time I spoke truthfully to Shafi, a fight ensued. Each time Mom came to know about something I had done, I was punished. Each time I told Boba about an extravagant expenditure, a critical monologue ensued. Each time I told the neighbours about the fights, I was gifted words of pity. I learned to speak about everything except what mattered. It was a life of secrets, a world of silence. 


*  *  *
Holidays and Possessions

We did not have a telephone at home. As was common in those days, there used to be a telephone in one house and the rest of us shared our neighbor's phone number with people for important communication.

There was an extremely ugly fight in Munna’s presence. Enraged by the violence and abusive language, Munna convinced Mom to stay over at his house. I remember his words, “Shafi abuses and curses our entire family including your father and mother. How can you tolerate that? Do you not have any self-respect?”
 
Mom tells me, “Shamim, the better of the stepbrothers and I had shared a bond in our childhood. He was in Srinagar for a vacation and had heard of Shafi’s violence. He sent word through Munna that he would side with me should I file for divorce. This time I had support. But a second divorce was unpalatable. I was terrified of tongues wagging, and of people questioning my character and morals. The biggest fear though was of Shafi keeping Bunty away from me. What kind of childhood would Bunty have in that household?”

Sab se bada rog
Kya kahenge log
 (The biggest disease of all – What will people say?)

Shafi was back trying to cajole and convince Mom. He apologized profusely for his behaviour, promising to turn a new leaf. As amends, he took Mom and me in his new car on a three-day vacation to Gulmarg. Bunty was still with his sisters. It was winter. There was heavy snow and chilly winds billowed over the mountains. Having left on an impulse, we had brought no change of clothes. I remember being dressed up all in red - my red jacket, red pants, and red cap with lovely silver boots. Shafi enrolled me for a two-day ski class.  I thoroughly enjoyed the experience. The instructor lovingly called me “the Little Red Riding Hood”.

These little getaways orchestrated by Shafi, provided me an alternate way of being. Vacations got entrenched in my fluid brain as an escape from harsh realities and as the only source of pleasure in life. I wanted to be on a vacation forever. I didn't want to have anything to do with real life and people. The mountains, the rivers, the nature - they did not ask anything of me. Nor did they abuse me. Nature just was. 

It became a standing joke between neighbours and relatives that Mom and Shafi would have a fight and all hell would break loose and then Shafi would take us out either for a movie or a dinner or a vacation and everything would normalize - till the next fight.

A month later, Shafi moved back along with Bunty. By now he had reconciled with Boba, apologized to her and begged her to start visiting us again.

Boba had enlisted Mom’s help to wade through the bureaucracy of Government departments to get Tathi’s pension. She. Mom had pursued the case for months without success. In the end, she roped in Shafi. Shafi always produced results when he put his heart into something. This time, he had an opportunity to seek redemption from Boba.
 
The pension was processed within weeks. It granted Boba financial independence for the rest of her life. She did not have to spin the wheel anymore. The doctor had advised her against the wheel in any case. With the pension, she had the necessary means to spend on her needs. Grateful to Shafi, she gifted him a gold chain from the first payment. Shafi on his part used every opportunity to remind her of this favour. It was his new leverage against Boba and Mom.

For years to come, he taunted Mom, “Your mother is so shameless. I threw her out of the house, yet she keeps coming back.”



*  *  *


Critical Scripts

Boba's critical script extended to all areas of life. She often advised me:
 
“Don't grow up to be like your mother. Reckless and stupid, she has always made poor choices. Her relentless pursuit of a fantasy made her marry Shafi. She has brought dishonour on the entire family. Is there even any comparison between our noble heritage and his street upbringing?”

“You stay away from such foolish things. You grow up to be a good, responsible Muslim girl. You have to redeem yourself, so people will accept you back in their fold. That will be a slap in Shafi’s face too. You have royal blood in your veins. That will bear fruit someday. Focus on your studies and religious education. Stay within the confines of social diktats. Don't grow up to be like your mother."
 
"Bunty is Shafi's son. No matter what your mother does for him, he will grow up to be just like him. He has Shafi's blood in his veins and that matters. I don't understand why she is sticking to Shafi because of Bunty. Let him take Bunty. How does it matter? You keep your distance from Bunty."
 
Another constant refrain from Boba was, "Bechari Pearl, my poor Pearl. Poor orphan. You have nobody to care for you, just your mother. If something happens to your mother, who’ll take care of you? "
 
My young mind was absorbing these contradictory messages without the ability to filter or discern. I had started hating my mother, holding her poor choices and reckless ways responsible for my misery. Boba was right. She continued to make bad decisions. She did not care about me. All she cared about was her own ego.  Each new trauma, each new pain added to that feeling of hate and anger.

There was also the pressure to perform and redeem. How was I supposed to do that? How did they expect me to accomplish anything? I didn't want to study hard. I wanted an easy and simple life. Just a life free of pain. Just a life in nature. Just to be free. I did not wish to be weighed down by the burden of books.
 
Boba’s “Bechari Pearl” labelling added weight to my victimhood. I was a victim of God, Shafi, my own mother and destiny - the child that had been rejected and abandoned by those who claimed to love her - the child who was put through so much misery and suffering and shame - of course I was the victim - all alone on my own. I was the "Bechari".
 
The only person I had in my life was my mother. Even though I hated her, she was my almighty. I had to hold on tight to her. We depended on each other for survival. I had to help and support her. I had to prove myself to redeem her. I had to become rich to extricate her from her traumatic life. I had to be a good Muslim girl so others would forgive my mother's sins and accept us back.

*  *  *


The Accident

During my fourth class final exams, Gul invited us to his son’s wedding to be in a neighbouring village, where he lived with his family. Gul was a truck driver who frequented our house and helped with odd jobs - like getting licenses and passports made and finding appropriate contacts for small jobs whenever needed. 

I could not attend because of my exams. So, while I took my exams, Mom, Shafi and Bunty attended the wedding. I returned to Boba's house after school. To my surprise, no one came to pick me up for the next 3 days. My insistent pleas to Boba to take me back home fell on deaf ears.

“Something must have happened at home, that is why no one has showed up. Maybe, they had another fight,” she tried to comfort me. 

On the 3rd day Boba finally gave in. As we entered the living room, I found Mom lying on the bed with her left leg plastered and hanging from a stand.

Mom was learning to drive for a while and had insisted on driving Shafi's new Van on the way back from the wedding. She took the steering on a village road that ran parallel to a river. The road being clear, Shafi urged Mom to press the accelerator. The car had been chugging along nicely when a tonga (horse wagon) suddenly appeared out of nowhere. Mom swerved the car to the left to avoid the tonga and hit a tree in the process. The car dangled on the edge of the road held back by the tree, threatening to fall into the river below. The windshield shattered and shards flew in all directions. 

A German tourist passing by rushed to help them. In Mom's words, "Shafi managed to get himself out of the car. The German guy helped Shafi pull Bunty and me out of the car. Once we were outside, Shafi started to inspect the car for damage, oblivious to our injuries. I was howling in pain while the shards of glass had cut Bunty at various places including his face. The German guy, taken aback by Shafi’s insensitive behaviour advised him to tend to his wife and child first.

When it sank in that Shafi was more concerned about the car, he decided to take matters in his own hands. He guided Bunty and me to his car. Seeing that I was limping, he half-carried me into his car. Shafi joined in. With directions from locals, we managed to reach the nearest hospital. At the hospital too, he did not wait for Shafi. He carried me in his arms while Shafi sheepishly followed with Bunty. Once, the doctors had tended to us and confirmed there was no serious injuries, he took a few moments to lecture Shafi about the value of human life."

Mom had a fractured leg. Bunty had escaped with a few cuts. Shafi was unscratched. 

The German guy's name was Jack. He continued to write letters to Mom till the letters turned into a new contentious issue with Shafi. Mom in her bid to maintain peace stopped responding to Jack's letters and Jack stopped writing to her. 

Mom was among the first women drivers in Srinagar. Often, she raced other cars on the Boulevard road bordering the Dal Lake. 

*  *  *


Fun and Pleasure

When the VHS mania hit town, Shafi bought a brand-new VCR. Being a family of movie buffs, the VCR quickly became the fulcrum of our lives. Mom and I regularly rented a bunch of movies from the neighborhood video library, sometimes spending entire nights watching them, one after another.
 
Thrice a week, we had what is known as ‘Vaer’ in Kashmiri (our turn for power cut) - from 5 to 10 in the evening. Vaer was a regular feature across Kashmir, with power cut days scheduled twice or thrice weekly for each neighborhood. On the Vaer days, we impatiently waited for the power to be restored at 10 pm so we would cosy up under blankets for another marathon movie night. Till then, we whiled away the time playing games like Antakshari (singing), carrom or cards. 
 
Under Shafi’s rule, we had our share of fun. Since he worked at the cinemas, we watched at least one movie a week in the VIP Box at the cinema. The cinema was a luxurious experience - feeling like VIPs as we were seated in the special box while being offered preferential treatment including being served delicacies like kebabs and ice-cream.
 
We went out for dinners to fancy restaurants, drove around Dal Lake in Shafi’s new car or went picnicking to the Mughal Gardens, carrying packed tiffins of food with us.

During summer vacation, Shafi took us to nearby hill stations - Pahalgam and Gulmarg. I was never happy returning from these outings. As the car crossed the mountain passes on the way back, I prayed for a fallen tree or landslide – any reason for a roadblock that would make us turn back. But that never happened. 

When Mom bought me a new bicycle, Shafi took me to the nearby cinema hall where I learnt cycling in the foyer. 
 
These small pleasures made life liveable. In the middle of our chaos were these pockets of pleasure.
 
It is no wonder then that pleasure seeking behaviour became my unconscious answer, a central theme in my life. Pleasure - movies, outings, drives, dinners, food - I experienced their power in helping me to laugh and thrive. Everything else was fraught with struggle and dark feelings. ”Make pleasure my motive in life” - something in my subconscious decided early on.
 
My cousins rarely indulged in outings. For them, an outing meant a special treat. I revelled in the look of fascination on their faces as I proudly bragged about my latest adventure. My relatives, including Boba judged activities like watching movies and eating out as wasteful, even immoral. 
 
Shafi, a much condemned man, had his bright side. He loved life, comfort and indulgence. He did not care much about hard work or planning for the future. He very much lived in the present day, caring solely about gastronomical delights and pleasures for the senses. I cherished his carefree side. With not much care about religion, prayers or rituals, he received constant flak from Mom's family. A man without religious inclinations was not easily accepted.
 
Shafi had his benevolent side. He helped the poor and downtrodden and the neighbours when they came asking. He was kind to servants and to the poor in many ways - giving them extra food, money or freebies. He was the typical grandiose alcoholic who granted favours and played to the audiences while simultaneously failing at his day-to-day responsibilities. Sometimes, vented his rage on the servants and those over whom he knew he wielded power. In fact, he derived a sense of entitlement from his kind gestures.

Shafi’s grandiosity was in stark contrast to my morally upright uncles and aunts whom I had come to know as self-centred and corrupt. Stories I had heard from Mom, Boba, Munna and those were connected to them portrayed them as people spinelessly seizing opportunities to make money. There was a servant who complained that he had been offered an ad-hoc Government job after serving the brothers for six years without a salary. Another man complained that he sold off his wife’s jewellery to pay a bribe to one of the brothers for a job as a chowkidar (night guard) in a Government Department. Inherently corrupt, they were known to demand a bribe for each recruitment, Government order or tender. Even a janitor asking for a favor was not spared. A cold-blooded attitude towards the downtrodden and those lower on the hierarchical ladder pervaded! 

Over the years, the brothers had focused on creating wealth and prestige for themselves. Filling their pockets, building mansions, climbing the staircases of power, adhering to social norms, following religion, practicing rituals and building a thoughtless public image characterized their lives.

The brothers were stingy, hardly ever spending on outings, entertainment or eating out. Several times, I visited their house to catch an uncle or aunt sitting under the light of a single candle, just like Boba. Like parasites, they perpetually sought opportunities to feed on something outside themselves. Their conversations were laced with competitive social positioning. Who was doing what? Who had how much wealth? Whose son had become something? Who built how big a mansion? Else there were conversations about religious practices and rituals. Who prayed how many times? How many days did someone fast during Ramzan?

Despite the presence of so many people, their houses were always dark. The curtains were pulled together in most of the rooms blocking the flow of light. I stepped into their house with my guards on – about what to say and not to say and with an inherited sense of shame about everything in my life. 

The aunts and cousins habitually gossiped about each other. Boba had taught me to tread a tight rope and to stay away from these conversations. To listen and not to respond or react, as I had already learned from experience in my own family. Don’t talk. 

One of the Aunts, the wife of a younger brother was known to be kleptomaniac.  Boba had warned me to keep a watch over my things in her presence. The Aunt was a Professor of English at the local woman’s college. I had heard jokes that she could barely speak English, leave alone teach it. She had been appointed as a result of Tathi’s network. 

Shafi became my role model in many ways. He lived larger than life. Picnics, movies, fine dining, vacations, material possessions - things that my other relatives abstained from. I admired his grandiosity and big heart, his zestful pursuit of pleasure. I adored him for that. I pleased him for that.

Shafi made things happen. If he set his mind to something, he accomplished it. Having studied at the prestigious Burn Hall School at a time when only the elite of the city studied there, he knew people in high ranking positions. His maternal family was well established with big businessmen and Government officers. In the coming years, even the stepbrothers turned to him for favours. His network was another contentious issue between Mom and him. Mom pushed him to use his contacts and network for favors like Government orders for her factory or a new business opportunity. 

Shafi was content to live a laid-back life. He liked things easy and effortless. He wasn't ambitious. All he wanted was some money and few of life's pleasures. He wasn't even interested in travelling outside Kashmir. 

He was committed to his job though. A functioning alcoholic, he went to work religiously every morning regardless of what else was happening. In the evenings, when he was not fighting, he preferred to vegetate in front of the TV or go out for a dinner, drive or movie. Nothing else interested him much.

His Excise Department ID bore his picture in a police uniform. He leveraged that wherever possible and exchanged favours. We would receive our airline boarding cards at home. We could drive through curfews. Boba got her pension processed. We had dinners at fine restaurants and access to the pool and sport facilities at the 5 star hotel. We received VIP treatment at cinema halls, and at deluxe resorts when we went out of town.  All this for free or at deep discounts.

On the flip side, he suffered from greed and covetousness. He was insecure about Mom going to work, about money and Mom’s property, about being slighted and not accorded respect and a zillion other petty things. 

It was a meeting of different worlds - two species looking at life through different lenses. Boba and her relatives believed in values of prestige, power, diligence, hard work, persistence and social conduct. Shafi looked at life through the lens of pure pleasure. Two different worlds, not converging but colliding in our house. Mom was in the cusp.

Despite his alcoholism, violence and abuse, I found Shafi authentic. He was bereft of the façade, unlike my relatives and neighbours who seemed to be shrouded under layers of incomprehensible rules, limitations and greed.
 
Shafi was free of hypocrisy. He did not care what others thought of him. He did and said as he pleased even if it was offensive. He did not pretend to be a morally upright or conscientious man. Being a non-conformist, he was perhaps the only one who did not impose social restrictions upon me.
 
These aspects of Shafi’s personality endeared him to me. When Boba or Mom criticized him, I got angry. I wondered if Mom was being too harsh., “Why does she not stay silent when Shafi goes on his drunken, angry brawls? Things would be different if she did not react.” Boba had advised Mom repeatedly to keep her calm and to not react. Mami confided in Mom that when Munna got angry, she kept quiet. Mom never paid heed to such advice. She did not believe in taking shit lying down. She had her own anger issues.
 
I wished Mom was less ambitious - that she took an easier job that did not require so much struggle and effort - so she’d have more time to spend with us, so Shafi did not have reason to get mad at her. Why couldn’t she be like other women - like my aunts who had simple jobs and were back home in time for their families. They led simple non-controversial lives. They were obedient, even subservient to their husbands, they did not have many ambitions, they seemed calmer and more relaxed in life.
 
Mom always had this charged-up energy about her. Her cheeks flushed red, wild spark in her eyes and wind in her hair.  She was, and still is, the quintessential Leo, so I called her the lioness – always on the hunt, ready to charge, ready for the kill. Boba would say, “I am scared of saying anything to your mother for fear of her reaction."
 
I am grateful for that side of Shafi for it sowed a seed within me - the seed that seeks happiness even if it is in the form of pleasure to begin with. Ironically he taught me about being available to others, and about empathy and compassion. In his own warped way, he offered an invaluable lesson as he showed me there was life beyond adherence to social norms and religion, and beyond career goals. The seed of my pursuit of happiness. Of course, money occupied the centre stage in the actualization of such a life. 
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A Dictator Mother and a Dramatic Daughter

Life
Like ice on the road
You never know
What part will cause you to slip.
Either we journey on
Deal with the ups and downs, 
Or out of fear of falling
We stay inside
 --- Daughter's Journal [DJ], entry dated March 5, 2003.
My childhood alternated between the terrors of real life and a make belief fantasy world. Mom was a perfectionist and a control freak, especially when it came to me. She wanted to control everything about me - my academic performance, my behavior, my looks, and my personality. Maybe that's how mothers are - possessive and nurturing. Maybe it is their love that makes them control every aspect of their child's life. Or maybe it is fear – stemming from perceived failures in their own life? The latter is usually the preserve of fathers but then Mom had plenty of masculine energy.
Mom wanted me to excel in every area of my life. She wanted me to be ahead of others in studies. She bought me pretty clothes so I could look better than others. She expected me to be polite and obedient. She wanted me to be supportive of her at home. It did not take much for her to get mad at me if I showed lax in any of these areas. Her rage was out of control once triggered. 
Perhaps she believed her redemption lay in turning out a perfect child. Having undertaken my guardianship, she was trying to be both a father and mother. As part of the father's role, she had to be stricter with me than usual. As a result, I was punished for every failing. She needed to prove to herself and to her family that she could take care of me - Tathi's precious little Pearl. That she did not need the support of her relatives, my father or Shafi. That she was enough for me – that she was good enough. That her precious little Pearl would turn out better than any other child in the family. She left no stone unturned in the process - sending me to the best school in town, buying me nice clothes and supplies, tutoring me herself. In the process, she ended up setting the highest expectations from me and being way harder on me than was the norm.
She had no idea of the damage she was inflicting on my little soul. I had already been deprived of Tathi and my father, been exposed to a violent stepfather and now I was being robbed of my mother as well.
Mom ended up being a brutal dictator. I ended up being a traumatized kid. She could get angry in a jiffy and beat the shit out of me and/or shower me with choice words typically reserved for enemies or obstinate slaves.
Mom was especially strict about studies. The subjects she favored teaching were maths and geography. I hated both even as she spent nights tutoring me. Each time I answered a question incorrectly, she spanked me. Each time I made a calculation error, she squeezed a pencil between my fingers. I thought it to be a torture tactic from Kala Pani (an infamous and legendary British-Indian prison).
The sunroom on the first floor of our house was the makeshift kitchen while the kitchen on the ground floor was being renovated. Mom got Shafi to hang a couch from the ceiling. The couch was hung high with just enough clearance from the ceiling for me to sit on. Mom would put me up there to study while she cooked. I was a prisoner – it was too high for me to jump off. Only after I finished an assignment would I be taken down. I remember sitting there for hours learning the spellings of the months … January, February … and then slowly repeating them. 

Once while I was swinging merrily on a swing at school, a girl pushed me from behind. I landed on the ground with a thud, wincing in pain. The girls and some teachers gathered around me, some trying to comfort me. I was crying, not so much due to the pain in my broken elbow (as I would learn later). I was in shit scared, “My mother will kill me.” Equally alive was the guilt of adding to her suffering. 

The school nurse put my arm in a makeshift sling. When I got home, I cracked open the rusty main gate ever so quietly, I could hear my heartbeat over my breath, which in turn I could hear over the squeaking hinges. I peeped and saw Mom and Boba walking out of the house. I then remembered they were supposed to attend a wedding. Sighing relief at the knowledge they were leaving, I quickly hid in the adjacent lane and waited for them to leave. After they disappeared from view, I walked into my house. 

Shafi was sitting on the front patio. He enquired about the sling on my arm. I had barely finished narrating the incident to him when he sent the servant to fetch my mother. My relief was short-lived. I resisted but he would not listen. I was shaking in fear. He took the car out as my mother came and we left for the hospital. The doctor at the hospital did an X-Ray and found a fracture. 

He commented, “If you had delayed any more, it would have been difficult to lodge the bone back.”

My arm was in a cast for the next six weeks. My classmates wrote graffiti messages in color pencils on the plaster. I basked in the attention. My broken arm in a plaster made me feel special.
 
Back in the day, I had long, silky hair, which as per the school rules my mother braided into two plaits every morning. It so happened one day that a girl sitting behind me (in class) started playing with my hair. She opened my plaits and stroked through my wavy tresses. As luck would have it, my mother had picked that very day and time to pay me a surprise visit at school. She walked into the classroom – to my open flowing hair. She had her surprise – I had my shock. Hell hath no fury like my Mom. She walked up to my desk and gave me a tight slap across my cheek. No words exchanged. 
After that whenever she visited me at school, my classmates would whisper amongst themselves, “There comes Hitler.”
I desperately wanted an escape. I wanted to run away from home. At just over 7 years old, I would often retreat into my dream world. I would fantasize about running away to Mumbai … about taking my struggle to Bollywood … about becoming a movie star. Imagination brought relief albeit temporary. That was only the crown jewel of my fantasies, or shall we say, the tip of my alternate reality iceberg.
* * *
In between the heady cocktail of violence at home, the love and partiality showered on my brother and the pressure of studies and performance, I was seeking a dash of attention … a pinch of affection. 
I learnt new tricks to garner that attention. A favorite one was to pretend to be sick. I pulled that card often as I realized it brought oodles of attention and pampering. 
Holding my stomach as if I was in terrible pain, I would start yelling and wailing causing panic in the house. The doctor would be called. Failing to come up with a diagnosis, he would simply prescribe painkillers and injections. Our neighbors would come rushing hearing my cries. Everyone would gather around me. My mother would pat my head and massage my legs. I would be the center of attention for a change. 

Sometimes, I pretended to fall sick at school too. One afternoon, feeling depressed, I decided to feign sickness. Mom could not be contacted. My cousin provided the authorities with my (step-)uncle’s number who promptly arrived to fetch me and later dropped me off at Boba’s house. Mom was angry about the uncle having to be called as she was still not on talking terms with her step-brothers.

After school, while the other girls were excited to return home, I dreaded that hour. One escape from the fear was to get a few extra highs from the swings and miss my school bus in the process. The kind nuns would take me into their quarters and feed me cookies and milk. Mom would be called to pick me up – the routine concluded with a round of shouting from Mom lasting all the way home.
 
The School Principal often warned Mom, “You have an accident-prone daughter, a troublesome child.”

When we were in Delhi for a winter vacation, Mom took me to see a well-reputed specialist. His diagnosis was hysteria. He elaborated that I was faking the sickness to get attention. Shafi and Mom made fun of me after that revelation. I just felt embarrassed and angry.
 	
One day, while sitting with a few of my classmates in the school lawn during the lunch hour, I experienced the familiar feeling of being ignored. I decided to drop a bomb “I am suffering from cancer. Blood cancer.” None of the bitches believed me.
 
With my 9th birthday coming up, Shazia, a classmate asked me how I was celebrating. “My parents are organizing a picnic out of town for the entire class. They’re hiring a bus for all of us to ride together.”
 
“Whoa! That is fantastic!”
 
I skipped school my entire birthday week feigning sickness. 

Many mornings, it was my duty to buy bread from the nearby local bakery. The bread was freshly baked and there was always a crowd of people waiting. There is a tradition in Kashmir to buy fresh baked local bread as an accompaniment for morning and evening tea. The bread serves as breakfast. I would get late for the school bus and end up taking the local bus to the jetty. I enjoyed the boat ride across the river to reach school. Of course, I never ever told my mother that I missed the school bus.

It was the middle of winter. It had snowed and a chilly blast hit the city. I was afraid of staying indoors by myself. I had a healthy fear of ghosts. I pulled out a chair, wrapped a thick shawl around myself and sat in the middle of the snow-covered garden. A neighbor spotted me crouched in the cold and offered some food and a kangri.

Mom was angry when she got to know about it. She told the neighbor, “Everything is there in the house – heater, food, TV. This girl is just bent upon embarrassing us.”
 
I was a chronic bibliophile. It was not easy to get books in those days. As a special treat, Mom would take me to the local bookshop once in three months to buy two books. Noddy, Mills & Boon, Nancy Drew, Famous Five - I devoured them all. 
 
At school, I looked forward to the weekly library session. The library followed a twisted system of book distribution. We never got to pick our books – they were assigned by our teachers. 

Some books were of course interesting. Other times, I would feel like throwing away the book assigned to me. I would quickly finish my book and exchange it with other girls who were not so fond of reading. I would hide the storybook under the pile of textbooks in my school bag. Mom was dead against fiction and would frisk my bag routinely.

At times when Mom was not home, I would go to her reading shelf and pick her books. I remember reading Sidney Sheldon’s Master of the Game for the first time when I was in 2nd Grade. Mom was in full steam upon learning about it. 
 
Following some anarchist political developments, a curfew was clamped in Srinagar in 1984. We were trapped at Boba's house for days and rented dozens of movies from the local video library to kill time including a bunch of horror movies. It was my first exposure to scary entertainment. Though they were gripping, they instilled me with a life-long fear of ghosts and otherworldly creatures. 

I had grown up on steady diet of ghost stories – they are part of Kashmiri folklore. There is the Brahm Brahm Chowk who misleads people at night with a red light on his head. There is Passing Saheb who lives in the attics and beats people for unrighteous acts. And many more!

Listening to the stories had been one thing. But watching ghost movies had a drastic impact. I can still not sleep with the lights turned off. (I am 42 now)

Books provided much needed self-care and escape for my imagination. I continued to read to nourish my soul. I would sit with a book and imagine myself to be a character from it. I could spend hours weaving a web of fantasies after reading a book. I believed the ‘fairies’ dropped me into the cabbage patch of my family, as I was the square peg in the round hole. From the girl who runs away from home to find fame to the boy who looks for an adventure in the far away land, books were my source of never ending hope. There was a brave new world that awaited me outside the confines of my house.

Two of my maternal cousins moved back from Mumbai while I was in 4th Grade. Their father, Shamim had died of cancer. The younger one joined my class. That brought the tough competition home. From then on, my marks were always compared with hers.
 
Our school had a huge playground. For lunch, we would sit in groups in the shade of a tree. A few students had their mothers or servants bring them fresh food in picnic baskets at lunchtime. We would open our tiffin boxes and share the goodies. Eagles gliding up in the sky completed the setting. They would take us by surprise, swooping down while we were immersed in our food and chatter to snatch a slice of bread or a piece of meat from our hands.
 
It was one of these bright, sunny afternoons. We were enjoying the lunch-time, laughter and chatter filled the air. My newly returned cousin from Mumbai approached our circle and motioned for me to come aside.
 
“You know a cousin of my father died today.”
 
I replied, “Well, good for him. He is dead and hence finally free from the travails of the living world!”
 
She was stunned.
 
That evening at home, Shafi returned home completely drunk. He was weeping inconsolably. The verbal battle began.

“You have killed one husband, and now you will kill me as well?”
 
It suddenly dawned on me – the uncle my cousin had referred to was Ishtiaq, my own father. My father had just died that morning. 

Well, good for him. He is dead and hence finally free from the travails of the living world!

My mother did not attend the funeral. I was also not allowed to go. I did not feel anything except sympathy for Mom. I had hardly known my father to bear any real sense of loss. However, Shafi's words registered themselves somewhere in my sub-conscious. "You have killed one husband." Was my mother capable of killing someone? Possible, given the way she was with me.
 
The same year, some girls in my class teamed up to produce a play. There were hardly any extra-curricular activities and the prospect of participating in a play got me all excited. I could not understand why they refused to offer me a role. I returned home dejected. Mom seeing me in tears grilled me for the reason.
 
“A weakling you are! Crying for a silly reason! My daughter crying? You can't be your mother’s daughter. Why don’t you produce your own play?”

“But how can I produce my own play?”
 
“Just choose a story, write down the script, select the characters and practice.”
 
“But writing a script and putting together a play is not an easy job.”
 
“I will help you with that.”
 
I felt better. I chose Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Mom helped me with the script. I auditioned girls from my class for various roles. We obtained the permission from the Principal to practice daily. In the meanwhile, the other play was called off.
 
All the students, teachers and nuns came to watch the play. Everyone enjoyed themselves and congratulated me on my work.
 
Fourth Grade was an eventful year. Having spent considerable time that year to produce the play, I had not devoted much attention to studies. I was apprehensive that I would score below par.
 
Mom was busy and could not go to collect the report card. Instead I went with Shafi. The teacher handed over the report card. I had scored some 74% marks – way below “par”. I was terrified. Mom would kill me. She had threatened me about the scores. 

Back home, I hid in an alley next to the house and refused to go in. However, when darkness descended I could not hold out any longer.

Butterflies racing in my stomach, I hesitantly opened the main gate. Mom was waiting for me - cane in hand, mad frenzy in her head. She caned me mercilessly. 

“How could you have secured such low marks in exams? I have so many hopes on you. Look at your cousins.” I was beaten black and blue.
 
The next morning, in the school bus, the girl sitting next to me nudged my elbow. I moved away wincing in pain.
 
“What happened Pearl?”
 
“I cannot tell you.”
 
“OK, don’t tell me, I will see for myself,” she giggled, and, with the help of another girl, forced up my shirtsleeve. There was a long, angry red welt on my arm.
 
“How did this happen?”
 
“My Mom beat me up for scoring low marks in the exams. She whipped me. My back really hurts,” and I started crying.
 
The girls informed the class teacher about my whipping. The class teacher took me to the bathroom and inspected my body. There were more angry red marks and welts on my back. She in turn informed the Principal, who summoned my mother.
 
“Mrs. Khan, this is not the way a child should be treated. You should not beat up or threaten your own kid. And the whippings and the marks, they are unacceptable.”
 
Mom made some feeble excuse and demanded that my exam papers be re-evaluated. 
 
The Principal ordered the re-evaluation. It turned out that the Urdu teacher had left a few answers unchecked in my answer sheet. My marks were revised. 
 
Very early in life, I started losing trust in my mother. She was always out to get me, to punish me. Whether it was studies or my behavior, I consistently fell short of her expectations. Watching her persistently pursue her own goals and pushing me to perform better, I learned a cardinal rule of life, "It is important to achieve in life and to keep achieving more and more to secure love. You are loved only when you achieve.” My mother hugged me or applauded me when I performed well at studies or accomplished something exemplary. I was punished when I did not. As a result, the notion of the importance of achievement was deeply ingrained in me from that age.
 
This belief was consistently reinforced over the years by Boba, teachers, neighbors, relatives, friends, and many others. Everyone seemed to give me more attention and appreciation when I achieved something.

The other cardinal rule I learned was good behavior. I received appreciation when I helped with housework - cleaning up, washing dishes, chopping vegetables, buying groceries and other essentials. I got appreciation when I woke up on time, got ready for school, did as was expected and did not deviate from the ground rules. It all boiled down to being the “good girl”.
 
I also received appreciation when I spoke politely, said nice things and put on my best behavior. This worked especially with Shafi. Following a fight with Mom, I would bring him his food, and talk nicely to him with a big smile plastered on my face. This way I did not lose favor with him. I continued to get the goodies he brought home. Once the fight was over, he would be the one with an intact sense of humor and cheer. Mom and Boba would be serious and grieving.  I wanted a share of that humor and cheer.
 
Therefore love became conditional - a barter deal. You received love when you performed well. You received love when you put on your best behavior. You received love when you pleased others. You got love when you were available to support and nurture others without regard to the whirlwind of your own emotions. That was me as a 9 year old - a pseudo adult. I spoke and behaved like an adult with the heart of the child frozen inside me.
 
There was however a sharp contradiction in my own behaviours, noticeable for anyone willing to pay attention. Forced behaviours are not sustainable. Somewhere within me a rebellion was brewing, born out of the contradictions of my world. 
 
I did not feel good enough. I was constantly trying to prove my worth. I had developed a deep sense of shame - that something was wrong with me and my family. I had guilt pangs for wanting things. Boba and other relatives missed no opportunity in instilling the guilt about Mom’s relentless struggle and sacrifices to provide me with a good life. I believed them. I believed everything my Mom was doing - that entire struggle - was for me, for my future.
 
I was the peace maker in the family, negotiating between Shafi and Mom, trying to restore peace and sanity between the two, pushing back my own feelings, needs and wants in the process. I did not care how I was treated as long as there was peace in the household. I was used to shabby treatment by Shafi and abuse by my Mom.
 
I was an emotional caretaker. I’d take care of my Mom after every fight, like her best friend, providing her a shoulder to cry on, an ear to unburden herself. I’d help out with household chores, so she could be out at work.  I was raised to feel competitive with other women on performance and personality. Coping mechanisms like addictions were already rearing their ugly head.

Taking cognizance of my sensitive nature, Mom often advised me, 'You are an emotional fool. Emotions have no place in life."

Clumsy, nervous and distracted, I often ended up breaking things accidentally. Enough to make Shafi and Mom decide to do something about it. I was in for shock. One fine Saturday, I woke up to find the living room converted into an obstacle course with the use of household objects. I was asked to walk in the rows created by the objects. This was meant to be practice for me to walk straight. Each time, an object fell, I was slapped or hit.  

In 6th Grade, I felt the itch to produce another play. I went through several stories and chose Shakespeare’s great drama, “The Taming of the Shrew”. Sub-consciously I  saw myself as the shrew that needed to be bridled. The play was dropped mid-way, as the crew complained about lack of time for rehearsals. 
 
I developed a deep-seated empathy and compassion for all living beings, particularly the down trodden humans – the little guy – the fabled David if you will. My young heart resonated with  ‘Les Misérables’. Many a time, I took a stand for servants and maids that worked at our house. None of them stayed with us for long. That was another thing that Boba frequently criticized us for. "Who will stay in this environment? With Shafi fighting all the time, no one taking care of the servants, who will stay in this house?"
 
It was true. It made me wonder why I stayed in that house. The answer was simple - I did not have a choice.
 
I remember one particular maid, Ruby who was about 15 when she stayed with us. I was close to Ruby. We played together after school. Shafi realized over dinner one evening that the portion of meatballs had diminished. He accused Ruby of stealing food. The next day Ruby left.
 
That year, we bought a pair of rabbits. I loved them dearly and played with them for long hours. They hopped around chewing carpets, mats and everything else they could dig their teeth into. At the onset of winter, they warmed my heart by producing a litter. I was overjoyed. I decided to take a baby rabbit to school to show off to my classmates. Everyone adored it. However, during English class, the rabbit sneaked out of my bag and hopped on straight to the teacher’s desk. The teacher shrieked. I was thrown out of the class. I stood outside the class with the baby rabbit in my lap. That scene still brings a smile to my face.
 
The same year, I discovered my love for writing. I came across an article by Bal Thackeray in Outlook magazine about sending Muslims, who complained about India, to Pakistan. This statement incensed me. Mom encouraged me to express my anger.
 
I wrote an article presenting a counter view and took it to Ved Bhasin, the editor of Kashmir Times, the most respected and secular newspaper in Kashmir.  My lack of self-belief came out as I said to him “I do not think you will publish it.”
 
He published the piece unedited. I wrote a few more pieces after that which were published as well. I don’t remember when and why I stopped writing.

My extra-curricular activities – the plays I produced, the debates I won, the articles I wrote only added to my family’s expectations from me. Everyone thought that I was the bright shining star, destined for great things.
 
I never had any close friend in school. I had too many dark secrets to reveal to anyone. There was too much shame, guilt, fear, insecurities and complexes that acted as barriers to friendship. Family secrets were not to be shared with anyone, no matter what.

There were a few girls I hung out with in school, but I never shared my personal life with them. I never invited any of my classmates home. I was ashamed of our unfinished sparsely furnished house. I was afraid a domestic fight would erupt in their presence. I was scared that my truth would be revealed.
 
At school I boasted that I belonged to a well-off family. In fact, some of the activities that we indulged in as a family were the privilege of the elite class. Watching movies in the VIP box and eating at fancy restaurants - these were not things that ordinary middle class families indulged in Srinagar. Mom got her hair done at the Tony's salon at Broadway Hotel. Shafi was friends with the owner of the Hotel and we enjoyed quite a few privileges there. Bunty and I went swimming in the pool there a few times. These outings were half-baked though. While we were offered a chance to swim in the pool at Broadway Hotel, we were never offered a chance to learn swimming. 
 
Shafi got us membership at the State Sports stadium. I played a game of badminton there once, but never went back for practice.
 
While we went to the beautiful hill stations, we only flirted with the sports we saw there from a safe distance - whether it was skiing, trekking or golfing.
 
We got to taste the cake but never ate it. It left a yearning for a life that had been sampled but not lived – the life that could have been. I wanted to live and experience that rich life. I wanted to be rich, rich enough to have freedom of choice and freedom of experience.
 
These experiences added to my confusion … to my feelings of being different from my friends and cousins. I was superior to the rest in these ways. I went out to all these places and had fun, something which they did not. Together with Shafi I mocked the backwardness and conservatism of Mom's clan. These outings were my pride. They made me feel special. They also made me yearn for a life that was different and enriching.
 
These outings compensated for the inferiority complex I had developed on other counts - the fights, the dilapidated house, the lack of money, the lack of friends and relatives, and so forth.

*  *  *


Psychology describes the mother wound as the pain of being a woman passed down through generations of women in patriarchal cultures. And it includes the dysfunctional coping mechanisms that are used to process that pain. 

The mother wound includes the pain of
· Comparison: not feeling good enough
· Shame: consistent background sense that there is something wrong with you,
· Attenuation: Feeling you must remain small in order to be loved, and
· Persistent sense of guilt for wanting more than you currently have. 

The mother wound can manifest as
· not being your full self because you don’t want to threaten others
· having a high tolerance for poor treatment from others
· emotional care-taking
· feeling competitive with other women
· self-sabotage
· being overly rigid and dominating, and 
· conditions such as eating disorders, depression and addictions.

(Source?)


[bookmark: _Toc432875765]Munna

Munna had inherited Boba's good looks and grew to be a handsome man - fair and tall, broad shoulders, classic Kashmiri facial features - sharp nose, high cheeks, wide set eyes and a tapering chin. Girls swooned over him.

Boba, the captain of the family’s starship engineered Munna’s engagement to Shafi's second sister, Dolly. The cross-pollinating arrangement, she believed would offer Mom collateral against Shafi’s violence. Once the idea had germinated in her mind, she very lucidly explained to Munna, “Your sister will be safer with Shafi if his sister is married to you. If you wield control over Dolly, it will help keep Shafi in check. This is the best strategy.” 

Shafi and Dolly, unable to believe their good luck gladly agreed to the proposal. Munna a prodigy of the Kamili clan was definitely a good catch. 

After the engagement, Munna and Dolly stayed in touch through letters and the occasional phone call. Munna would visit from Mumbai especially to meet her, bringing her gifts. They romanced at the Mughal Gardens and other touristy spots. Sometimes I was tagged along. 

Dolly wrote long letters to Munna, some of which contained subtle attempts to instigate Munna against Boba and me. Munna ignored the malicious content of these letters, till he received one, which as per him was forthright seditious. Reading it infuriated him. He was in Srinagar the very next day with a decisiveness to break off his engagement with Dolly. To anyone who objected, he furnished the letter in which, Dolly had referred to Boba's visits to her neighbors as suspicious, alleging what Boba earned in an hour, Munna made in a month. 

In the insinuation that Boba was whoring, Dolly had crossed all boundaries. People swore by Boba’s character – even those who hated her, including her stepsons. Boba was hailed as a symbol of chastity. How could her own son tolerate such accusations? The wedding was called off.

Mom tells me, “Munna has forever been grateful for that moment of clarity. On the other hand, Shafi, his father, Dolly and the rest of their family members were left feeling humiliated. They swooned down upon our house accusing Boba and me of hatching a conspiracy against them. They provoked Shafi to be harsher with me. As her big revenge, Dolly kept Bunty with her for the next two years.”

A year later, ensuring that emotions had somehow cooled down, Boba reached out to middlemen. Marriages in Kashmir are generally arranged through middlemen who like the contemporary matrimonial websites maintain an exhaustive inventory of boys and girls of marriageable age. They visit prospective houses with a file full of profiles to find a match. The profiles are classified based on lineage, social status, family background, age and education. 

Boba arranged for Munna to meet Zubaida, the fourth among eight daughters. Her only brother worked with his father in the family’s seed and fertilizer business. Zubaida taught at a blind school. She was average looking - with a dark complexion. My fair-skinned relatives, including Mom nicknamed her "Kaal-Vaatij" which means black like a sweeper.

Munna liked Zubaida from the beginning – I had tagged along for their meeting. Zubaida was shy, simple and religious, a village belle. Having tasted Dolly’s bitter pill Munna no longer fancied beauty or modernity in a woman. Instead, he sought a simple, compliant girl. Zubaida was exactly that. They were engaged at a low key ceremony after which Munna returned to Mumbai. A wedding date was set for a few months later. 

Over the years, Zubaida was not only ridiculed for her looks and dark complexion but also for her humble and unnoteworthy background. The Kamili clan daughters-in-law came from notable and distinguished families. 

Mom and Boba started preparations for the wedding. The old Government school was vacated and the building restored. The second room on the top of Boba's cottage was renovated for the bride and groom. The bathroom was fixed. Guest lists prepared. Groom's clothes and other marriage essentials bought. 

Viewing the wedding as an opportune doorway to reconcile with the stepbrothers, Boba and Munna invited them.

The big day finally arrived. The house was bustling with activity. The Wazwan cooks had set up camp in the stepbrothers' backyard. The strong aroma of Ristas, Tabak Maaz, Goshtabas and other Wazwan dishes filled the air. A sprawling tent was set up for guests in Boba's front lawn and carpets were rolled out. The hall on the ground floor of the renovated school building was newly carpeted and pillows set up against the walls for the guests. Men were to be seated in the hall and women in the big tent set up on the front lawn. Rooms on the first floor of the building had been prepared for guests staying over.

Shafi, Mom and I were busy with last minute arrangements. Shafi supervised the Wazas for cooking, Mom took charge of welcoming and situating guests and floral arrangements in the bridal room. I made myself useful carrying out small tasks like passing a basket, helping with decorations, relaying messages and so forth.

Following traditions, a mehendi (henna) ceremony is held during the day wherein a token amount of mehendi is applied on the Groom's hand. 

In Mom’s words, “By late afternoon, I was exhausted from working endlessly, Shafi had left to attend to an urgent matter at his job. Boba suggested a quick nap before the mehendi ceremony, which was scheduled for early evening. I asked Boba to wake me up in time for the ceremony.  You and Bunty accompanied me to the room on the ground floor of Boba's cottage. You were both tired too. The three of us fell asleep as soon as we put our heads to rest. We had been resting for a while when I started wondering why no one had come to wake us up. I decided to go out and check. I tried to open the door but it was locked. I tried several times but of no avail. There was no other way out.”

She continues, “After an hour had passed, Boba walked through the door.”

Responding to my bewilderment, she revealed, "Nazir (eldest step-son) unexpectedly showed up for the mehendi ceremony. I assumed you would not be comfortable meeting him. You were sleeping anyways, so I locked you from outside to avoid any possible confrontations.”

“The answer sounding unsatisfactory to me aroused my curiosity. I continued to grill her, finally, putting her under oath.”

Caught in a Catch 22 situation, Boba blurted out the truth, “Nazir, the eldest stepbrother had agreed to attend the marriage ceremonies on one condition - if I wasn't present at the wedding.”

Mom continues, “Her words were a continuous hammering to the pit of my stomach. Day became night as night turned day. This was my mother, the woman I trusted, loved and worshipped.”

I see the tears swell in her eyes as she narrates the incident to me. Decades later, the anger and hurt is still alive.

“Nazir, the most vicious of the brothers had endlessly harassed Boba, Munna and me. Years earlier, Munna went to his house to invite him for your first birthday celebration. Nazir tore the invitation card into shreds without any provocation – just jealousy. He was the leader of the pack of wolves that smeared and castigated me for years. And now, my own mother and brother were in arms with him against me?  It was simply unbelievable! Especially after the months of hard work I had put in for the wedding arrangements? It hurt. It hurt bad.”

“I lost no time in picking up my purse. Holding you both on each side, I hailed an auto rickshaw outside on the road. It would have been depressing to take you kids home after all the wedding excitement. Instead, I took you to watch Hero - the latest movie in town. When nothing else works, watch a movie.”

I held her hands as she recaptured the story. Her mother and brother had played a dirty trick on her. The mother for whom she had returned to Srinagar surrendering her dreams in the process, the mother over whom she had rows with Shafi, the mother towards whom she felt a fierce sense of loyalty - this mother had betrayed her in favor of those who had castigated her. Her pain must have been gut wrenching. 

Besides the bitter disappointment, her ego had been hurt as well. In the lifelong cold war against Nazir and her stepbrothers, by losing this battle, she had lost her face. 

It took many months for Mom to reconcile with Boba and Munna.

Mother and Son

Power has its own dynamics. The stepbrothers enjoyed well-established positions and social status. Boba and Munna, ever eager to climb the power and prestige ladder felt it to their advantage to stay connected with them. Towards that end, they were willing to pull the curtains over the past. 

Both mother and son thought alike. The similarity in their behaviors and thinking was striking. Both were well organized and obsessive about cleanliness, to the point of clinical Obssessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) if the diagnosis was attempted. Both believed in extensive networking. Both could suck up to people, pursue people for their work and extract favours. Mom jokes about it, "They are carbon copies of each other."

Boba often presented Munna’s example as a stark contrast to our family’s non-existent values. Whereas Boba and Munna stocked supplies for months, we scrambled for essentials at the last minute. While their house was spotlessly clean, things lay scattered all around our house with a fair chance of stepping on dog poop in the courtyard. While beautiful flowers bloomed in their garden, our garden was constantly in dire need of weeding. While they networked extensively, Mom barely had any social interaction. She did not even socialize with our next-door neighbors. She stayed aloof – in her own world. Partly because she felt judged by everyone and the rest on account of the shame and embarrassment linked to her life situation. Whatever the reason, our family never had any social skills. We did not socialize. Period.

Being related to rich and important people was paramount to Boba and Munna. Nazir was a bureaucrat. He was the patriarch of the family after Tathi's death.

Boba and Mom

Mom felt betrayed – by her very own, by her mother in particular. It was a deep wound. Mom prioritized loyalty – she was loyal to her mother and brother, sacrificing for them and supporting them. She expected the same in return. 

The need for power, control and prestige runs deep. Sometimes, it becomes our very existence - more important than our loved ones. A desperate obsession with social acceptance and respect pervades, and we are willing to go to any length to achieve it. It becomes our very identity, our purpose of being. The need to prove that we are worthy to others and to our own selves! It runs for generations - accepted as a way of life. 

In Boba’s eyes, Mom had committed an unforgivable sin by marrying Shafi. The marriage having brought dishonor to the family, she had been forced to hang her head low in shame. Shafi’s continual violent and abusive behavior was a catalyst to that shame. 

Disapproving of Mom’s lifestyle and choices, Boba constantly criticized and berated Mom, especially in front of  me. "Do not repeat your mother’s mistakes.  Your mother is stupid and impulsive. She does not possess even an iota of good sense in her." Sometimes, using crude, even abusive language for Mom, she resorted to words like "Slut, bitch, selfish" She never held Mom in high esteem. Mom had strayed from the straight path. Yet, her heart bled at Mom's suffering. Like a rock, she was ever present to support Mom in all sorts of ways. It was a paradoxical love.

Mom on the other hand felt infuriated and hurt whenever she caught Boba malign her in front of me. Such exchanges often ended in aggressive confrontations with Boba packing her stuff and leaving.

There was frustration on both the sides. Why could the other not understand?

Mom’s plea was, "Yes, I did commit certain mistakes. But I am trying my best. More importantly I love you and I am being as good a daughter as possible. I fight with Shafi for you. I take care of all your needs. I look after you when you are sick and take you to the best doctors. I spend time with you. I leave my daughter with you so you are not alone. You still love your son and not me. Because he is more like you."

Boba’s refrain was "Why can't you be like other normal average Kashmiri girls? Why are you not organized and clean? Why don't you save? Why don't you dress more simply? Why don't you pick a simpler profession? Why do you agree to going out for movies and picnics with Shafi - save that money instead? Why do you laugh so much? Why don't you …? Why do you …?" 

The battle of beliefs!

There was love on both sides. There was hate and anger on both sides. Both cared about each other. Both felt misunderstood. Both felt unloved despite their best efforts. The quintessential love-hate relationship – a beautiful tragedy!

Strange are relationships. Bitterness, anger and love bundled together. Yin and yang. Dark and light. Our beliefs tampering our ability to love the other unconditionally. The notions of right and wrong, the notions of perfection!

For now, things returned to normal (whatever the hell normal means - in our case regular fights, arguments, struggles, fears and moments of sanity in between). 

Back to Munna

Munna was a chatterbox. His mouth was like a door on a windy day, never shutting fully, ushering in gusts of both cheer and condescension. An unstoppable pulse of energy, he tended to volunteer to help or deliver tasks at the drop of a hat. And then he vanished as quickly for days only to resurface with a long list of excuses and justifications.

He was aptly known as a phekoo, someone whose word cannot be trusted. One minute, he would boast of his connections and achievements. The next minute, he would shift gears, now playing the role of an orphan victimized by the world. The victim card was his way to extract work out of others.

He tirelessly teased young kids including his own, poking fun at their weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Kids never liked being around him. He treated kids as objects of fun and control.


Munna shifted back to Kashmir after his marriage. A year later a son was born to him and Mami (Mama’s wife is Mami) - Najeeb. With all the adults busy with their jobs and tasks, Najeeb ended being my child prodigy. 

I started going to Boba's house after school, where I spent time between homework and tending to Najeeb. Mom would pick me later in the evening on her way home. I changed his nappies and fed him his milk. I had rights over Najeeb that I never had over Bunty. Bunty was a wild cat capable of attacking its caretaker. Najeeb was the gentle Shih Tzu that cuddled and licked. With Najeeb, I played as I liked. There was no fear of incomprehensible repercussions. 

Boba continued to spin the wheel to make a living for herself even after Najeeb’s birth. While Munna's debts had been paid off and he was doing well, Boba believed in her financial independence. 

The infant Najeeb crawled around Boba’s small room while Boba stayed busy on the wheel. Scared that he might prick himself on the wheel’s needle, Boba kept him tied to the door with a long rope. 

Sometimes, we spent weekends over at Boba's house. I was happy to do so now that Najeeb was there. Occasionally, we went over just to take a bath. She always had running hot water. In our house, we had recurring issues like geyser not working, heater not working. Boba's house was a nest of comfort and safety. Everything was predictable and organized. Everything was in its right place. Meals were served at the right time. Everyone slept at the right time and woke up at the right time. 


* * *

Three years later Sheeza was born to Munna and Mami. They had reconciled completely with their next-door neighbors - the stepbrothers. While Najeeb was in my care, my step cousins took Sheeza under their wing. Najeeb was ‘ours’ while Sheeza was ‘theirs’. Division of assets!  As Sheeza grew up, Shafi and Bunty constantly taunted her about her proximity to the step cousins. Poor Sheeza often ended up in tears.  

Najeeb and Sheeza looked forward to having Shafi around - he was the fun Uncle who took everyone out, and bought ice creams, kebabs and treats. These were pleasures missing from their own household and Shafi used every opportunity to sardonically rub in the exoticness of our lifestyle. 

When Sheeza turned four, Munna decided to sell his house. It was a small, old, run down house. There was a trend of people selling their houses in downtown to move to the posher neighborhoods of uptown Srinagar. Munna had managed to buy a piece of land at a low price in an upcoming residential neighborhood. He sold off the old cottage and the adjacent building. 

Munna started with building a small annexe on the edge of the land skirting the road. The annexe had two shops on the ground floor to be rented out, and a small one apartment on the floor above for the family. 

The distance of 15 kilometers creeped into our relationship and interactions, even with Boba. Our visits to each other's houses, which earlier had been casual, unannounced and frequent, now became more planned, scheduled and occasional. It was a huge loss for both Mom and me.  I remember identifying with the scene in Khushwant Singh’s “Portrait of a Lady”, when the author travels abroad for higher studies.

Mami's sisters and parents lived closer to the new house. Those became the new pivotal relationships in Munna and Mami's life as we drifted apart from each other. 

The main house was gradually constructed under their direct supervision. There was a kitchen garden at the back where they grew saag, tomatoes, chillies and. It was lined with apple and peach trees on one side. On the front was a beautiful lawn with rows of flowers. Their dream house was taking shape

I remember visiting them once the house was complete. We were sitting in the glass room on the mezzanine floor sipping our cups of hot piping Kashmiri noon chai appreciating the spring blooms in the lawn when Munna remarked, “This has always been my dream. A house, Zubaida, kids, lawn and a couple of cars in the driveway!”

Having had access to Tathi’s cars, Munna had learned driving at a very young age. He was passionate about his wheels and cycled through cars decades before this American habit would hit India. 

The stepbrothers sold Tathi’s old mansion, took their shares and moved into separate bungalows in different uptown localities. 

It happened when I was in my 4th Grade, on a winter evening. Shafi answered the knock on the door to Mom's youngest stepbrother along with a few other relatives. They had come to inform Mom of Shamim's unexpected death from cancer. 

Shamim was Mom’s favourite stepbrother – the one to offer support if she decided to divorce Shafi. 

Mom fainted from the news. 

The funeral led to strands of ad-hoc reconciliation. It granted permission to people on either side to smile, say hello and engage in small talk with each other. Our family was still the black sheep. 

Seeing everyone making upward moves, Mom and I also wanted to move to a better part of the town. We had fantasized living on the Boulevard by the Dal Lake. But Shafi was insecure about property matters and blocked our attempts. We continued to live in the Downtown.

The Kans Mama

Everyone says Munna Mama changed after his marriage. Zubaida Mami became the governing voice in the family. The seeds of the change had in fact germinated at his wedding itself.

With the kids coming in, the changes became more perceptible as Munna became singularly focused on his family’s wellbeing. 

Mom’s resentments with Munna mushroomed. 
“He never comes through when we need his help.”
“He never buys any gifts for us.”
“He visits us for his own interests – to seek favors from Shafi or me - discounted cement trucks for his house, school admission for his son, a favor needed from a government office. Like a shrewd Baniya, he can’t see beyond himself.”

Taking a cue from Mom, I started calling him Kans Mama. 

Boba recurrently pointed out to Munna how the stepbrothers had taken responsibility for their dead brother's wife and kids. Provided for their education and other needs. That being an orphaned child and his only niece, it was his duty to care for me. That he never took a real interest in me. Neither did he offer any substantial help to his sister - my Mom in setting up the factory, procuring orders or in any other matter. 

Munna responded with yelling spurts, counter accusing Boba of taking Mom’s side, of trying to build her daughter’s house at the cost of her son’s.

Mom periodically heard stories – from others and sometimes from Boba herself- of how Munna mistreated Boba, and how Mami had slowly begun to follow his example. Protective about Boba, Mom would get back at Munna with an abusive phone call or a showdown at his house. Afraid of Mom’s reactions, Boba stop sharing such incidents with her. The dysfunctional family dynamic of Don’t Talk stretched itself.

Relatives, who knew of this chimed in with Mom, “Boba has always been so simple and compassionate. She should have held her daughter-in-law’s reins tight from the beginning. Look at that aunt, how she controls her son and daughter-in-law. The daughter-in-law can’t say a word in front of them out of fear.”

On Eid, Eidi (money given to children) became a calculated affair. If Mom gave Najeeb and Sheeza a thousand rupees, an equal amount was given to Bunty and me. 

As I grew up, Munna started scolding me for wearing western clothes like jeans and skirts. Even when he didn’t say anything, his looks conveyed his disapproval. He complained to Mom that she was spoiling me. At the sound of the horn of his car on the street, I would rush to change into something traditional. 

Munna and Mom had their squabbles. At times they didn't speak to each other for months. Over a lie, over a commitment not kept, over financial matters, over Boba. 

Boba implored them to strengthen their bond. Trying her best to bring them together, she tirelessly counseled them, "You have only each other. The step-brothers and the rest of the world will only be happy to witness you fight."  Watching their relationship decay pained her.

Munna was transferred to Delhi for the next few years. The rest of his family stayed back as the children had to attend school. They would join him in Delhi during the winter break of three months. 

My childhood had its happy days and times - the times we went out for picnics to various Mughal gardens, dinners at best restaurants, long drives along the Dal Lake and vacations to picturesque hill stations. Then there was marathon movie watching, gardening with Boba and Mom, playing with Najeeb and Bunty, being lost in the magical lands of the books, learning to cycle and skate, creating a library - these were the happy moments that lit up my childhood and kept me going. They were however lost in the shadows of the dark times.





[bookmark: _Toc432875766]Bunty

Shafi took every opportunity to remind us how treasured Bunty was, being his only son. We were not allowed to be harsh with Bunty, scold him or put a hand on him - no justification was sufficient. He was handled with kid gloves.

Dolly was like a wounded animal after Munna broke off his engagement to her. Seeking vengeance, she tried to get Shafi to leave Mom or at the bare minimum met out harsh treatment to her. The next time Shafi visited his parental house along with Bunty, Dolly did not let Bunty return. Shafi gave in to his father and Dolly. Bunty stayed with them for the next two years. 

Mom visited the local police station several times in her bid to lodge a complaint against Shafi’s family. Following much persuasion, the cops agreed to visit Shafi's house to investigate the matter. They reported, “Two of Shafi Sahib’s sisters have taken Bunty to a hospital in Delhi as he has been very sick.” With that the matter was dismissed. The cops did not take much interest in family feuds those days unless one had an influential contact. 

It was a white lie. Mom had seen Bunty at their house. 

Mom would linger outside the gates of Shafi's house, sometimes for hours, fervently hoping to catch a glimpse of Bunty. When no one was around, she would peep through the gaps in the main gate, straining to see her only son. 

One day at school, one of my step-cousins (Roma’s elder sister, 4 years older than us) boasted to me, “We had a big party yesterday to celebrate our brother’s birthday.” I knew she was referring to my brother. She did not have a brother. I felt hurt. I wanted to say something hurtful or hit her in return but she was too big for me. Instead, I just cried, feeling the powerlessness of life grip me once again. 

One early Sunday morning while we were busy with our individual tasks - Shafi was shaving, Mom was in the kitchen and I was weeding the garden, the neighbour came rushing to our house, “Shafi, I just received a call from your sister. Your father suffered a major heart attack half an hour ago.” Shafi dashed off with his half-shaven face. We learnt later that Shafi’s father had died instantly of a heart attack. Mom and Boba went for the funeral. Shafi returned three days later, this time he blamed Mom for keeping him away from his dying father’s side.

The sisters yowled, “We have been orphaned. Who will take care of us now?” Shafi decided to alternate between staying at our house and theirs.   
 
When Shafi's father died, Mom attended the funeral. Also in attendance were Shafi's mother's siblings and other maternal relatives, all well-educated people. They had already heard of the mother-child separation. At the funeral, they saw the little Bunty all excited to see his Mom, chanting repeatedly, "My Mom is here. My Mom is here," Realizing the gravity of the matter, they convinced Shafi about the importance of Bunty being in his mother’s care. "It is disastrous for a small child to stay away from his mother. Who is here to bring him up? Three illiterate women?"

With the tyrant father dead, they prevailed. Bunty was three and a half years old when he returned home, already a pampered, demanding and spoilt kid. One either fulfilled his demands or faced his stubborn tantrums, which included breaking things, yelling, abusing and falling flat in the middle of the road.

Just a few months after his father’s death, Shafi received a significant inheritance. His brother and sisters agreed to sell the big mansion. The three unmarried sisters and brother bought a smaller house with their share where they moved in together.
 
We were not aware of Shafi’s new fortune till Mom heard about it from a complete stranger she ran into at a Government office. Shafi had kept it a secret from us. Nevertheless, with his good fortune and the secret now made public, he started bringing goodies to the house - a new car, TV, refrigerator and so on. 

While earlier, following a bad fight, he left with Bunty and an overnight bag, now the scene changed. He was now compelled to call a truck in which he packed off all his new possessions. Bunty was also his possession, a trump card against Mom. He would eventually return, minus some of those items – left behind with his sisters. It was painful when he would return without Bunty. 

Bunty was weak in his studies, so I took it upon myself to tutor him. I spent hours trying to bring him up to speed in multiple subjects only to repeatedly encounter a blank face. He just had no inclination for studies. And why would he? There were movies, video games, sports and treats with an all-pervasive permission to indulge. 

I resorted to Mom’s toolbox - scolding and slapping him for being dumb and disinterested. The use of punishment scared me more than him, “What if he complains to Shafi?” There were days when he did, and I ended up receiving a mouthful from Shafi for my unsought services. When Bunty was in 4th Grade, Shafi procured a copy of the final exam question papers for him from his school. 

Shafi's sisters had planted bugs of distrust in Bunty's ears against Mom, Boba and me. with narratives like, "She is Pearl's mother, not yours." 

Shafi continued to nurture the hatred with statements like "Your mother only loves her daughter.” “She wants to give her all her property.” “Boba and Mom have been cruel to me. They want to see me dead.” “Your mother is a slut.” “Your mother is not how a mother ought to be. She was busy setting up a business when she should have been taking care of you." “Even now, she is mostly busy with her business. “All the money she earns from her business, she spends on her daughter. Why does she not spend on you?"

It was true that Mom spent money on me - my education, clothes and other essentials. There was no one else to do that for me. But Mom spent on the house too.

Bunty grew up on a steady diet poison about his own mother, sister and grandmother. Fully believing, he was being victimized and sidelined, he often brought up these allegations during his frequent tantrums. To him, his father was his only well-wisher. He knew his wish was his father’s command! He knew that Shafi never scolded him for anything. Rather, he lashed out at others for scolding Bunty.

A streak of unbridled anger was already showing in Bunty. He beat up servants, sometimes mercilessly, for small mistakes. Shafi made light of their complaints. “He is just a little kid. He won't kill you. You can take a little beating. Bear with him.” The servants did not have much choice. 

None of us dared say anything even slightly controversial to Bunty for fear of possible complaints to his father, who in turn raised hell over trivial matters, “Who said this?”  or “Who did this to my son?”

It wasn't long before Bunty hit Mom the first time.

As he grew older, a part of him softened towards Mom and Boba. Listening to their version of the story sensitized him to his father's failings. As an unwilling witness to the savage fights, he was as scared of his father’s violence as the rest of us.
 
Boba frequently pointed out Shafi's faults to him, especially after a fight. “Your father has no interest in home and family. He blows up all his money on extravagances. Look at Munna, he is building his own house, he saves money, he plans for his children's future. Shafi does not save anything for your future. He lives like a tenant in this house. He never cares about fixing things. The tap has been broken for days, the geyser hasn't been working - but he doesn't care. Ultimately, your poor Mom will have to get them fixed. The entire first floor is unfinished. He could do up a room for you."

Boba's soliloquy and his own maturing years made Bunty recognize these facets of his father. How Shafi fought over trivial matters. His lack of interest in the house, family and the future! His invective attitude!

Boba periodically persuaded Bunty to pursue his father to do small things for the house and family. "Your father listens to you. Tell him to buy new curtains for the living room. Insist that you have an image to maintain before your friends. Tell him you need hot water for a bath." Sometimes, it worked. On other occasions it backfired, with Boba bearing the full brunt of Shafi's fury.    

It didn’t deter Boba though. She was committed to her vision of a better home for her daughter’s family. Whichever way. 

Bunty's loyalty pendulum swung between Shafi and Mom, depending upon the gravity of the situation or what he needed in the moment or who supported his demands. Mom being a strict disciplinarian, Bunty's overall loyalty lay with Shafi. But when Shafi displayed his ugly side, the loyalty shifted towards Mom, albeit temporarily. 

While Bunty started recognizing Shafi's erroneous ways, he was still the man who brought him all he asked for. Shafi never questioned Bunty’s anger outbursts or violence. He brought the small pleasures of life like movies and food into our life. He gave Bunty generous pocket money to spend. Shafi continued to be the favorite. 

Boba never gave up on trying to counsel Shafi, "Shafi Sahib you are spoiling your son by catering to all his demands, encouraging his tantrums, giving him so much cash to spend at such a young age. He munches on candies and chocolates all day, refusing to eat regular food. Not only will it spoil his health, all this money will make him indulgent over time." Her words fell on deaf ears. 

Bunty was growing to be dependent on others even for his basic needs - a servant organized his clothes, washed his hands at dastarkhana, tied his shoelaces. There was no question of Bunty partaking in household chores. He hardly studied, with the result, he was always below average in his class. His promotions, each year to the next grade were a source of relief for the entire family. Unlike me, he wasn't taught any social skills. 

While Shafi continued to paint a heinous picture of Mom's relatives, Mom and Boba fed us equally nasty stories about Shafi’s family. We mostly heard the dark stories on both sides. To my young mind, it appeared that there was something wrong with all my relatives. No one was good hence everyone was rejected. We were a family that lived in its own bubble. 

From the very beginning, I was over-protective of Bunty. Irrespective of the fine print, he was my little brother and I wanted to nurture him. I offered him the buffer from the violence and fights. Shielding him from the terror of these fights, I would take him to the farthest corner of the house when the fights occurred, playing with him to keep him distracted. 

He looked up to me. He wanted to do what Didi was doing, buy what Didi was buying and eat what Didi was eating. When we went out to a restaurant, he waited till I had ordered and then order the exact dish. I offered him a semblance of sanity in our chaotic world. Unlike his unpredictable and angry parents, Didi had a responsible, loving, peaceful and fun-filled disposition.  

I was happy to have a playmate and a companion even though this companion required me to walk on eggshells. I had been a lone child for too long. While playing ghar ghar (house), I would apply make-up to his face and dress him in Mom's dupattas like a bride. We played a variety of games including cricket, badminton, carrom, cards and antakashari. We watched movies together.

Boba recurrently prophesized, "Bunty will be the one to bring down Shafi one day. We are no match for Shafi but his son will be. Shafi will then be full of regrets but it will be too late." 

Bunty was 8, and growing. Most Muslim kids have their circumcision done by age 3. It is deemed less painful at that age. It is a sacred ritual. Shafi never bothered himself with these details. Each time Boba or Mom brought up the subject, their remarks were met with irritation. 

One fine day, after Shafi left for work, Boba pursuaded Mom to take Bunty to the local chemistwho circumcised Bunty. 


Shafi returned from another ordinary day at work to be shocked with news of Bunty’s circumcision. Angry beyond words at the clandestine operation, once again the house reverberated with his howling. 

“I wanted to organize a proper function for my son. How could you have just taken him to a chemist? He is my only son.”

“But Shafi Saheb, he is 8 years old now. It is shameful for a boy of that age to not be circumcised. With age, circumcision becomes more painful." Boba pleaded.

Several fights ensued over this issue. 

He complained, "People would have brought us gifts if we had organized a proper function."

Relatives did turn up to congratulate, at least the close ones. Shafi kept count of how many of Mom’s relatives showed up to congratulate Bunty and what gifts they brought.

More fights about this.

“This is all your mother gave Bunty? Your that brother and your this cousin did not congratulate me?’

 “When have you ever gone to visit them or congratulate them when it has been their turn?” responded Mom “It is their humbleness to even drop in.”

For the next two days, Bunty cringed in pain. Unable to pee or even sit properly, he continually shot barrages of hate and anger at Mom and Boba. 

Boba chided my brother for the rest of her life, “If I had not taken you to the chemist, you would still be uncircumcised – a Non-Muslim.”


*  *  *


A new Mithun movie, Disco Dancer was playing at the cinema. Mithun’s character was a disco-star in the movie who played a guitar. Having already watched the movie Shafi knew well that Bunty would throw a tantrum over the guitar and not let us watch the movie.  A large sized toy guitar was procured in advance to keep Bunty amused so we could enjoy the movie. Shafi would bring Bunty all sorts of things - clothes, gadgets, toys. Anything that Bunty wanted was bought for him.

Witnessing Shafi shower his love on Bunty, made me painfully aware of my own father's absence. I often questioned God, “Why don’t I have a father? He would have also loved me so much and would not have allowed this to happen to me.” God continued to meditate. 

Barring rare special occasions, Shafi did not spend on me. Mom paid for my education, clothes and books. He however paid for the food and any vacations that we would take. He paid for the dinners, picnics and the movies. 

Bunty developed an early interest in music. In later years, when we were in Delhi for a winter vacation, I bought him a guitar and pushed Mom to enroll him into music classes. He played the guitar beautifully. He was artistically gifted unlike me and like Mom. I treasured that.

When he announced that he wanted to be a musician, Mom and Shafi responded with classic mockery. "You want to be a part of the marriage bands?" ridiculed Shafi.

Neither Bunty nor I had strong enough fundamentals to believe in our dreams or trust our instincts. We were children of self-doubt and low self-esteem. In fact we were caught up somewhere between self-doubt on one side and obedience on the other. We did not trust our elders. We did not trust our own selves. We could neither be obedient enough to follow the path set by elders, nor were we confident enough to pursue our own dreams. The lesson was reinforced again and again. Don’t Trust!

We were the lost children, fighting to survive. Unbeknownst to our not so innocent minds, we were brewing a dark concoction of potent ingredients – anger, disgust, self-pity, trauma, stress, sadness, fear, disappointment, confusion, negativity, resentment – the end product was rage. With our parents acting like rabbits jumping in different directions, our lives were fraught with too many contradictions.. 

My brother's rage was external, directed at other people and the world. My rage was directed inwards - towards my own self. Our malady was the same - we felt powerless and helpless against the darkness of this world.  We were both victims - he an angry one and I, a sad one.

Without realizing it, I had taken on the role of the family Hero - wanting to save and rescue the family through my good grades, extra-curricular activities and good behavior. Bunty had taken on the role of the prodigal scapegoat or black sheep - fulfilling the self-prophecy of the inherent badness.
[bookmark: _Toc432875767]Guilty Pleasures

A million pieces scattered
A grueling task of putting them together
To gain a glimpse of myself - whole and complete
Just as the Creator intended me to be!


Thumbs Up

I was still sucking my thumb when I was four years old and stayed a tenacious thumb sucker for years. My thumb was my Popsicle. Over time, my right thumb became a weak, pale and shriveled looking creature, devoid of any will. At times, I even engaged in conversations with it. It was my best buddy, my most intimate connection.

My ecstasy however was marred by the social shame surrounding the act. I found myself searching for hiding spots to engage undisturbed in my bliss. In toilets at school, rushing back home to be alone after school, closed rooms, these were my favourite haunts. Moments where I let my guard down or when I was caught in the act were moments of ridicule and shaming by children and adults alike. 

‘Such a big girl sucking her thumb!” “What a weakling!” “Shame, shame”

Boba poked fun, “Your thumb must be sore. Why don’t you suck on my toes for a change?”

Boba expended a considerable amount of time and energy figuring out methods to help me break the habit. Following advice from people, she put all kind of concoctions on my thumb – chilli paste, herbal mixtures, bitter jellies and bandages. She took me to Dargahs and fakirs. 

She even tried to bribe me hoping the lure of money would make me give up the habit. But even the powerful attraction of money wasn’t strong enough for me to betray my thumbuddy. 

With age, the shame and disgust at my own habit was growing. I increasingly saw my thumb sucking as hideous and shameful. I saw myself as hideous and shameful. 

Plus, there was the ever-present fear of public ridicule. 

By 5th Grade, I was sick and tired of feeling sick and tired. This time when Boba offered a bribe, the lure of money provided the much-needed thrust to my growing shame, which in turn injected me with the courage to bid farewell to my old connection. 

Bye bye thumb sucking! 


*  *  *

Pee and Mee

I was a chronic bedwetter. 

My bedwetting was another opportunity for those who discovered it to poke fun at me. Whenever I stayed over at Munna's house, he mocked me by making hissing sounds, "Pearlie - Psssss, Pssss". 
	
A rubber sheet was duly placed under my bedsheet each night to protect the mattress from my pee art. Boba kept an extra rubber sheet for me at her house – for the nights I spent there. Sometimes, she even placed a kid’s potty in the corner of the room, hoping its locational advantage would encourage me to get up to pee at night. The sheets and potty offered further fuel to the derision and mockery.

Conversations about my bedwetting abounded. "Pearl, have you gone to the bathroom yet? Have you laid the rubber sheet?

In the middle of the night, "It seems you peed again. Change the bed sheet. Change your clothes. So much trouble every night. When is this going to stop? "

In the mornings, "Hang the rubber sheet and bed sheet in the Sun to dry. Wash them later."

‘What is wrong with you? Why can’t you get up to pee? It is shameful. Aah, that horrible stench. You stink.”

Boba, as usual tried several remedies. She rubbed my tummy with hot oil, forbade me from drinking water in evenings, kept a potty close to my bed and fed me various herbal concoctions. Again, nothing worked. I continued flooding the mattress.

Fast asleep in the thick of night I’d have the dreams. I would see myself calmly walking to the toilet and sitting on the pot to relieve myself. By the time I finished peeing in the dream, I would open my eyes to realize I was floating in a pool of pee. The dreams varied but invariably displayed a water body at the exact moment when I would be peeing in bed.

In 7th Grade, Mom took me to see a urologist who prescribed a medicine. What a relief it was to be able to wake up to dry sheets and clothes. To a day of conquest! To a day free of having to wash the sheets or dry the clothes!

The medicine was a temporary fix. Each time I weaned off it, I bed-wetted again. 

My bedwetting continued till at least the 10th Grade. The idea of sleeping over at someone else’s house made me cringe. As did the idea of someone sleeping in my bed. 

There was so much shame, self-disgust and powerlessness at this inability to grow up. 

They will mock me when they learn that I bed-wet at this age? I want to hide. I want to die.

It is concluded that bed-wetting after the age of 10 years is associated with small but detectable increases in risks of conduct problems, attention deficit behaviors, and anxiety/withdrawal in early adolescence. These results show that although it is not the case that children showing nocturnal enuresis are at markedly increased risks of serious psychiatric problems, it may be prudent to determine the extent to which children who are bed-wetting after the age of 10 years show increases in anxiety or problem behaviors. (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7936892)



*  *  *

Blood Rising

In 6th Grade, I was diagnosed with high blood pressure. The doctor who diagnosed me expressed his surprise. Young children do not suffer from high BP. He administered several tests to ascertain the cause. All the test reports turned out fine. There was nothing wrong with me except the blood pressure itself. Having eliminated all possible causes, the doctor suggested stress as a likely cause. Prescribing the medicine, the doctor advised us, “You have to take the medicine daily. Don’t be careless. BP is a silent killer. It will harm your other organs.”

When Mom questioned him about possible treatments, he replied with a sigh,” Alas! There is no known treatment for blood pressure. It is irreversible.”

*  *  *
Childish Games

I was eight years old. Though laced with reluctance, resistance and curses, I was intermittently allowed to play with my step-cousins whenever we were at Boba’s place. Theirs was a full house of six kids, a kid’s dream. Sometimes, their other cousins stayed over making it a larger group. I had always looked forward to the day I could be a part of that big group.  

One day we were playing hide and seek. One of my cousin brothers, two years older than me and I found ourselves hiding together behind the sofa. We indulged in childlike exploration of each other's genitals. It was a game – I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. We emerged from behind the sofa feeling guilty. We understood it to be a dirty game yet the child’s curiosity had gotten the better of us. 

The cousin and I continue to be uneasy around each other to this day. Even after three decades. Probably because of the unspoken bond of guilt and embarrassment we share. We have never talked about that day, never broken the silence. Yet, it exists between us.  
· *  *

Frankestein

My classmates were excited to return home at the end of a school day. Not me. I did not have much to look forward to at home. The house was usually locked. I walked home in solitude from the bus stop. At home, I jumped over the main steel gate into the courtyard, unlocked the door to the house (the key was usually kept hidden in the shoe box), changed out of my uniform, heated my lunch, caught a nap, did my homework, played imaginary games and read borrowed storybooks.

At other times, when we had a servant at home he opened the door and served lunch.

A late evening movie or outing was planned several times a week but it was never certain. Arguments and fights were unpredictable hurdles.

Many fights took place over dinner. As we sat around the dastarkhana (cloth laid out for meals) eating our food, a random misinterpreted remark could spark a calamity. The dinner that began on a happy note would suddenly transform into a Star Wars movie scene. Dishes turning into flying saucers pulverized on hitting the galactic walls. Food like innards of aliens clung to the walls. Broken shards of crockery lay scattered in the hallway like space debris in the aftermath of battle. Gibbersish and cacophonous sounds accompanied the action!  By the end of it, I would find myself in the middle of a devastated land with a hungry belly. The food had been used as ammunition. 

In the midst of this climate, I turned ten years old. A new Nepali servant, arrived at home. In his late 20's, Ibrahim was of average height, stout with a thick moustache. From the start, he displayed an active interest in me. We became friendly. He played with me, listened to my troubles and laughed with me. 

Within a couple of months, Ibrahim became a trusted companion. And as our bond grew, Ibrahim became bolder. Somewhere between the sharing of secrets, the tender holding of hands, the tight, long hugs and gentle brushing of my hair, he found the courage to venture further.  

I don't remember exactly how it started but I have fuzzy memories of Ibrahim introducing me to the world of sexual pleasure - undressing each other, being naked in front of each other, caressing and playing with each other’s bodies. 

I have memories of us hanging out in the still unfinished room on the first floor with its French windows looking out to the Hari Parbat fort.  The room that was supposed to be mine at some point! For now, it was Ibrahim's - his dirty bedding was spread in the centre with construction materials and other storage items piled around. 

Ibrahim and I would lie naked on his bed cuddling each other for hours. He would gently caress my body, give me sensual massages and make me orgasm with his nimble fingers and expert mouth. I enjoyed every bit of it. It was pleasure unparalleled. I did the same for him in return. We had all the time to ourselves from when I got back from school till either Mom or Shafi got back from work. 

It was my first brush with intimacy. It was the first time someone showed an active interest in me without any expectations or conditions! Someone who did not tell me what to say, what to do or how to behave! Someone who did not scold or beat me! Someone who treated me gently! Someone willing to listen to me with patient attention.! Someone teaching me pleasure! Someone giving me pleasure! 

I trusted this man. I poured my heart out to him. I shared my dreams and fears fearlessly. I felt comforted, safe, wanted and loved in his company.

The price of pleasure is high. My social and religious upbringing gave me terrible guilt pangs. I knew what I was doing was sinful.  In keeping this shameful secret from my family, I carried a heavy burden. My heart thumped both in excitement and fear at this guilty pleasure, one with dire consequences. But I did not want it to stop, no matter the risk. 

Sometimes, post dinner, we would steal moments in the dark corners of the house to kiss or hug each other. One evening after dinner, we were kissing in an adjacent room when Shafi suspecting something amiss started knocking at the door. Fortunately, we had bolted the door from inside. Ibrahim, terrified, jumped out through the window at the back of the room. Shafi's antennae were up. He prided himself on his instincts. The next day Ibrahim was thrown out. I was given a stern lecture on maintaining my distance from servants - not getting too personal or close to them. 

The separation was abrupt without any words exchanged. I never saw Ibrahim again. His image haunted me for years. With him gone, I had plenty of time to mull over what had transpired. The impact was sudden and gruesome - the pain of separation as well as that of the full realization of my crime. That I had voluntarily engaged in an act so despicable with a servant evoked strong self-disgust. That I had actually enjoyed the act made me abhor my own reflection. How could I have enjoyed that? How could I have been a voluntary party? I hated Ibrahim. I hated myself. 

I spent the next year being tormented by fear of pregnancy even though we had never indulged in intercourse. I still had not begun my periods. My knowledge about sex and pregnancy was limited to watching women get pregnant in Hindi movies just by kissing and hugging. I had no access to information on reproduction. I dreaded the worst.  

I tried to forget the incident, to expunge it from my memory, especially the fact that I had been a willing partner. It spoke to me of my own sickness. It told me how corrupt and vile I was. That I was not worthy. That I was an infidel. That I had failed my own self. That I had failed my Mom. That I had failed Boba. I was already a failure. 

I had proven myself to be depraved beyond imagination. I was a monster, born to punish my mother for her rebellion. 

Oh, how I felt for my mother. As if her own family was not enough. As if Ishtiaq was not enough. As if Shafi was not enough. As if the rest of the world was not enough. Her only hope for redemption – I - was this ugly, tainted Frankenstein.  

I had no desire to live. I wanted to die. 

Part of me died. Part of me gave up on me completely. 

Part of me realized I could never do anything for Mom or for myself. That I had disgraced myself forever!

I was broken! I felt damaged! I felt non-human! There was nothing to adhere to, nothing to believe in, nothing to really prove anymore. I would never go to Heaven. I would never be accepted there. I was not the good Muslim girl. There was no way to redeem myself. 

Still a small part of me continued to hope for that redemption. That part of me prayed to God for grace and forgiveness. Prayed for my mother. It was that small part that kept the hope alive, that allowed me to survive.

These self-whipping thoughts did not have the power to stop me from my newfound fascination with sexual pleasure. I started craving it. I discovered masturbation. It set me free. The slow build-up and the climax gave me the much-needed release from the barrage of agonizing thoughts and feelings. 

In the winter months of Kashmir, we would often gather around the common heater in the living room, sometimes spending entire days there cocooned from the chill outside. Draped in my phiran and secure in the privacy of the blanket that covered me, I masturbated. I could keep a straight face while doing it. Once I reached an orgasm, I would glance around to check if anyone had noticed. No one ever did!

I became a compulsive masturbator rubbing my clit sometimes to the point of soreness. Even that wouldn’t slow me down. I wanted the pleasure to go on and on. I wanted orgasm after orgasm to rock my body – to lift me from my unforgiving environment – to give me that momentary break from my own existence. In each orgasm was the plea for escape. 

It continued to be my guilty pleasure. I was the evil adulteress who secretly cherished such blasphemous activities. I was the Frankestein. 

*  *  *
Men will be Men

In 5th Grade, a local Maulvi (religious teacher) was appointed to offer me Quranic lessons at home. Hailing from Lucknow, he was well respected in the locality. People sought his advice in important matters. 

All was well till one day, in the middle of a lesson, I felt the Maulvi’s long cold fingers on my thigh…

Frankestein continues …

I spent my Grade 7 and 8 winter vacations with Munna and his family at their two-room apartment at Jammu and Kashmir House in Delhi. Even though living with my Mama's orthodox religious family was difficult, it gave me much needed respite from my own home. Didn't really know which of the two was worse.

Munna and Mami objected to my independent nature. They resented my western attire, solo walks, outgoing nature and many other things that I proposed. Homebodies and conservative, they neither ventured out much or did anything for entertainment.. I spent many days in frustration. I was in a metropolitan city. I wanted to explore and experience. There was a brave new world beckoning me and I was trapped with these people.  

I spent time walking in the compound of the J&K House, playing with my young cousins, helping with household chores, watching TV and doing my winter homework. I would accompany visiting relatives to the nearby Sarojini Nagar Market for shopping and ride around the neighborhood on a borrowed bicycle.

Once Mami's sister's two sons came to stay for a few days. We went for picnics in the adjacent Nehru Park where we spent some boisterous hours watching couples make out. Having male companions was itself a source of excitement. I felt an attraction build between the elder brother and me. Boba’s eagle eyes warned me to stay away from the boys.

Once our neighbor complained to Mami about me. She had seen me chatting with a guy from the neighborhood. Mami confronted me. Even though it was true, there was no way I would admit it. Instead, I made guilty accusations at Mami. 

The truth was that I had been sexualized and introduced to the world of men without a compass to guide me. The only attention I had gotten so far was from a man - even though not a very desirable one. I needed the high of male attention to feel valued and wanted.  

Mami complained to Mom about my behavior. Fortunately Mami was a common enemy to Boba and Mom - so her words did not carry much weight. On the contrary, they criticized Mami for trying to malign me by misinterpreting my actions. 

One of my elder step-cousins once offered to take me along to her University for a day. She returned complaining that I had been flirting with the boys, giving them inappropriate smiles and vibes. 

Was I growing used to people complaining about me? To being called the black sheep?

*  *  *


Frankestein likes Coal

During winters, Kashmiris use Kangris to keep themselves warm. The Kangri is a clay pot fitted within a cane basket. Filled with smoldering charcoal embers, it functions as a mobile personal fireplace. Kashmiris keep the kangri inside their phiran or under the blanket, very close to the body. We love that kind of heat, the kind that burns our skin creating angry red ringlets all over our limbs. Sometimes, we use the kangri to roast a potato or carrot. We patiently wait for the potato to roast in the kangri strategically placed between our legs.

Some people carry their Kangris to bed, even drift off to sleep holding on to it strong. For the unlucky few, the Kangri quietly slips on its side spilling its fiery contents onto the bed, setting it on fire. There are plenty of skin burns and occasional deaths as a result.
I took to chewing the coal from the Kangri. I liked its texture, its taste and its color – the black it imparted to my whole mouth. I loved the bitterness. There was something about the bitterness that made me feel alive. 

The coal became another guilty pleasure indulged in when no one was around. There was excitement in that secrecy. 

What was it? Was it the forbidden fruit? Or was it the act of partaking the forbidden?

My addictive and dysfunctional behaviors screamed from a young age. Thumb sucking, bed wetting, trouble at school, hysteria, rule breaking, health issues, sexual addiction - it was all there. Yet no one seemed to notice. If they did, they looked the other way or slid it under the carpet. When it could not be ignored, they tried to deal with the symptoms, never bothering to scratch the surface. Did they not understand? Did they not have the time?  How could they have missed it? 

The child had trespassed into adult territory. 


*  *  *
The Frankestein Doll

Munna and his wife had come over to our house for dinner. There was conversation, laughter and lots of lip smacking food. The grown-ups were having a good time, while I meekly sat by trying to make sense of their dialogue.
 
Since I had school next morning, Mom ordered me to go to bed. I said my good-byes and retired for the night.
 
At the age of 12, I finally had a room to myself. Mom had converted the supposed-to-be small dining room on the ground floor into a bedroom. It held a queen bed that did not leave much open space for anything else. I loved it. It was my space. I changed into my nightwear and got into bed, pulling the warm quilt over me.
 
As I lay there with my eyes closed ready to drift off to sleep, I felt a hand snaking its way under the quilt. The hand slowly slid under my clothes and started fondling my belly. I froze. I held my breath in horror as I realized who it was … my stepfather. I kept my eyes tightly shut so he wouldn’t figure I was awake.
 
The hand moved further up, and softly cupped my budding breasts. The movement of hands across my body continued for the next 10 minutes or so, till I heard the voice of my mother in the distance shouting out to Shafi. He instantly withdrew his hands out of the quilt, turned the light off and left the room.
 
I was shaking, laying there in bed by myself, in shock, my mind racing with questions. 

'Did this really happen? Was I imagining it?'

'This could not be!'

“He is my stepfather. He is my father. Fathers don't do this to their daughters.”

But it had happened! It was real!
 
"What do I do now?”

I didn't have any answers to my questions - that day, or the next day, or for many days, months and years after that.
 
I didn't know that this had just been a trailer to what was to follow. I didn't know that that night, my life had taken a disastrous new turn and would continue down that path for a long, long time.
 
Next morning, we had breakfast as usual. It was just another ordinary morning at home, like any other. Except for what was transpiring within my heart. Shafi behaved normally as if nothing was amiss.
 
I went to school but couldn't focus on my studies all day. My mind kept returning to the incident, playing it in a loop. Maybe, it was a one-off thing that wouldn't be repeated. Maybe, I could just forget about it. I felt scared going back home that day. Similar encounters in the past had never been one-off episodes.
 
A few nights later, it happened again – I was in bed – by now too paranoid to fall asleep quickly. I heard the footsteps – and again feigned sleep. I felt a hostile presence by me. Shafi’s hands groping me under the covers. It lasted 15 minutes – maybe 20. 

It became a regular phenomenon from here on – every other day sometimes. Just about bedtime, I went through my half hour of horror. I’d lay in bed – waiting for him to come, do what he did, and leave, so I could then go to sleep. And the next day proceeded like all was well. I kept quiet about it – unconsciously making it a part of my routine – perhaps my survival mechanism. 

The Don’t Talk doctrine was well entrenched.

Some nights, he’d just feel me up – fondle my body, my belly, my breasts or between my thighs. At other times, while I pretended to be asleep, he would take my hand and fold my fingers around his shaft. Then he would hold my hand and make my fingers rub up and down his penis. I could feel the organ grow and become hard in my hand. I would lie there feeling powerless and trapped awash with feelings of guilt, shame and helplessness. My mind started blanking out. All I could think of would be, “Let it finish fast. Let it finish fast.”

Shafi started seeking out more opportunities to harass me. I would be washing dishes in the kitchen when he would stand close behind me and press his stiff organ against my buttocks. He would “inadvertently” brush or rub past me with an elbow, a shoulder or his groin, when we passed each other at home.

During power cuts and the cold wintry nights, Mom insisted that we all sleep together in the living room. We’d lay mattresses on the floor next to each other and the four of us would lie down in a row. And since power cuts in Srinagar were quite frequent those days, we slept together quite frequently.
 
On these nights, my terror was multiplied, as I waited for the large, heavy hand to play games with my body. Inevitably, the hand made its appearance – stroking my body, pushing my underwear to the side, reaching all the way down to the delicate spot. I had to summon all my energies to keep mum, for often a sigh wanted to escape my mouth.
 
The rubbing felt good though and I would orgasm often. Despite the rigid posture I adopted, the juices would start flowing out.
 
The morning after, Shafi would give me all knowing wicked smile, and make innuendous comments within Mom’s earshot. “Pearl has a lot of restraint, and a lot of will power.” I would be embarrassed to death. I knew he knew that I knew, despite my feigning. Still, we maintained the appearance of not knowing.
 
I asked myself, "Did my silence embolden Shafi? Should I have raised an alarm that night?"
 
I avoided being alone in the house. I avoided sleeping with them. But despite everything I did, he found his opportunities.
 
I continued to feign innocence and ignorance - as if I was oblivious to all that was happening. In my heart, feelings of fear and anger were colluding to form the perfect storm. Anger against Shafi, anger against Mom, anger against myself and anger against God.
 
I spent many a night crying over my fate. 'Why God? Why me? Why me?” I screamed. "Why aren't you answering? Where are you hiding?"

There was no one I could share this hell-borne torture with. My young mind did not know how to process this experience. I did not trust Mom with her reaction. I did not have any friends or cousins close enough to confide in. In essence, I did not have anyone around me whom I could trust enough to share this with.
 
I thought about the suffering of Mom and Boba if I shared this with them. I had witnessed their suffering for far too long. Even though I was a child, something in me told me that this would break them. I wanted to protect them from any added misery.
 
A part of me felt guilty. I had indulged in sexual acts voluntarily in the past. I had been a willing party. I enjoyed masturbation. Had I brought this upon myself. Did Shafi see me as the sexual being that I had become? Had he noticed me masturbating? Had I emitted a sexual vibe? Was it me? Was it me? 

Too many questions, no answers. Just a huge fuzzy ball of cobwebs called confusion. There was no internet, no phones and no books that could provide clues. I had no confidantes, no friends, no mentor. A 13-year-old child looking for answers in my own head, asking a non-visible, non-responsive God for answers.
 
I bore my burden in silence. I bore the torment of my questions in silence. I graduated to avoiding self-torment by ‘looking the other side’. “Don’t feel!”
 
I learned to be silent. I learned what mattered was survival. What mattered was peace at home – at all costs. Whatever the cost.
 
Internally, my feelings of being dirty, defective and damaged intensified. I felt God was continuing to punish me for some incomprehensible reason. Conversely, I felt that I was among God's chosen few - who are chosen to suffer at the hands of mankind to redeem and absolve mankind. Whatever it was, I knew clearly that I was no average child – that mine was no average childhood.
 
Studies, violence and sexual abuse kept me on the roller coaster. 


Friendship and Flight
 
The year was 1990. Militancy had taken root in Kashmir. Many of my affluent friends were fleeing the State. 

Boba had been very sick for a while. When Mom returned from paying her a visit, she dropped the bomb. “You have to take a double promotion. Boba is sick. Let us atleast give her the joy of seeing you pass your 10th  Grade exams.”
 
I was stunned. Where did she get this crazy idea from? Didn’t she realize how difficult it is to jump a class? To study for 10th Grade board exams? It takes a full year of hardcore studying. The 10th Grade exams included the entire 9th Grade and 10th Grade syllabus.

And not to mention that I will have to be taken off the school and seperated from my classmates. 

Mom became her persuasive self, pumping the adrenaline in me, spicing it up with the guilt and sense of responsibility towards Boba. 

While lying under the shade of the apple tree in our garden, an idea hit me … just like Newton. My eyes widened at the thought of an opportunity contained within Mom’s mad proposal. That evening, I approached Mom

“Ok,” I said. “Since you are so keen, I will take the double promotion.”

She smiled. “Oh, I knew you would agree. You have it in you. You are my daughter.”

Immediately, I added, “Wait! I have a condition.”

“What is it?”

“You will have to send me to Delhi for further studies . It is a bargain. I do what you want and you do what I want.” 

The deal was sealed. I wasn’t too sure though. I had experiences of my family backing out on their word.
 
Mom located a private tutor in the neighborhood to help me cover in six months what others take two years to study. Shafi at Mom’s behest used his connections to secure me admission into the 10th Grade of a Government School, where attendance wasn’t a problem. I prepared to ascend my Everest.
 
For six months, I stayed home, married to my books, leaving the house only to go to the tutor’s house everyday, where I spent 2-3 hours studying. At the tutor’s house, I met Josia, a girl from the neighborhood who was studying with the tutor for her 10th Grade exams.  We soon became good friends. She stayed a few houses away from my place. Josia was my first friend to visit me at my house. 
 
Josia was slim, tall and very pretty. I had started putting on weight and looking rolly-polly. My aunts commented on my weight. “'Don't become fat like Shafi or your mother". Another aunt commented once, "Your ass looks like a basket." I was getting conscious of my body. Josia's slim frame and beauty added to my sense of inferiority.
 
We started visiting each other’s houses and spending a lot of time together. I was madly in love with her. My first real friend, I wrote her name on my arm with a blade and proudly showed it to her. She in turn was scared to see the blade marks. 
 
Josia lived in a big house around the corner shared by her joint family. There were cousins and uncles and aunts. Her house was always full of liveliness, chatter and laughter. Her parents were gentle and loving. There was so much positive energy and love in their home. I loved spending time at her place.  
 
Once at a get-together at her house, one of her elder cousins remarked, “A girl's character is similar to a white bedsheet. If stained once, it is stained forever."
 
The statement left an indelible mark on my mind. It terrified me, raisings new questions in my young mind. Did it mean I was a dirty, non-virgin, not fit to marry a good Muslim man. Did it mean that I should never marry? Was I doomed for a lifetime?
 
There was a big party arranged at Josia's house for one of her cousin's engagement.  At Josia’s invitation, I stayed overnight.  The celebrations were over and it was time to retire for the night. Josia, her cousin Raheel and I slept in one bed. At night, Josia felt sick. Nauseous, she threw up several times. Her parents insisted that she sleep with them. Raheel and I were left alone. I was getting ready to fall back into sleep when I felt Raheel's mouth on mine with her hands delicately tracing my young budding breasts. Shocked beyond belief, I pushed her away. I warned her to stay away. I could not sleep all night in fear. Was I not safe even with a girl my own age? Did I bring this upon myself? Was there something evil in me to attract such energies? Or was the world totally sexualized?
 
I did not discuss the incident with Josia – close friends – but not close enough. It was another nightmare added to my private library of nightmares.
 

*  *  *


Blood and Breasts

I was 13 when I first spotted traces of blood on my underwear, and panicked. I thought I was dying. I informed Mom who started explaining the menstrual cycle to me. I thought I would die of shame and embarrassment. It was not a medical problem but a female affliction that would repeat itself forever. I had to hide it from men and be extra cautious in public. Yuck was my reaction. 

In recent months, I had heard whispered conversations among girls at school, interspersed with giggles. My inquiries were met with more giggles. So I had known nothing about periods till it actually happened to me.

Around this time, Mom noticed that I had started developing tits. She furnished a bra she had bought for me. I ran to my room in sheer embarrassment. Subjects related to the female body were embarrassing,  to be discussed only when absolutely necessary. Suddenly my entire body was being discussed.  

*  *  *


Planning a Murder

I was growing up. Tormented and tortured but growing up fast. I was finding it increasingly unbearable to watch Shafi beat up my mother regularly, poison Bunty's mind against us, issue threats, harass my grandmother, abuse me - of him being the monster in our lives.

Often I heard Mom and Boba remark, "He does not even die. Wish he would die and leave us in peace."

I hated him. I wanted him dead. I wanted so bad to scream - to stop pretending the daughter-father game. I wanted to stop feeling scared every night.

My day dreams so far had been of fantasies of running away to a far far place. Now a new fantasy had been added to it, that of murder. Should I use the axe? Or should I mix rat poison in his food? Or mix an overdose of sleeping pills in his tea? Planning murder stayed a long lasting obsession.  I read and watched crime thrillers and espionage fiction to expand my knowledge of murder techniques. Just visualizing myself killing him in all kinds of unimaginable ways became a source of relief. 

I fired my imagination in this direction from the age of 12 to 15. It stayed all in the mind though. I never mustered the courage to attempt any of these.

Now looking back, I guess sometimes we live our world in our minds. I must have felt the much needed gratification and release through these fantasies. Killing him in my fantasy must have felt real.  

*  *  *


A Kiss and a Teddy Bear

At last the 10th Grade exams were over.  As I had suspected, Mom tried to wriggle out of her part of the contract. But I was her daughter – as stubborn as her. 


We short-listed schools in Delhi and planned a trip to check them out.  We stayed with an old friend of Mom. The friend had two sons. The younger son, Ricky and I became friendly.  He took me for a ride to the park on his motorcycle. We hugged and kissed each other on the cheek. He gifted me a teddy bear. We said, 'I love you" to each other. It was a short trip. We had to return to Srinagar. I shared my neighbour's number with Ricky. He called me twice.

Mom decided to send Shafi with me to check out various schools for admission in Delhi. She provided the funds to Shafi for these trips. I accompanied Shafi to do a recce of the schools, procure the forms and make the applications. I went with him to Delhi several times. I could not bear the thought of being alone with him in a hotel room where he would have no inhibitions or fears. But my desire to leave home was even more powerful.
 
The game continued on these trips. During the day, we maintained the facade of daughter-father. At night, we would share the bed. I would retire to my side of the bed. He would patiently wait for me to go off to sleep, or rather pretend to be  asleep. And then he would begin.
 
He never did go all the way though. Probably there were things even he was scared of.
 
I marvel at the ability of that fragile 13-14 year old to maintain that facade and at the cruelty of that man to play this game with so young a child. I wonder at the terror of all these years when I had to carry on with this game and then to pretend that all was well. How did I manage to look him in the eye during the day? How did I manage to give him a smile? How did I manage to make plans with him? How did I manage to call him Dad and buy him presents? 

How did I manage this dual role - of being the daughter during the day and the inflated doll at night? 

Perhaps, I had experienced so much trauma that trauma was the only reality I knew. Perhaps, it felt normal to live like that – my new ‘normal’. I remember clearly my terror of the large, big hands. And the crooked, all-knowing smirk.

Dolls Don’t Feel!

[bookmark: _Toc432875768]Militancy between the mountains

“Gar firdaus bar-rue zamin ast, hami asto, hamin asto, hamin ast.” 

“If there is a heaven on earth, it's here, it's here, it's here.”
Allegedly by Amir Khusrau, appropriated by Mughal Emperor Jehangir 

The year was 1990. I was in 8th Grade when we heard the gunshots and bomb blasts for the first time. First poured in the news of more than a 100 unarmed protestors killed by security forces. Then of a protest in which thousands participated with another 40 killed. Of high ranking people with pro India leanings being murdered in cold blood. By March, the valley changed forever with the exodus of the Kashmiri Pandits. Militancy had officially erupted in Kashmir. The ongoing political resistance movement shifted from dialogue and elections to an armed conflict.

For a society that reported petty thefts as its worst crime, killing became the norm. As a community we were barely exposed to violence. Stone throwing was the utmost expression of violent protest. 

Being a global tourist destination, Srinagar was a vibrant bustling city. People gaily roamed the streets at all hours without fear. Weddings and other festivities continued through the night till early dawn. 

The Boulevard used to be packed with honeymooners, the Dal Lake populated with shikaras and the gardens full of picnickers. Movie halls, restaurants and shops stayed open well past midnight. Life buzzed in the city as tourists flocked for a taste of the famous Kashmiri hospitality. Srinagar was a postcard for romance, beauty, art and culture. It was a locus of romantic dreams, inspiring writers and artists from across the world.

Kashmir has been traditionally referred to as the Peer Vaer or Rishi Vaer (the Valley of Saints). It has been a confluence of religions and philosophies. Hinduism, Islam, Sufism, Sikhism, Buddhism, Christiany – all have flourished here in the fertile soils of this pristine Valley attracting saints from far flung parts of the world. 

All that was set to change. The landscape transmuted all the way from the skies to the earth.Dark, angry clouds of anger and fear shadowed the blue gay skies of playfulness. The fields of cheerful and lighthearted energy gave way to unbridled violence. The Dal Lake in its newly donned quietude reflected the sorrow of its people.

The cafes, liquor stores and movie halls shut shop. Hardline Islamic Militants called for their closure. Army bunkers cropped up every few hundred feet. Soldiers stood inside the bunkers with their rifles pointed out, fingers on the triggers. One wondered what would happen if a sneeze set off a squeeze!

News of people dying, being tortured in custody and going missing filled conversations. Trained militants in hundreds poured into the city while curfews and strikes were becoming part of regular life.

Militancy, like wild fire spread fast engulfing everyone in its course. Businesses shut down, tourism ended and Pandits fled the valley. The focus shifted to survival. There was gratitude when one returned home safe at the end of the day.

Come sunset, the entire city closed down. Only the men in uniform were seen outdoors - inside their bunkers and at roadblocks on the otherwise deserted main roads. After dark, citizens ventured outside their houses only in an emergency.

I felt the first perceptible waves of change at school as several of my non-Muslim and elite Muslim classmates left the school and the city. More girls started wearing the salwar kameez for uniform. Our conversations matured from dolls and games and birds and butterflies - not to boys and hobbies and careers and dream homes, but to religion, politics, war, curfews and death. Earlier, I had zeroed in on a local college after 10th Class. In the changed environment, I no longer wanted to be in Srinagar. I wanted out. When Mom asked me to take the double promotion, I jumped at the opportunity to negotiate my exit. 

From a paradise city, Srinagar transitioned into a ghost town. A dramatically surreal metamorphosis unfolded within a short period of time, reminding me of Kafka. The Vale of Saints and Peace was in the clutches of an apocalypse. 

Anger, trauma, terror, diseases, boredom, poverty and death, crept in.  

Curfews meant being locked up for days inside the house. We learnt to stock up on food, fuel, VHS tapes and other essential resources - ready to face another unpredictable week of curfew. Milk, bread and vegetables were locally procured from a hole-in-the-wall store well hidden in the back lanes. Due to harsh winter months, Kashmiris are predisposed to stocking quintals of rice in big barrels. Some lucky ones have their own vegetable patches. We learned to live with what was available. 

At the sound of a gunshot, we ducked for cover, laying belly flat on the floor. There had been reports of people being killed by stray bullets in their own houses. 

We would hear the gunshots. First one, then another and then an entire volley. Women chanted religious verses in panic. People rushed to shut their doors and windows. It became systematic, almost ritualistic. 

Militants and army were both known to enter houses after an exchange of fire. Militants for a hiding place and army for search operations. It was terrifying either way. We were civilians caught in this crossfire. 

One afternoon, we heard gunshots one after the other, getting closer. We locked the gates and rushed to the first floor. By now, familiarity had bred sufficient courage to peep through the curtains of the first floor window. A man was running down our lane. He stopped right outside our gate and caught a breath leaning against it. Then he started running again and was out of sight soon. Less than a minute later a team of army men came running and stopped outside our house. They quickly cordoned our house while a group of them jumped over our gate. Terror stricken, holding each others' hands, we rushed to the ground floor while Shafi went out to meet them.

"Officer, what’s the problem?"

"We need to search your house." 

"Is there a particular reason?"

"Yes, the blood on your gate belongs to the militant we just shot."

He directed his team to begin the search. They went through the whole house - the garden, the annexe, the rooms, the bathrooms, the roof. They trampled our carpets with their muddied boots, threw clothes out of wardrobes, turned the barrels of rice upside down, beat the floor and roofs with the butts of their gun looking for false ceilings and hidden compartments.

We stood watching in raw terror. 

We overheard one jawan telling another, "Bhagaa diya saloon ne" (“They helped the militant escape”).

Shafi pleaded with the officer, showing him his Government ID, “We have a big Alsatian dog who would not let anyone into the house. People are usually scared of him."  Luckily, the officer was present. An accompanying officer meant a more rational treatment. 

Another quiet afternoon, the sounds of gunshots ripped through the air. We had gotten used to these bursts by now. We rushed to the first floor window. This time, we saw a man running towards our house, three soldiers in close pursuit, catching up fast. Right outside our neighbor's door, they caught hold of him. One, two, three bullets fired straight into his chest.

'Marjaa behanchod" (die sister fucker) they yelled.

We learned later that the slain man was a well-known leader of a militant organization. 

There were several narrow escapes. During one exchange of fire in the neighborhood, a bullet scraped through Shafi’s hair as he rushed to lock the main gate.

Mom was driving with Bunty and me towards Bunty's school to collect his report card. We were crossing a small, narrow bridge when we heard gunshots right behind us. As we looked behind, we heard more sounds of gunshots emanating from in front of us. We were trapped on the small bridge with gunfire at either end – talk of getting caught in the crossfire! Mom ordered Bunty and me to duck down in the car while she bravely drove through the cross-stream of bullets chanting religious verses the entire time.

Another time, Mom and I were shopping in the busy streets of Lal Chowk when another gun battle broke out between militants and army. Panic filled the air as people scrambled in different directions looking for cover or falling flat. Mom and I found ourselves separated in the chaos. I took shelter in a shop. Once the firing had stopped and people ascertained it was safe to venture out, Mom came looking for me. She had hidden in a different shop. We laughed about the incident later, "In the face of death, everyone is on their own, looking for their own safety - even a mother."

Safety was nowhere, not at home, not outside. 

One morning we heard a loud blast at the break of dawn. We assumed it was a bomb blast in the neighborhood – yes – these were “normal” now. We learnt later that militants had bombed two military trucks. Within 5 minutes, another army truck arrived and scene of the ambush drove the BSF jawans into a fit of rage. They went on a rampage searching for militants inside the houses that lined the main road. We heard reports of people being shot dead while asleep in their beds. A reign of terror had started in Kashmir.

There were reports of militants forcibly marrying girls. A distant relative fled the city in a rush abandoning his property and assets when a militant demanded the hand of his daughter in marriage. The militant had previously worked as a domestic servant in their house. There was widespread loot, plunder, rape and murder. 

Horror stories of army crackdowns floated around. A platoon would cordon off an area. Men were ordered to emerge out of their houses and lined up while a local informer identified suspects. Simultaneously, groups of army men entered houses searching for hidden militants and arms. In the process, they turned houses upside down and misbehaved with the women folk.

The informers known to exercise personal vendetta struck terror in the hearts of men for they had no idea who had turned informer. It could be a slighted ex-servant or a former employee with revenge on his mind. 

In 1990, a high-ranking rebel leader was killed and there were crackdowns all over town. Fearing one in our colony, we decided to move to Mom’s factory till the storm blew over. We gathered some bedding, clothes, food and utensils and went to stay at our factory for a month while things cooled off. Over time, many more crackdowns happened and we grew immune to them. The army also toned down its aggression. 

Most of our other relatives had already shifted to the comparatively peaceful uptown Srinagar.

While the curfew impacted our day-to-day life, the working class – people who depend on their daily wage – were the worst hit. Food was in short supply due to continuous curfews and restricted movement of goods and people. Daily wagers were unable to buy and stock food in bulk. Relief Committees were formed for the purpose of stocking and distributing food. 

Shafi also joined one of these Relief Committees. He collected donations and bought food in bulk to distribute amongst the poor and needy. He stocked medicines at home. The sick in the colony flocked to Shafi for medicines and medical aid as the pharmacies remained closed or inaccessible during curfew. He had a curfew pass made for himself and his car which enabled him to rush people to hospitals during curfew, and provide mobility for other emergencies. He came to be known as the Messiah in the colony. 

A religious fervor took over the city, driven by the agenda of newly formed religious militant organizations, and fuelled by the common man's need for God in the face of fear. These militant organizations preached an extreme form of Islam. Burqas for women, prayers five times a day and living by the precincts of religion were their diktats. More women donning the head scarf, more men praying in the neighborhood mosques, more children studying religious scriptures and more people engaging in religious conversations became commonplace. 

Mosques became the citadels of this new fever. Religious recitals, pro-independence chants and chants of "Allah-o-Akbar" boomed over loudspeakers atop minars. People were expected to chant in unison whether they believed in the cause or not. Everyone was expected to show solidarity. 

For the laid back and non-religious like Shafi, offering namaz in the mosque was the most unwelcome diktat of all. 

A women militant organization issued an order for women to don Burqas. There were incidents of acid being thrown at women who did not comply. Mom and I did not venture out for a week. There was no way in hell we were complying. When I finally mustered the courage to venture out, I found myself standing in the heart of the city waiting for an auto rickshaw when two men on a motorcycle threw paint at me. Expecting it to be acid – I was shit scared for a minute, then relieved as passersby observed it was just paint.

At one point, militants issued a diktat that each family with two or more sons must‘ give’ one son to the ‘cause’. Under that pretext, militants kidnapped plenty of young boys. There was news of boys leaving home in the morning and never returning. No one knew whether they left of their own volition, or whether the militants or the army abducted them. 

Militants scouted residential areas at night for food and shelter, entering homes as self invited ‘guests’. Terrified, people conceded to their demands. It was a Catch 22 situation. The army conducted search operations at odd hours. Informers tipped off the army about location of the militants. There had been cases of army setting houses on fire with militants and home owners inside. Or, simply shooting everyone inside. It was a war zone – collateral damage is a reality of armed conflict.

One evening, we sat in the living room watching TV. We had just finished dinner when we heard a knock on the window. Our hearts paced while our limbs trembled. Three men stood peering inside, their faces covered, guns in their hands. Shafi opened the window and spoke to them. 

"We want food. And a room for the night."

"We have already had dinner. My wife is sick." Shafi lied in an effort to ward them off.

"Motherfucker! Open the door. Else we will shoot you."

Sheepishly, Shafi complied.  Food was prepared and mattresses laid out in the drawing room. We stayed up all night, hearts in our throats.

Dark nights, curfewed days, tragedies and massacres, unmarked mass graves, half widows, religious fervor – new terms had been introcued into our consciousness.

*  *  *

Factorized to de-factorized

Mom's steel fabrication factory, sprawling over 2 kanals of land in the city's Industrial Estate housed the requisite machines - steel bending machine, welding machine, cutting machine and so forth. Skilled workmen busied themselves with their tasks in the machine room, the cutting room or the storeroom. Mom had her own well-appointed office. The factory had been operational for a year and half - time barely sufficient to stabilize the business, when militancy hit Kashmir.

Willow trees planted along the boundary wall for commercial value stood tall and provided shade. A chowkidar lived onsite with his family and had created a vegetable patch in one corner.

The factory supplied fabricated steel products to Government departments. Palms had been greased and orders had started to pour in. A dirty matrix of handshakes, commissions, cartels and material thefts existed in this world. It worked seamlessly. Mom was fast becoming a pro at it. They had looked at her with suspicion earlier - a woman without any background in a man's world. However, disdain gave way to respect and admiration as they discovered her technical knowledge, and her ability as an expert negotiator and dealmaker.   

With tangible hope for a bright future, we were weaving beautiful dreams. 

With curfews and hartals, Government offices started staying closed for long periods of time. Projects were stalled. Government budgets were curtailed. Operations became difficult. Work slowed down to a trickle. For the few orders that came in, it took an excruciatingly long time to extract payments from the lethargic Government offices. 

Business slowdown meant pruning our newly envisioned dreams. Mom's foray into entrepreneurship was calling mayday even before it had a chance to take off. 

She had been an active member of the local women entrepreneurs' organization. Over the years, she attended conferences and workshops and interacted with other women entrepreneurs. With militancy, all that came to a halt. In general, her social life was significantly curtailed.

She suffered. Her misery was visible in her multiple medical problems. It wasn't easy to accept the fruitlessness of seven years of hard labor. Staying home was even more difficult for Mom. She was a woman of action who thrived on mobility. House arrest as a result of curfews depressed her.

Shafi joked with her, "Your health is directly related to curfews." It was true. She started complaining about a host of medical issues – digestive, heart, muscular. She developed weak nerves. She fainted at sound of gunshots and contracted diarrhea when confronted with slightest uncertainty or bad news - like a knock on the door, Bunty returning home late, one of us falling sick. We often ended up tending to Mom more than our personal crisis.

The family dynamics changed as well. We spent more time at home, in each other's company. Shafi had stopped staying at his sister's house. Everyone together at home, tender nerves; fear in the air - with the readiness that anything could happen anytime. There was violence inside and outside. 

Fear prevailed like the winter fog. Out of that fear, a new camaraderie was born where people sought comfort and strength in each other. Religion and terror became the cementing bonds. 

The fog permeated into our house too. There were opportunities to hold hands as well as to snap at each other. 

Over the years, Shafi had mellowed down. A near lethal medical complication along with the ban on alcohol following militancy forced him to cut down on his alcohol intake. The weight of the fights tilted towards verbal abuse and breaking things. Physical abuse still happened, but sparingly. 

An argument would start over a trivial matter and snowball into screams, breaking things, abuses and cuss words. Followed by a period of silence. Bunty and I were pulled in as peacemakers. A few days later, communication would be restored. It was our evolving normal.

The sexual abuse continued. I learned to ride the intersecting waves of fear, guilt, shame and trauma. 

Watching several friends and relatives leave the city gave Mom and me a fresh sliver of hope. We dreamed about moving to a big city. Militancy was a justifiable reason to make that giant leap. Excited at the idea, we considered various options and discussed them in detail with the right people. Shafi vehemently opposed the idea. He enjoyed his well-cocooned life in Kashmir and had no reason to disturb his fine equilibrium. If anything, the militancy had served to make a hero out of him. 

[bookmark: _Toc432875769]Pearl

Having been referred to innumerable times as a problem child, I relate well with Nathaniel Hawthorne’s description of Pearl in his book, The Scarlet Letter: 
‘Pearl’s aspect was imbued with a spell of infinite variety; in this one child there were many children, comprehending the full scope between the wild-flower prettiness of a peasant-baby, and the pomp, in little, of an infant princess. Throughout all, however, there was a trait of passion, a certain depth of hue, which she never lost; and if, in any of her changes, she had grown fainter or paler, she would have ceased to be herself. It would have been no longer Pearl!’

In Hawthorne’s words, I was the elf child, spirited- with an overflowing imagination and an unparalleled zest for life. I wanted to see, explore, touch, feel, learn, roam, stumble and recover, accomplish, and dream again. That was my spirit. Born free, enslaved by circumstance, destined for mutiny.

Even as I lay dormant,  an unfertilized and undifferentiated egg in my mother’s womb and my grandmother’s vision, the centrifugal forces of  destiny were busy charting my course. 

Women did not chart their own course in these days, they were pieces of beauty sculpted by men. 

Ambitions and Dreams

From the beginning, I ventured into every open avenue. At school it was theatre, debates, reading, writing and sports. I won athletic and literary competitions. I wanted to spread my arms and embrace all that I could - basketball, swimming, drama acting, travelling and much more. 

I day dreamed about flying and loved watching airplanes rove the sky. Their power to transport one to distant, magical lands imbued me with a sense of freedom and flight. Airplanes were magic carpets from Tales of the Arabian Nights. Often, when I flew on one, I pretended to be off on an adventure to a mystical land. 

Well aware of the fallacies of my fantasies yet overcoming the embarrassment, I mustered the courage to bring up the subject with Mom, "I want to be a pilot." 

Shafi and Mom laughed if off  "How can a girl be a pilot? Return to the ground." My desires were dismissed as a child’s whim. The dream of flying the high skies led to the grievous realization of my own wingless existence.  

I never had clarity on my ambitions and goals but I was passionate as hell. 

On the other hand, Mom displayed perfect clarity on her ambitions for me. I often heard from her, "If asked my last wish on my death bed, I’d say I want to see Pearl in a doctor’s coat, stethoscope around her neck, leading her interns on rounds, bringing joy to her patients and hope to their families." Her dream was muy nightmare.

I definitely did not wish to be a doctor. The very idea was appalling.. The entire family expected their kids to be doctors and engineers. “You either become an engineer or a doctor or darbedar (vagabond)” was what I heard. Acquiring a professional degree and a respectable job was the measure of success. My compliant cousins fell in line to be another brick in the wall. 

I relegated the pilot to some dark corner of my mind. What was left behind was confusion, a void that I tried to fill with an ever-changing stream of likely answers.  I needed to have an answer to appear smart. Smart kids have clear and logical career paths.

Writing newspaper articles proffered a new dream, that of journalism. I had discovered an inherent talent. A leading editor who ran my articles largely unedited in his publication validated my skills. The power of expression elated and empowered me. Besides, I felt smart. However, the idea was pushed back into my memory bank to be revisited at some point in the future. There were too many questions.  Journalists weren’t known to earn significantly. The image of a journalist was still a khadi kurta with a jhola hanging on one side.  

One of my fantasies was to run away to Mumbai to become an actress. Not only do actresses receive unlimited adulation, they are an emancipated lot. They are admired and loved. They have freedom to wear and say whatever they want. They inspire generations to come – through the roles they play and their real life struggles and successes. They earn pots of money. It was the perfect profession. The only glitch was my own crippling self-doubt. I wasn't pretty enough, tall enough, suave enough. I did not have any starting points, no connections, no godfather.  Like others before it, this dream too was pushed into a dusty corner of the memory attic.

Ghar ghar (house) was a favorite game for girls. While my cousins picked the roles of housewives, doctors and teachers, I sometimes chose the role of the nice Bollywood heroine who sacrifices her life for the sake of her man. As I grew bolder, I chose to play the mistress – the other woman – the hot vamp who smokes, drinks and courts the villain, eventually revealing her self serving desires ranging from wealth to vengeance. Driven by circumstances of her early years to become this lean mean machine I had already cast myself into that mold in my mind. I saw myself as that vamp and scapegoat. 

The long drives along the Dal Lake formed an idyllic setting to indulge my imagination in the animation of my two favorite dreams. I pretended I was a rich and successful businesswoman visiting her hometown after years. As the chauffer took me around, I looked out with satisfaction at my estates growing apples and saffron, the school building I had funded, the hospital I founded in my granny’s name. The car’s window was the power lens of that powerful woman.

Alternately, I saw myself as a perfect wife doting on her husband. I dreamed about the prince in shining armor sweeping me off my feet to carry me to the magical wonderland. He driving, me sitting next to him – hand in hand. Through the lens of the windshield, I saw flowers, clouds, misty woods, snow capped peaks, lake waters, butterflies, rainbows and sunsets. I dreamed of love and romance, a happy home and family - my ultimate fantasy. My heart dreamed it yet doubted its possibility. Heroine and vamp resided in the same heart.

I had clarity on one thing, on becoming rich. Being rich was fundamental and paramount to a happy existence. 

Money, by its very power could extricate Mom and Bunty from their misery, and transplant them to a beautiful, nurturing space. Money could endow me with the privilege of leading a life of my volition. Money could bequeath me with power. The powerful money jet could wash away the powerlessness I felt throughout my childhood.

Earning a doctor’s degree takes 7 years. I did not have that much time. I was in a rush. 
I excelled at studies and was always among the top students in my class. I proactively learned subjects like history and science at home and tutored my classmates. Despite my excellent academic and extra-curricular performance, I was never made a monitor in school. It left a plaguing question, one that I never asked any of my teachers. 

The Misfit

I continued in my eccentric ways – ending up in sick room, meeting with minor accidents on swings, missing my school bus, bringing rabbits to class, wearing a casual dress to school, playing pranks at teachers and friends. 

At home, I continued to spend hours devouring books. When militancy started, I set up a mini neighborhood library in the newly built annexe of our house. It didn’t attract many people though.

I played badminton and chupan chupai with Bunty. I played Monopoly with my cousins to the point of obsession. I played carrom and cards with Mom, Bunty and the servants. 

I helped with various household chores - sweep, dust, wash and iron clothes; buy groceries, bread and meat; chop vegetables; wash the dishes; clean the driveway; maintain the garden; tutor Bunty; lay out beddings at night and fold them in morning - I did it all. I wasn't interested in cooking so never really learnt much beyond making biscuits and samosas at the compulsory cookery classes at school.

I was empathetic and compassionate, especially towards servants and the underprivileged. I liked to give and share. When I started spending time with neighbors, I brought the aunts things from my home, sometimes Mom's things driving her mad in the process.

A show-off at school, I projected an image of a rich and cool kid. When the teacher asked for a volunteer to bring a new vase for the class, I was the first one to raise my hand. When a teacher appreciated my new hairpins, I immediately offered to buy the same pins for her even if it meant driving Mom crazy looking for the pins. If the class needed charts, I volunteered though I sucked at drawing and painting. I made Mom make charts, which would later be displayed on the classroom wall. 

Through volunteering my services, extra-curricular activities, performing well in studies, engaging in mischievous antics, falling sick and attracting trouble, I was addressing a desperate unconscious need for everyone to acknowledge my specialness. I was Pearl, daughter of the well-known feminist Qamar, and granddaughter of the great Tathi. 

Mom was the beautiful, intelligent, talented and artistic woman. People admired her beauty. They felt inspired by her strong personality. With many firsts as a woman to her credit, she was widely admired - by cousins, schoolmates and others. They lusted for a piece of her strength, independence and beauty. Fashion conscious, she always dressed stylishly and never ventured out of the house without appearing picture perfect. Hair blow dried, lipstick in place and sunglasses on her head. She had an aura, a presence. People showered her with compliments wherever she went. With a bouquet of artistic and technical skills – her left and right brains fed off each other. She was as well versed in electrical circuits, steel gauges and construction design as in singing, painting and language.

Prior to her business, she had painted, sketched and drawn. Her canvases lay scattered around the house. Her hand painted covers adorned the sofa, the painted vases lined the patio, and her few paintings lit up the walls. I remember her enrolling for French language lessons and practicing her French at home. Even I picked a few French words. As she became busy with her entrepreneurial goals, she gave up these hobbies due to paucity of time. She still sang in the voice of a nightingale and spent hours tending to the garden.  

I lived in my mother’s shadow. I was neither pretty nor smart. By contrast, I was shy and nervous. It was difficult to live up to the role of being my mother's daughter. People expected extraordinary things out of me. It was too much pressure to measure up to that image.  I was a plain Jane who simply wanted love and security of a home.

People had expected Mom to live up to Boba's puritanical image. I was expected to live up to Mom's smart and confident image. 

I hated Mom yet to adore and protect her was a cornerstone of my existence.  I loved Boba for all her sacrifices and goodness, yet hated her for her orthodox, conservative and meddlesome ways. I admired and adored Shafi for his outlook on life, yet abhorred the way he lived. I wanted my clan to accept me, yet I rejected them. I yearned to belong to a group at school but could never make friends. I believed in and prayed to God, yet felt let down and could not trust him. 

I was the firewalker treading the lines between belonging and rejection. 

Bunty, Mom and Shafi were a family. I was the unwanted outsider. Shafi had stated that in clear words several times. Shafi wouldn’t be insecure about the property if it hadn't been for me. There would be fewer fights if Mom did not spend on me. If I did not meddle in their affairs! If I wasn't present! Not only did I lack a sense of belonging, I felt a misfit. I was an eggplant in a tomato field. I did not share their loud and aggressive nature. I was quiet and shy. Sometimes, I prayed for death, sometimes, for an escape. Sometimes, I contemplated suicide. They would be a happier family without me.

I witnessed Mom struggle with her business and finances. Perhaps if I did not exist, things would be easier on her. She wouldn't need to work so hard. She could enjoy a simpler life.

I felt bad for Boba. She bore an extraordinary love for me. People swore by that love. Wherever she went, she prayed for me - for a successful career and a perfect partner. At shrines, she asked others to pray for me. She saved money from her pension to build a small fund for me. 

Religion was bittersweet. Obediently following the sacrosanct practices - saying my prayers, reciting and memorizing scriptures, visiting shrines and performing rituals while secretly questioning every bit of it. I was in awe of Shafi for having the gumption to not follow any of it. 

I was a victim of simultaneous sexual and religious abuse. Abused while being told that only virtuous virgins find good husbands. That there is no place for tainted women in heaven. Watching people preach one thing and practice another. 

Compassion and empathy was limited to the realm of stories. In real life, no one came forward to help Mom or me. They only served to create hurdles. The latest storm was raised about my decision to study in Delhi. The relatives advised Mom, "Don't send a girl so young to study away from home." 

A Moral Tale

Kashmiris enjoy a rich tradition of sharing historic and religious tales. Huddled together in cold winter months, conversations and stories help keep the spirits warm and cheerful. Different variations of a favorite moral story would unfold, such as this one: "There were two men - a religious and morally upright man and the other a drunk tramp. One day, they happened to pass by a sick dog in the street. The religious man deeming the dog to be dirty walked away, cursing the dog under its breath. The drunkard sat with the dog, petting and comforting him and sharing his only piece of bread with him. 

Later, both the men encounter an angel on her way to meet God. The religious man orders the angel confidently, "Ask God about my place in heaven." The drunk man simply says hello to the Angel and moves on. 

When the Angel returns, she passes God's message to the moralist "God says you will go to hell. On the other hand, the drunk tramp will go to Heaven."

The moral: God loves acts of kindness, compassion and charity. The drunkard had a big heart. That's what matters to God, not religious narcissism. 

He forgave the tramp his sins. You never know what aspect of you endears you to God and makes him forgive all your sins. These stories had a big impact on me. They reaffirmed the significance of humane values over religious ones. They gave me hope - hope of redemption. Maybe I was not beyond redemption. 

I was 14 years old. I had jumped a class, taken the 10th Grade exams and was all set to step out into the big bad world. All set to leave Srinagar. 

What was I? What was my place in this world? What did I believe or not believe in? What was right and what was wrong? Who could I trust?  

I was scattered - into a million little pieces. 

I was … a Human Contradiction

A peacemaker and a troublemaker
A heroine and a vamp
The family’s laadli and the dispensable spare wheel
The rescuer and the scapegoat
A prankster and bookworm
The plain Jane and cool diva
A loner and a best friend
Exceling yet under-achieving
The good girl reveling in guilty pleasure
A feminist powerhouse and a Barbie wife
A homemaker and an entrepreneur
The people pleasing angry rebel
The respectful non-conformist

Were I a painter, I would have painted a Starry Night by Van Vogh or The Scream by Munch

The Final Push

It was just another summer afternoon. We had no servant at home. The last servant had run off a few days back after Shafi had cursed at him. I returned from a trip to Josia’s house. My 10th Grade exams had just finished. Sighing, I changed out of my clothes while mentally preparing myself for the Herculean task infront of me. Sleeves rolled up, I spent the next few hours meticulously cleaning the entire house - sweeping, mopping, washing dishes and organizing clothes. Shafi was the first to return home in the late afternoon. Searching for a change, he rummaged through the carefully folded clothes in his wardrobe, scattering them all over the room. I walked into the room to be greeted by the sight of the mess. My abdomen started throbbing. Afraid of directly confronting Shafi, I tiptoed back to the kitchen from where I shouted to no one in particular, "I am going to throw out any clothes that anyone leaves outside." 

Shafi marched into the kitchen. Mad rage reflecting in his eyes, he yelled at me, "Don't you know how easy it is to get someone killed these days. Don’t you know my connections? Be careful of what you say. How dare you threaten to throw my clothes out? Watch your dirty mouth.”

I had expected a reaction but not so extreme. Panic came back. 

Mom overheard him and was scared by his words. She considered him capable of executing his threats. He was still obsessed with the ownership of the house. I was still the potential spanner in the works, better gotten rid of.

The situation in Kashmir had changed. People were killed anonymously. People went missing – never seen or heard from again. 

Mom agreed to send me to Delhi. 




*  *  *


Shafi, the man who achieved goals when he set his eyes upon them helped me secure admission into one of the best schools in Delhi - DPS, R K Puram. He tapped his connections to get me a recommendation letter from one of the highest political offices in the country. With that recommendation, I was accepted into the ability section at DPS.

I was all set for my voyage. 








Part 2: The Orgy


“Maybe,” he said in a slow, rural drawl, “you could explain to me why I found you in the middle of an orgy.” 

“Well,” I said, “if you’re going to be in an orgy, the middle is the best spot, isn’t it.” 



[bookmark: _Toc370567687]A New Life

I had found my escape from the shackles of family, relatives, society and culture. I had set foot in the New World amidst new people with new hope for peace and joy. I was in one of the best schools in the country rubbing shoulders with the crème de la crème. Finally God had shown up. A new chapter, a new beginning! 

The culture shock that ensued ensured my joy was short-lived. I needed to amp up my efforts to find acceptance and validation. The school, the hostel, the classmates and hostel-mates - constituted an exotic landscape. I desperately sought to belong, as I realized to my despair that I didn’t fit the bill. I wasn’t smart, artistic or suave like the rest of the students at Delhi Public School, R.K. Puram.
My mind whirled in eddies of conversations about rock music, Hollywood movies, classical literature, theatre, arts, fashion, etc. I had no prior exposure to these subjects. I was the village belle, brought up on a diet of Bollywood music and movies. 
I was confounded, insecure and frightened. As my hostel mates made fun of my naivety, I sought an anchor to hold steady. For the first whole year, I was on tenterhooks. Mom kept her bags packed in readiness, for that SOS call. We were allowed one paid weekly phone call home. You had to dial through the operator the old fashioned way. It was the school’s way of keeping a tab on who we were calling. Sometimes you wouldn't get through. Each time, I did, I ended up in tears. I wanted my Mommy. I either wanted to go back home or have my Mommy here with me. 
Being a late admission, I was allotted the only available bunk bed - in the 8 bed junior dormitory since all the senior dormitories were already taken. My roommates were too young to make friends with. Living with a bunch of loud youngsters was difficult by itself, and formed an added barrier to connecting with girls my age. The few people I approached for friendship did not show interest in an apparent misfit. 
I was lonesome – more than ever.
I was also the only Muslim amongst the over 100 girls in the hostel. I started feeling estranged at the time of Muslim festivals like Eid. Hardly anyone wished me. Conversely, it gave me an opportunity to participate in festivals like Diwali, Holi and Christmas for the first time, especially as these were actively celebrated in the school and hostel. I was exposed to different cultures, with little or no connection with my own roots. Religion started to fade into oblivion. There was no more pressure to offer prayers, read scriptures or observe rituals. No more conversations entirely about religion or laced with it, or pressure to conform. Even compliments and reprimands excluded references to religious diktats, heaven and hell.
The military routine was a killer. Moulding a disciplined active person out of a lethargic bookworm everyday was no cakewalk. A maid rang the bell through the rooms at 5.00 am. We got ready and rushed for an hour of sports. Breakfast was served at 7. Rushed to school after breakfast. Attended classes till 1.15. Rushed back for lunch at the hostel mess. Extra classes. Homework. Tea time. More sports. More homework. Half an hour of TV time. Warden's roll call at 9.00 pm. Wash clothes. Chit chat. Even more homework. There was a bell for everything. Life was an interval between two bells. This was interspersed with ragging at all hours in the first two months – the ragging came without a warning bell.
Then there were mundane issues like queuing up bleary eyed for the common toilets early mornings or trying to develop immunity to all sorts of background noises while sleeping. You woke up with midnight cravings only to realize that half a dozen starving room mates had already gotten to your tucks, while you were left to tend the butterflies in your stomach. And the bitches would wait in ambush to share a laugh when you ran into the empty packets. Being thrown in with girls from different backgrounds and temperaments and learning to deal with them – sometimes you didn’t even know what hit you, or them. 
Left to fend for myself, I realized how sheltered a life I had led so far. I learnt to eat anything that was edible. Too bad if there was a dead cockroach floating in the food or the sabzi tasted like nothing. No one cared about your feedback. You either ate it or went hungry. I learnt to hide snacks under the clothes in my cupboard. I learnt to organize and wash my own clothes. I learnt to selectively share and conserve bath and laundry supplies.
There were no friendly smiles or caring strokes. Instead, there was the ever-looming threat of ragging by seniors, mockery by the chic classmates or ridicule in class for not grasping basic concepts. 
During one of the ragging sessions, a senior questioned me, “Pearl, what is your ambition?” Without hesitation, I replied, “I want to be fast.” Everybody broke into peals of laughter. For the life of me, I could not figure what these people found so funny till one senior commented, “Oh, so you want to sleep around with a lot of men? That is what ‘fast’ means.” My face turned a beetroot red. That is not what I meant. To me, ‘fast’ meant quick, efficient and productive. 
For the first few weeks the seniors kept me engaged after school. In the evenings, they called freshers to the school grounds or their room to entertain them. The performances included singing, dancing, playacting proposing to and dating a guy. During lunch, I would carry dishes to and fro serving my seniors. In the process, I missed my own lunch sometimes. After lunch I turned from server to porter, running up four flights of stairs with half a dozen school bags. I was miserable. A princess turned slave.
School wasn’t easy either. Shafi's influence had landed me in the ability section - a section reserved for the most brilliant students from across the country. I was in a crucible of intelligence - a breeding farm for superbrains. I had jumped a class. I had memorized texts without understanding concepts. I had no exposure to science labs. The syllabus was far advanced compared to Kashmir. 
During a physics practical exam, my nervous system threatened to collapse due to performance anxiety. With no other way to escape failure and ridicule, I dropped to the ground. I must’ve put on a convincing act – all the students gathered around me. I was carried to the school clinic, where I apparently regained consciousness after an hour.
In my desperate bid to fit in, I stalked the coolest group of girls. Anju, Sween, Anamika, Prerna, Jyoti and Chandini, theirs was the coolest gang in hostel. They had the hottest posters on their wardrobes, they wore fashionable clothes, they were articulate and confident, they discussed rock stars and Hollywood movies. They were superstars, excelling at theatre, dance or sports. They bunked classes regularly. Climbing the giant tree at the edge of the football field, they jumped through the barbed wires atop the boundary wall. There was a slum on the other side where they changed into casual clothes to go out. I heard these tales from them and ached to be a part of the action. I followed them around and agreed to do whatever they asked of me, in exchange for being inducted into the sorority. 

No price was too high for a sense of belonging. I even let Anju and Anamkia cut my treasured long hair when they suggested it in jest. The result was a haphazard shoulder length mess made out of my beautiful waist length locks. I did not complain. It was all part of being cool. Later on, I received mouthfuls of shouting and abuses from Mom, who had spent years carefully nurturing my long tresses. It was the first time I had them cut so short.
A few months after my admission Mom and Bunty came to visit. Mom had booked a full day cab with plans to take us shopping. Our first stop was Sarojini Nagar Market.
We decided to grab lunch at a small restaurant. My antennae sensed a cold vibe. We were waiting for food to be served when Mom suddenly produced a letter and thrust it into my face. I read the letter in silence. It was a love letter that Ricky (son of my mother’s friend) had written to me. I had not been in touch with Ricky lately. My warden had confiscated the letter while censoring students’ mail and handed it to Mom. I was embarrassed. I never discussed such matters with my mother. Humiliation turned to rage. I snatched the letter from Mom’s hand and stormed out of the restaurant. I ran to the cab and asked the driver to take me back to the hostel. 
I ran up the stairs to the third floor of the hostel building and started banging at the warden’s door. As soon as she opened the door, I slapped her. She was stunned. Thrusting the letter in her face, I screamed at her “How can you do this to me, you bitch?”
Hearing the commotion, a few students came running to the scene and tried to pacify me. I broke down. The idea of Mom seeing me as a growing girl with desires was unpalatable. I was her little daughter. I was trained to be a picture of innocence and asexuality. Anything to the contrary was beyond embarrassing – it was shameful – it was sinful. 
Meanwhile, Mom also arrived at the scene, which quickly shifted to the admin office. The warden threatened to have me thrown out of the hostel and school. Mom pleaded with her. I also apologized profusely – I was staring down the Kashmir barrel. In the end she acquiesced. 
The episode changed my equation with the warden, Mrs Mehrishi. Portraying herself as a well-wisher, she informed Mom that I was keeping the wrong company. Mom in turn requested her to take special care of me which resulted in her spending more time with me, giving me much unwanted advice and attention. She often invited me to her quarters for dinner. She was a widow and lived with her two daughters - one senior to me and the other a few years younger. Both of them were serious meritorious students. Sometimes, I would sleepover with them. For a while, I felt a tad better and special. Soon the other girls started avoiding me as the warden wasn't liked much. She was known to be obnoxious. Being a teacher’s pet comes at a price.
Almost everyone left the day winter vacations commenced.. My ticket was booked for the next day. Almost alone in the hostel, I decided to sneak around into other dormitories. I found interesting things strewn around Anamika's dorm room. There was a beautiful pink bag with golden letters embossed on it, a pair of smart brown leather boots and stylish clothes. I had never owned such fashion. My own suitcase felt drab. I was in awe. I was tempted. I peeked in the walkway. Seeing no one there, I quickly picked up the bag, the boots and a few clothes and ran to my dormitory. I hid my new acquisitions under the pile of clothes in my bag.
By the time I returned from vacation, the girls had noticed their missing belongings. I had left the stuff behind in Kashmir. There were muffled whispers. I and another girl, Nidhi were suspects. The seniors summoned the two of us to their room. An audience had gathered, all too eager to hang the culprit. 
A commanding voice said, “Pearl, you are aware that someone stole Anamika, Sween and Prerna’s stuff during the holidays. We have discussed the matter amongst us. Everyone else had left the hostel and you were the only one left behind. We assume you are the culprit. We will be easier on you if you admit your crime and return what you took. We will not even complain to the Principal.”
“I was not the only one here. Nidhi was there apart from two other junior girls.”
“The junior girls are from Class 4. They would not dare to steal.”
“Yes, but there was Nidhi too.”
“That is why Nidhi is here.”
“How can you accuse me just because I was here? It is unfair and cruel.”
The courtroom drama continued for an hour, as a salvo of questions was fired at Nidhi and me. Trembling within, I managed to maintain an anguished composure. 
Even as Nidhi and I kept crying, the threats kept escalating.
“If one of you does not admit, we will have to report the matter to the Principal.”
Howling, I said, ‘I am not staying in this school. I am calling my mother. I want out.”
“All the better for the rest of us!” said someone
In the absence of any conclusive evidence, the matter ended with Nidhi and me being allowed to leave with heavy reprimands and warnings.
The incident shook me up. I vowed never to steal again. It was too risky and embarrassing.
On the bright side, things began to improve socially. I started making friends. I was adjusting more to school and the classes. I started attending the after dinner TV sessions. There was a mad scramble for seats to watch popular shows like Chitrahar and Sunday movies. Laughter reverberated through the room and the hostel corridors.  
At the end of the year, I enrolled for a theatre performance organized by the school. Theatre personalities Barry John and Divya Seth were producing the play. I diligently started attending the practice sessions. 
The school band also started practising in the basement. The band was led by Rahul Harit, a senior, famous for his ability to play nine different instruments including the guitar, violin and the drums. I got goose bumps when I laid eyes on him for the first time. I could hear the violins even when no one was playing them. Mesmerized, I gave him the sly "Come Hither" stares while he practiced, ignoring my own workshop. With a blend of large pupils, long glances, and a lovely, attentive smile, I optimistically tried to concoct a bona fide love potion to attract his attention. Perhaps I could hypnotise him. I started hunting for excuses to bump into him. 
One day, using a razor, I tattooed ‘Rahul’ on my left forearm in one of the communal toilets in the hostel. I was trying to hide the bleeding arm when Sween passing by noticed the blood dripping to the floor. She demanded to see my arm. Seeing what I had done, she slapped me and demanded an explanation. With tear-filled eyes, I confided in her, “I am in love with Rahul. But he does not even notice me.”
Unknown to me, Sween had a chat with Rahul the next day.
I was sitting by myself on a bench in the playground after school, watching the birds and the bees, when I saw Rahul saunter towards me.
“Hello Pearl!” he said offering me a beguiling smile.
“Hello Rahul!” My heart rate doubled in excitement.
“What’s up? How’ve you been?”
Why was he asking me those questions? I was too stunned to talk.
“I noticed you have been looking a bit low lately. All good?”
So, he does notice me! My mind raced while my heart played its somersaults.
“I have been OK. Busy with studies and the theatre. What brings you here?”
With a bewitching look, he said “I heard something”
I wanted the earth to swallow me.
“Well. What did you hear?” The blood-clot tattoo was well hidden under my full sleeved shirt.
“May I see your arm?”
I wanted to run but froze. Mother earth did not part her jaws either.
He took my arm and rolled back the sleeve.
“You are crazy. Crazy and stupid. Do you know I have been noticing you every day at the theatre practice sessions but felt shy and timid to approach you.”
 “Really?” I asked in disbelief. My eyes lit up like fireflies.
“Yes. If only you had approached me directly! I guess you were too coy to do that.”
A heat wave burnt my heart as I sat there allowing his words to sink in. Could it be really possible? The coolest guy in school was interested in me! Was I dreaming? I wanted to jump and scream with joy but managed to keep my composure. 
We chatted for another hour till it was time for me to return to the hostel. That night I was the happiest person around. I hugged and kissed Sween. 
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We started meeting daily after school. I was the young wannabe teenager hopelessly in love with the coolest guy in school. He was the school’s rockstar, ostensibly falling in love with me. I had arrived!
Everyone will accept me now. They will be jealous of me. I will be wanted and sought after. 
That voice comforted me, egged me on.
I was in seventh heaven building castles amongst clouds. Rahul was my perfect man, my knight in shining armour. I was with the guy the world adored and the girls drooled over. That was all that mattered in my little bubble. 
Mom landed in Delhi unannounced along with my brother. She had a surprise for me - a holiday plan for Mumbai. Being a last minute plan, train tickets were difficult and we opted for a bus journey - a gruelling 48 hour ride to Mumbai. We had to change buses in Udaipur which allowed us time to explore the city. Udaipur turned out to be a beautiful town washed in white graced by lakes and palaces. 
Exhausted and with muscles aching, we reached Mumbai. We checked into a small hotel in Colaba and spent an amazing week exploring Mumbai. We took a boat ride to the Elephanta caves, roamed the streets of Mumbai and indulged in various gastronomical delights. At Elephanta, Mom spotted a stranger taking her pictures on the sly. We created a scene. Mom broke his camera.
The trigger for the sudden holiday was revealed to me. Following an ugly fight with Shafi, Mom had left home without informing anyone. No one knew we were in Mumbai. That was her retribution - a secret adventure!
Back at school, I learnt that having missed a week of practice, I could no longer be part of the play. The disappointment was not severe – other happy happenings cushioned the fall.
Winter vacation was round the corner and Mom had arranged for me to spend the week at her old boss’s house in Defence Colony.
I went out for dinner with Rahul on New Year’s Eve. That was our first real date. Our encounters so far had been limited to meetings in the school playground. We were out in the real world now, dating like adults. Our kiss that night was my first real kiss. I was elated. My fantasy ship of a life together had wind in its sails. The time passed quickly, like lightning. I had a midnight curfew and Rahul dropped me back. 
After the seniors farewell party, Rahul did not return to school. He called me to say goodbye. I went ballistic on the phone and abused him. He stopped taking my calls. I called his brother and cried, begged, and then cursed and abused, but to no avail. He made it clear, “It is over between Rahul and you. Rahul has to attend college now. It is not practical to continue this relationship.” More than heartbroken, I felt betrayed.
I turned into a Bollywood tragedy queen for a while. I could never love or be with a man again. I was an Indian woman, a one-man woman. According to Bollywood movies, my only eduction in relationships, an Indian one-man woman loves only one man in life. There was never going to be another. 
By the time I was promoted to 12th class, I had adapted to life at DPS. I accepted I could no longer bear the stress of the company of geniuses in the ability section. I decided to drop maths and move to a regular science section where the brains were neither deeply academic nor overly diligent.
It was a wise move. I was more relaxed in the company of fun loving, mischievous, not so studious classmates. My skirt crept up my thighs, my socks rolled down to my ankles, and my shirt's top button opened up to the world. On my next trip to Sarojini Nagar Market, I bought mini-skirts, tank tops and shorts. I was fitting in. The gap between me and my envirnoment was narrowing in proportion to the gap between my hemline and neckline.
I moved into a 4-bed room in the hostel with three other girls – Mini, Stuti and Supriya. We instantly hit it off. We started studying, playing and making mischief together. My first real inner-friend-circle – fast becoming the cool gang. 
We had a different colour for each day. On orange day, all four of us wore orange clothes at tea time. On yellow day, the gang turned out in yellow. Our room was on the third floor right above the boys hostel, which was housed in the first two floors of the building. At night, we exchanged cat calls with the boys. Sometimes, the warden overheard and came to our room to check. The echo of her footfalls was our cue to instantly ‘fall’ asleep in our beds. 
We played pranks on the warden. We’d throw trash outside her room and run. We gossiped and bitched about other girls. After evening tea, we would sit on the stairs and pass snide remarks at whoever was passing by. Teasing boys was a regular pastime. We had dedicated individual songs to guys matching their persona. Whenever the Manipuri football captain walked by, we sang “Patlee Kamar Hai.” (You have a skinny waist) – a song intended to compliment a girl. He would blush with embarrassment. We ragged freshers together. We ate together, we played together. Singing, dancing, drumming on overturned buckets, sharing jokes and laughing into the night and feasting on whatever was available. It was a perfect time. “Together” was the keyword. 
I finally had a sense of belonging. I belonged to this group. I belonged to that room. These girls loved me. They did not judge me. I belonged. Through this new sense of belonging and joy in my life, I was able to let go of Rahul. It took time, but that obsession lost its hold over me. 
Mini was my best friend. I adored her. She was the sports captain, athletic, good looking and popular with girls and guys alike. I could go to any length to prove my loyalty and friendship to her. I had to hold on to my new friends. I had to keep them happy. I did odd jobs like washing Mini’s clothes, cleaning her bed and waking her in the morning for practice sessions. I did not mind as long as I had her attention and affection.
Supriya was in love with Elvis Presley. She wrote long letters to Elvis which she buried in the flower beds outside. She believed he would respond to her love one day. She listened to Elvis's songs all day and read books about him. I read these books and listened to his music to be able to empathize with Supriya. I buried the letters for her and offered her a patient ear while she spoke about her love for The King. 
[image: https://www.nickanimationstudio.com/uploads/1434561463-DAF_SS16_CG_Grp_002_EA.png]
My grades were improving simultaneously. I was interested in studies again. Everything was going well. 
I returned from a month long summer vacation at home, where I studied the entire Biology syllabus with a local professor. All the girls in the hostel started flocking to me to learn Genetics. I was finally finding my way in life. 
When a month was left to go for my 12th class exams, Mom decided to move to Delhi to support my preparation. Fayaz, a neighbour from Kashmir, owned a flat in Lajpat Nagar. He was in the process of setting up his export-import business and often travelled to Dubai for that purpose. His apartment in Lajpat Nagar remained vacant most of the time, so he offered it to Mom in good neighbourly spirit. 
Bunty's school was closed for winter vacations. He and Boba accompanied Mom to Delhi. Despite my objections, I was made to leave the hostel. Dismayed, I waved good-bye to my new family – my three new friends. I was plucked away just as I was starting to take root.   
For a few weeks, I continued attending school from there. I had to wake up even earlier to catch the school bus. Sometimes, Mom and I walked to the bus stop in the dark, carrying a flash light. 
I was enjoying my practical classes at school, especially the Biology lab. I brought hearts of dead rats home to tease Mom and Boba.
And then the school term ended. We had our farewell party. There were performances through the day – singing, dancing, mimicry and more. We wrote autographs with markers on each others' white uniforms. The song dedicated to me was "Yeh Dosti Hum Nahi Todenge". (We’ll be friends forever). The song characterized me. Laughter and chatter filled the air.
Later, a big group of us gathered at the Vasant Vihar market for the after-party. We shouted and screamed, sang songs in unison and burst crackers in the centre of the market. Like the Israelis say, we created a big Ballagan (chaos). Big enough that the cops showed up and we had to disburse.
That was the end of school time fun.
The winter brought its ghosts - in the air as well as my life. 
Boba had a new daily chant, "This is your time to prove yourself. Do better than your cousins. Study hard to be a doctor. Be a decent and honourable woman befitting your family name."
I wanted to tell her I did not have that family name. I was not a Kamili anymore. I was a Khan. 
Mom parroted, “You are the first girl from our family sent away from home to study. I agreed to send you despite everyone opposing me and warning me of dire consequences. Make sure I don’t cut a sorry figure before others. Make your mother proud.”
I hated being back with my family, back to the tireless cycle of complaints and criticism. Back to the tales of constant struggle and the pressure to perform! The skies that had fleetingly turned clear blue were back to being dark grey. 
My heart, which had just started scratching the surface of lightness, playfulness and more importantly "asexual childlike innocence" felt burdened once again. 
I missed the carefree joy and sense of belonging I had found in my hostel room with my three friends. It had been a zone of laughter, cheer, fun and companionship. There was camaraderie instead of competition. Within that playground, I had studied happily and diligently for the forthcoming exams. Now, faced with this melancholic environment, I felt my interest dissipate. I constantly sought a distraction. Any excuse to get out of the house.
Shafi came to visit us, luckily for a brief period. After his visit, Bunty started disappearing every afternoon. He refused to disclose his whereabouts. When Boba could no longer handle the mystery, she decided to play detective.  
In her words, “I was incensed and suspicious as I observed him disappear everyday - for more than an hour. Today, I decided to follow him. He first went to the cobbler. I hid behind a tree and watched the cobbler hand him some money. I then followed him as he walked to the video game parlour.”
“I went back to the cobbler to question him. Initially he refused to divulge any details, but I pleaded with him. I said Bhai Sahib mein Bhoodi Maan hoon (Brother, I am an old mother, help me). Finally, he gave in and told me Shafi had left some money with him, with the instructions to give Bunty a daily small fixed sum.”
We were shocked. Bunty was 11 years old at that time. 
The apartment became a dark gloomy cell. Mom and Boba became prison guards working in shifts, insisting that I focus solely on my studies, ignoring the world outside. In my search for some cheer, I started spending more time with my books in the balcony of our house. A young, handsome guy lived in the flat right opposite to us. My eyes would follow him as he took a stroll or played cricket with the kids in the park. It did not escape my grandmother’s hawkish eyes. She confronted me about it. 
Then there was Abhishek, in his final year of graduation at Kirori Mal College who lived with his widowed mother on the floor above ours. We became friendly, seizing opportunities to meet for chai or a cold drink outside.
The countdown was on! Only five days left for my exams. Mom kept a close vigil on me. She had banned me from venturing outside the house.  
The forbidding order only made me more desperate to go out. I fixed up with Abhishek to meet for lunch at Nirula’s in Defence Colony. Charged with anticipation, I changed into the new polka-dotted pink chiffon salwar kameez Mom had bought me. As I sauntered out of the house, I saw Mom standing at the door blocking my way.
“Your exams are supposed to start in 4 days. Where the hell do you think you are going?”
"Mom, I am going out just for an hour. Need a whiff of fresh air for my brain to function."
"Don't give me these excuses. You need to focus on your studies. Where are you going all dressed up?"
“After all I have done for you – sent you here against society and relatives, slogged hard to pay for your education, is this how you repay me?” She continued ranting, “I am not blind. I see what you do all day sitting outside on the balcony. You have shamed and humiliated me in the past. I will have to commit suicide one day because of you, you slut.”
She went on, “Your father was also like you. A bastard with no character! Left me for some other woman and died an alcoholic. His blood runs through your veins so you will follow in his footsteps. Why am I even surprised?”
Her words pierced my soul like hot needles. With a heart heavy as stone, eyes brimming with sorrow and limbs nimble, anger took charge of me. Overcome by that darkest of emotions, I lost any semblance of control. All I could think of was lashing out at her. Of hitting back – hitting to hurt. Of saying something that would get her out of my way. I threw all caution to the wind and unleashed the most venomous weapon I possessed. I spewed out the hideous truth. 
“How dare you talk like that about my father? Do you even realize that your present husband has been sexually abusing me for years right under your nose. No! You have no idea. You are not blind when you have to keep a vigil on me. But you choose to be blind when it comes to him. Can you set him right? No! I bet, you cannot do a thing about that.” Saying that, I stomped out of the house leaving Mom and Boba in a shock-freeze. 
I took a cycle rickshaw to the Defence Colony Nirula's where I found Abhishek waiting for me. We ordered a pizza and shakes. For the next two hours, we engaged in light hearted banter till I decided it was time to leave. Varied thoughts and feelings crisscrossed my mind as I rode the rickshaw back home. My anger had receded but not dissipated. Haphazard, disconnected fears raised questions like, 'What is going to happen now? What action will Mom take? Will they ask me more questions? How long will the depressed environment at home prevail? What consequences will I have to bear? Will they tell Shafi? How will he react?"
Dusk was falling when I reached home. The apartment appeared bleak and dark. One single light bulb shone its frail light over the large living room. Mom and Boba were seated in one corner, looking solemn with bloodshot eyes. It was apparent they had been crying. They saw me enter and asked me to sit. I sat down on a chair next to the couch they occupied. Mom immediately threw a barrage of questions at me. “Why did you not tell me about this before? Are you sure he did this? For how long? What exactly did he do? Maybe you misunderstood?”
Lost in a whirlpool of shame, embarrassment, guilt and anger, I stubbornly refused to divulge any details, reiterating, “Ask him. Why are you troubling me? I have already told you whatever there was to be told. If you have the courage, ask him. Leave me in peace.”
Boba did not utter a word. But the glazed look of her eyes said it all.
I quietly walked to the next room and took out my books.
The atmosphere at home sank deeper into melancholy.  
* * *
With the militancy having thrown the spanner in the functioning of the factory, Mom now had her heart set on trying her luck with the export business. With Fayaz's help, she applied for an export license and started learning the tricks of the trade. Fayaz stayed with us intermittently at the apartment – a few days each month on his way to or from Dubai. Mom also started networking with other established Kashmiri exporters who were willing to offer guidance. Fayaz introduced Mom to Majeed, a famous and rich Kashmiri exporter. Majeed came over one day to discuss business possibilities with Mom. It was late evening as we sat chatting on the balcony, sipping hot chai. Bunty as usual had gone to play his videogames.
Shafi arrived unannounced, catching us by surprise. Majeed’s presence started to visibly enrage him. Sensing the tension in the air, Majeed made a feeble excuse and left. 
Shafi enquired about Bunty. Mom's response that he had gone to play video games was like showing a red flag to a bull. He bellowed “The three of you are sluts. You sent Bunty away so he would be out of your way and you could carry out your filthy plans, you bitches.”
“I am leaving right now. I will take my son with me. We will stay at J&K House tonight and leave for Kashmir tomorrow. I am done with you. I will see you in Kashmir. I don’t want to have anything more to do with you.”
Losing all semblance of sanity, Shafi hit Mom, calling her all sorts of names. Bunty returned from the videogame parlour to be greeted by this scene. Seeing Bunty, Shafi's pot boiled over and he became emotional. “Oh my son! Mother and daughter had sent you away. Come with me. We will not stay here a minute longer.” 
Bunty, scared of the violence said simply, "I don't want to go with you." Enraged, Shafi forcibly caught hold of Bunty's arm and started dragging him along. Bunty started howling. Mom was shouting and crying. Granny was crying. The fact that my exams were now 3 days away was pushed to the background.
The agony of that wailing tipped me over the edge. My own pent up anger and grief resurfaced. There was a knife lying at the table, which had been used to cut fruits an hour back. I grabbed it and pointed it at Shafi, “You bastard, let go of my brother. Just let go of him. Don’t you dare touch him. Get lost before I plunge this knife right into your heart.” I meant business, and my tone made that obvious. I had had enough. In that moment, I was capable of stabbing him – repeatedly if needed. Fortunately for him, he saw the daggers in my eyes and withdrew. He left in silence, giving me a hard stare.
The next day, he returned a saner man. He apologized to Mom and Boba while offering me a sardonic look. He and Mom went to the next room, closing the door behind them - to discuss some private affairs. Bunty went out to play. Boba sat on the balcony restlessly twitching her fingers over her tasbih (rosary) while her pale lips constantly chanted some inaudible prayer. I sat next to her struggling to focus on my studies. Every few minutes, our glances wandered towards the door of the other room.  
More than an hour later, the door opened and Mom and Shafi emerged looking solemn. Boba offered to lay out the lunch. The dastarkhan was set with the dishes and plates. We ate the lunch exchanging small talk. I was quiet. I was still reeling from yesterday's incident. 
Boba seized the opportunity to speak to Shafi about the cobbler incident. "Shafi Sahib it is not a wise thing to do. To leave money like that for a small kid. What values will he inculcate?"
Shafi laughed off the matter, relegating it to a joke. Every few minutes, he passed me a surreptitious beguiling smile leaving me more confused than ever. 
Later, I got to know from Mom that she had confronted him with my allegations of sexual abuse. He had denied everything labelling it as my overstretched imagination. That I was like his own daughter. That he had been simply caressing and hugging me to comfort me through my anxieties. He was apparently agonized by such allegations. He had told Mom, "I maybe the devil but even the devil has his limits. How can you even accuse me of something so despicable?" 
Mom and Boba believed him. Mom tried explaining Shafi's perspective to me. She suggested that either I had imagined the entire thing or it was a hyperbole on my part. Either way, the matter was simply dismissed as a child's wild imagination.
Mom's reaction tore my insides. I had not expected the simple dismissal. For years, I had played out versions of her reaction, about the havoc my angry confession would cause in her life. I had even felt guilty about it. 'Will she leave Shafi? Will she beat the shit out of him? Will there be legal charges? Or will she expose him to social ostracization?’ I had believed that despite everything, she was a lioness, fiercely protective of her little cub. 
None of that had happened. On the contrary, it was I who was being dismissed – undermined as a child. 
My delusions about Mom lay in shards that day. My hatred for her intensified. What kind of a woman was she? Choosing to continue living with a man who had abused her daughter. How could any woman do that? How could any mother do that? Her lack of reaction – her indifference sucked the soul out of me. Like thousands of blood thirsty rats let loose, these questions gnawed at my greycells. 
I conjured up reasons to reconcile with the situation. She probably did believe me in her heart but wasn't willing to acknowledge it. Was it her fear of being alone? Was it her fear of dealing with the consequences of such an allegation? Or was it once again the fear of society? Whatever it was, it went beyond my comprehension as to how a matter so grave could be dismissed so simply. Her words were embers that burnt my spirit without her bearing witness to it.   
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I gulped down the bitter potion and continued with the next thing that demanded my attention – my final exams. I met my old friends from school at the exam centre. Parul, a hostel mate had been unable to study for the Biology paper due to some medical emergency. She sat right infront of me during exams and pleaded with me to help her. I passed my answer sheet to her. She duly copied from it. 
Meanwhile, Shafi quarrelled with Fayaz over a trivial matter with the result that we were required to vacate the Lajpat Nagar apartment. We moved in with Munna into his small two room apartment at Kashmir House in Chanakyapuri. 
My exams were over. Life went on. 
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"For fools rush in where angels fear to tread"

Out of the mid-wood's twilight
Into the meadow's dawn,
Ivory limbed and brown-eyed,
Flashes my Faun!

He skips through the copses singing,
And his shadow dances along,
And I know not which I should follow,
Shadow or song!

O Hunter, snare me his shadow!
O Nightingale, catch me his strain!
Else moonstruck with music and madness
I track him in vain! (Oscar Wilde - In the Forest)
The 12th class results were out. Even though I had secured excellent marks, I was ashamed to meet my Biology teacher despite scoring 95% in the subject. Parul scored 95% too. When Mom asked me about my reluctance to meet him, I solemnly replied, “He had expected me to secure a 100%. I lost 5 marks because of my own carelessness. I can’t face him.” That was what everyone including me expected of me.
My high scores meant I could secure admission into any college and course of my choice. The future stood bright and tall. A meek voice nudged me to persuade Mom for the pilot training course but I quickly dismissed it as a foolish dream. Foolish because it would be deemed so by everyone, without consideration. It was an expensive course and Mom would never agree to my whimsical fantasies. Instead, I tagged along with Anamika, Anju and a few other DPS friends to buy college forms as soon as they were available. Having developed a passion for genetics over the previous year, I was interested in a specialized course in the subject. 
I explained to Anamika, “Darwin’s theory of evolution and Mendel’s theory of genes explain a great deal about the differences in human behaviour and character. There is huge scope for research in that area for the advancement of human self-knowledge and further evolution.” The complexities of human nature had always fascinated me and I believed genetics could furnish pertinent answers.
Mom tore the college admission forms into shreds. Breaking down into hysterics, she screamed, “All my life I have dreamt about you becoming a doctor. Now you bring me these useless forms. I have toiled hard to provide you with a good education so you can become a doctor. There are no two ways about this. This is non-negotiable. You have to be a doctor.” She put her foot down.
I pleaded and begged and resisted but to no avail. She filled forms for various medical entrance exams and enrolled me in coaching classes for medical entrance tests. 
We were staying at Munna's small two room flat at Jammu & Kashmir House in Chankyapuri. It being wintertime, his wife, kids and brother-in-law were also there. The apartment was crammed with so many people. In the mornings, Munna's brother-in-law dropped me to my coaching centre in South-Ex on Munna’s scooter. I had no interest in the classes. Several friends from DPS, including Anamika and Minni had enrolled at the same institute. I enjoyed hanging out with them so I attended wilfully. 
I told them, “The last thing I want to do is study medicine. Anything but a doctor! It is so over-rated, so clichéd.” It was the flipside of the forbidden fruit. I was averse to the bitter pill being forced down my gut.
People at home continued to counsel me, “Your mother has struggled hard. She has patiently dealt with a series of misfortunes all her life. She put in all that effort to give you a good education with the dream of seeing you become a doctor. Be her pride and joy by fulfilling her dream. This is a critical period. Invest all your efforts in studying.” 
There was a desire to make mom proud. There was guilt for not being able to do so. There was confusion about my own goals. There was pressure from others as well as from the rebel within. Multiple forces at play, each pulling me in a different direction! With no one willing or able to empathize or offer me guidance, I felt alienated. I wasn't willing to follow in their footsteps without regard to my own wants. I hated Mom and everyone else like never before. I hated myself. 
Mom was setting up the exports business. She interacted with several Kashmiri exporters including Majeed and Qasim. She had obtained an exports license and received her first order for export of Kashmiri crewel fabric bags to California. 
Majeed and I had got chatting one day when Mom was not around. He asked me out for dinner. I agreed. I lied to Mom that I was meeting friends from DPS. We went to Hauz Khas Village for dinner. He was 37 years old while I was 16. I had addressed him as Majeed Uncle so far, but he became Majeed now. We started flirting. A few days later, we met again at the Rose Garden.
On another occasion Qasim slyly asked me, "Want to meet sometime?" I promptly said, “No, thank you. Don't think Mom will approve." He was ugly, verging on the repulsive - dark, bald with a twisted face, crooked nose and a serious expression. He bore no sense of style. The one thing he had to his credit was being a successful businessman. 
These clandestine conversations with grown-up men behind Mom's back came naturally to me. Their age neither intimidated nor deterred me. If anything it attracted me to them. They were familiar territory. They were men with money, power and hence access to glamour and freedom. They were soft targets and means to an end who easily swallowed the bait of my sexualized persona. Unknowingly, I was looking for a sugar daddy of some kind.
Mom appointed Prashant, one of the teachers from the Coaching Institute, to give me bi-weekly private chemistry tuitions at home, as she thought I particularly lagged in the subject. Prashant, a Bihari became friendly with me and over time started expressing his interest in me. He convinced Mom and Shafi that he could help me secure admission into MBBS at Banaras Hindu University through his network. Of course it would come at a price.
Mom gave him some money as advance. We accompanied him to Banaras to meet his contacts at the University. 
Prashant took me on a tour of Banaras. I wasn't allowed inside several temples. The temple guardians took me to be a foreigner and I had no wish to furnish my ID card, considering my Muslim identity. We went to the ghats and watched the funeral pyres burn.
By the time, we came back to Delhi, Mom had handed out a lakh rupees to Prashant. He disappeared without further news. 
The results of the medical entrance exams started coming in one by one. I had not cleared any of them, leading to a great deal of disappointment at home. Mom and Boba went into mourning. After the initial shock died down, Mom put her practical hat on and considered alternatives. She asked me to drop a year and enrol for coaching classes for the upcoming Jammu & Kashmir Medical Entrance Exams. My incessant howls in protest fell on deaf ears. She wasn't willing to budge. 
She remarked nonchalantly, "Scream if you must but save your energy for the studies. What is the matter with you anyway, you ingrate wretch? Can't you take pity on your mother?"
I was enrolled for the three-month medical coaching course at Apex Tutorials, Jammu’s leading coaching centre. The institute had its own hostel where I stayed with girls from various parts of Jammu and Kashmir.
I had no interest in passing the medical exam. On the contrary, I had grown to be vehemently resentful of my mother. "The bitch is willing to screw my life for her own happiness. She can go to any lengths to fulfil her desires, even make me the sacrificial lamb. Oh, how I miss my father. If he were here, things would be so different. Where is God? Why isn't he opening a door for me?"
"What else can I do in Jammu besides studies?" I looked for distractions, for moments of pleasure and fun. I started hanging out with a group of students - girls and boys - who seemed to be missing from the coaching centre most of the time. We drove to local hotspots. Two of the local boys had conveyance, a bike and a car. 
I watched in fascination as two of the boys emptied bottles of Corex. What was it? Why were these boys drinking bottles of medicated cough syrup like it was some kind of juice? One of the girls told me, "It is codeinated cough syrup. Trippy, gives you a high." Intrigued I decided to give it a try. Wow! There was a nirvana in the numbness that swept through my being as my cells absorbed the codeine in the syrup. It was the best feeling I had experienced in a long time. It spoke to me, “Give up the struggle. Let things happen. Just be and enjoy." 
Soon enough, Mom figured I was bunking classes. I was moved to Mr. Zargar's house who was Shafi's contact. Mr. Zargar was a Chief Engineer – a man with power and money. His family lived in a mansion in Srinagar. He was currently posted in Jammu and staying at an official accommodation in a posh colony. His chauffeur would drop me to my coaching institute in the official car – an Ambassador. I felt like a VIP travelling in a Lal Batti (a Government vehicle with red beacon). How would my life have panned out if my grandfather or father were alive? They had both been gazetted officers. 
Mrs. Zargar would come for short visits. I found her to be an incredible woman. Despite being rich, she was simple, humble and hard working the good old-fashioned way. Gentle and caring, she would cook, pack my lunch and wash and iron my clothes. 
Sanjeev Mengi, the owner of Apex Tutorials proved to be the answer to my current woes. He was attractive, fair, 5'6", suave, confident and 26 years old. He was articulate, driven, knowledgeable on a variety of subjects, and a good listener – just the fine mesh of qualities that impressed me. Beginning with casual flirtation, it wasn't long before we started dating.
Cradled in the lap of mountains, Jammu offers a number of lovely drives just outside the city. Sanjeev and I started going for long winding drives through the scenic landscape. He shared his dreams and plans while I shared my angst. The verbal intimacy paved the way for physical intimacy and we found ourselves fondling each other. This was the first time I had ventured beyond a kiss in my romantic endeavours. 
What made Sanjeev even more appealing to me was his past - labelled as the black sheep, he had been ostracized by friends and family. He was a victim of society, something I could identify with. He had been accused of murdering his friend turned business partner, who had died under mysterious circumstances two years ago. He had been arrested and had spent few days in the jail. The friend's family had pressed charges against him and the matter was still in court. The news had been plastered across media. 
As we grew closer, Sanjeev shared his troubles with me, “I have been suffering heavy financial losses in my business. I will soon have to wind up the coaching classes if I do not find a way to pay off my debts. No investor is willing to touch me with a pole. With the charges against me, I cannot even procure a bank loan.” 
I instictively jumped into the role of quintessential caretaker, and omnipotent rescuer, making  it incumbent upon myself to figure a solution to help him out. Without thinking much, I offered to help even though I had no idea how.
Looking through the list of soft targets, I zero’ed in on my mother’s business colleague, -Qasim, the ugly Kashmiri exporter whose advances I had spurned in the past.  Can he be of use now? Can he help? He had made his interest in me obvious. I decided to give it a shot. Qasim was based in Delhi. I called him up and told him that I needed 5 lakh rupees immediately and could not ask my Mom for it.
He listened to me patiently, perhaps gauging possibilities before responding, "What do you need the money for?"
I replied, “It is to help a friend who is going through a bad time. It's not for me. I cannot tell you the details . Can you help?"
"Hmmm. Well, yes I could help!"
"OK?" I was excited.
“Why don't you come to Delhi? We will drive down to Jaipur. Spend the night there. Then I can give you the money."
It sounded like prostitution but I was willing to go to any length to help Sanjeev out of his predicament.
I asked Sanjeev to arrange my return ticket to Delhi, which he promptly did. I  told him I was getting money from a rich uncle in Delhi. I informed Mr. Zargar that I would be staying with a friend for the night. The next day, I flew down to Delhi and from the airport took a taxi to Qasim's apartment in Jangpura. 
The grim apartment reflected it’s owner’s personality. The stale thick air suggested that the windows had not been opened for days. I almost gagged as Qasim's grotesque face came forward to kiss me on my cheek. I found myself sinking into a dark creepy abyss as my mind went blank
I kept repeating to myself, “Stay calm. This will be over in a day."
On the drive to Jaipur, I kept thinking, ‘I am pimping myself. It is for a worthy cause, the cause of love. There is nothing bigger than love. You are going to save Sanjeev and his future with this one act.’
I was the caretaker, the martyr and the vamp rolled into one. 
We checked into a mid-grade hotel in Jaipur. Immediately, I wanted to draw the curtains apart, to allow some light and air into the room, but Qasim stopped me. He did not like light. I felt nauseous and claustrophobic, ready to throw up. I did not like dark spaces. 
Even though I kept repeating to myself to hang in there, it was just a few hours, the sickness of the situation kept creeping up on me. As the dark clouds of thoughts collided in my head, , a realization hit me like a bolt of lightening. What am I doing here with this grotesque creature? How can I do this, that too with a man so ugly? How will I ever face myself? I fast-forwarded to the consequences. I can never go home to my family. I can never face anyone in my life again. This is the sickest possible thing I can do. How can I stoop to this extent? I am Pearl, Tathi’s and Boba’s granddaughter, Mom’s daughter. No I cannot do this. I cannot do this to my family. I cannot do this to myself.
I told Qasim I could not do it and I wanted to go back. He was angry, angry that I raised his expectations, angry that he had driven all the way to Jaipur, angry that he had arranged a room – all this for nothing. 
We spent the night occupying opposite sides of the bed. Early morning, we drove back to Delhi in silence. I took the return flight to Jammu. 
Sanjeev was at the airport, looking happy and expectant He trudged towards me and gave me a warm hug. I dreaded the wiping away of that cheerful smile from his face. But I had to do it. I blurted out my failure. Holding his hand, I told him, “My Uncle refused to give the money. The smile was wiped off his face. 
He dropped me home.  The next morning, Mr Zargar called me to his room. He waved the boarding pass that had been retrieved from my belongings in my face. “What is this? You went to Delhi? For what? I have to call your parents right now. This is serious business.”
My heart skipped a beat. The last thing I wanted to experience was my parents’ criticizing and humiliating words. The threats of dire punishment, the words of abuse, the murder of my character. I pleaded with Mr Zargar but he wouldn’t listen.
I had to do something. This matter was way too serious. Mom would slice me into pieces. That’s when my eye caught the bottle of Phenyl lying outside the bathroom. Ït is better to kill myself that face mom’s wrath.” Saying that to myself, I rushed to pick up the bottle of phenyl and emptied it in one gulp.
Mr Zargar saw me do it, but a bit late. I had already emptied the bottle by then. He rushed me to the hospital in his car. 
Shafi and Mom came to meet me at the hospital. I demanded to see Sanjeev. I told them, "I want to get married to him."
Even before I had a chance to pursue the matter or there was time for Mom to react, Sanjeev sent word for me that the affair was over. Being a prudent businessman, he knew where to draw the line.  
I felt used and discarded for the second time . I was taken back to Srinagar – my head hung low in shame this time. Shafi made fun of me incessantly while also offering support and affection in the face of Mom's sullen sarcasm.
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I hated Srinagar. Jammu had afforded some degree of freedom. There were restaurants and movie halls and freedom of movement. The militancy in Srinagar, hardly allowed one to do anything beyond the basics. 
I often went to stay over at Mr Zargar's huge mansion in Raj Bagh. Despite the Jammu incident, I was still welcome at his house. Mr Zargar had two sons - the elder one was studying to be a doctor in Russia while the younger one, Farhan was pursuing medicine in Srinagar. It was winter time. Like what is common in Srinagar, I would sit in one of the several rooms at their house huddled under a blanket. One evening I sat sharing a blanket with Mr Zargar engaged in regular chitchat when I felt his hands touching my legs. A few minutes later, they climbed higher to my thighs. I looked at him but he kept looking in a different direction while continuing to talk about the political state of Kashmir. Soon, his hands were roving around my private parts. For the next 10 minutes his hands continued to caress and explore. As I sat there wondering how to respond, his son walked into the room He quickly withdrew his hand. Then he looked at me and gave me a big “all’s well” smile. It became a regular feature of my visits to the Zargar household. 
Why don't I resist it? He is an ugly, bald, old fellow. Why am I allowing him to touch me?
The answer was apparent. There was a thrill in these illicit encounters. He was a Chief Engineer, a highly respected man. There was excitement in the knowledge that I had seduced him. That he found me special and wanted to spend time with me and listen to me and give me extra attention. Even if the touch made me squirm, there was a gift in it. I was willing to pay the price as long as it was limited to touch and did not cross my boundaries. I would always be welcome to his house. I would be showered with extra attention and affection and I could even get away with breaking some rules. 
Meanwhile I had become friends with Farhan and his cousins who were frequent visitors to their house. With hardly any activities in militancy-hit Srinagar, we often drove down to Dal Lake in the evenings and spent time at one of the few remaining cafes over coffee and ice cream. Back at his home, we watched movies or played board games. 
It wasn't long before Farhan proposed to me. Farhan was a simpleton. Dressed in the traditional Kashmiri phirin at home, (a dress I had long discarded,) without much interest in the world beyond his home and studies, he did not hold any appeal for me. However, having become friends, I decided to confide in him about his father's recent transgressions. I was growing irritated with Mr Zargar's lecherous behaviour. The initial excitement had died down and only discomfort remained. There was also the excitement of watching the son’s reaction. How will his world change? His image of his parents as saints and the social system as perfect! I would love to see the breakdown of that perfection. 
I was treated to a visual feast as I watched his face morph through several contortions. His face slackened, mouth slightly open, body frozen, and colour drained from his cheeks, Farhan stared at me wide-eyed. He opened his mouth, drawing breath to speak only to exhale and snap shut. 
A few minutes passed in disconcerting silence. Did I do the right thing by telling him something so terrible about his father? Had I been mean in doing that? Will he able to cope? What will he do now? Will he confront his father? Or was he going to attack me instead?
He started to say something but sounded raspy and barely audible.
I nudged him, "What? I didn't hear that properly."
My question seemed to crack his stupor. He straightened himself and replied in a confident, audible voice, "You are lying. You are being plain devious, making up this story about my father. My father is a respectable and religious person. He would never do anything like that."  
I did not defend myself. I smiled and quietly left the room.
That was the end of my friendship with Farhan and my relationship with the Zargar household. I never went back. 
* * *
Mom added carpet exports to her portfolio and drove to villages across the Valley to collect the best of carpets. She put together a collection of exquisite handmade carpets. Silk-on-silk, silk-on-cotton, silk-on-wool, in all combinations of colours and patterns, there was a pile of carpets lying in the hall of the annexe. 
She spent days learning the procedures for identifying the authenticity of carpets - the candle procedure, the knot procedure, and so on. These were expensive pieces, starting at Rs 50,000 apiece and going up to 6 figures. Investing all her hard earned money from the factory into the carpets, she gathered 50 odd pieces picked from the best craftsmen in the Valley.. It was an exciting time, learning about the new trade, networking and travelling to far-flung villages to put the collection together.
It was 1993. Militancy was peaking in the Valley. Kashmiri economy, primarily dependent on tourism, was drastically impacted. All businesses including arts and handicrafts were tourist dependent to a large extent. Businesses crashed resulting in unemployment for small artisans and craftsmen. In their bid to survive, these artisans and craftsmen decided to pack their goods and sell them directly in other parts of India, door to door. 
Some of these artisans were carpet weavers. They used to supply these carpets to local businesses and exporters. With the businesses affected, they started vending these carpets directly on the streets of Delhi, Mumbai and other Indian cities. They lacked business acumen – they were craftsmen, not businessmen. It took just a few months for the carpet market to crash as these craftsmen offered intricately woven carpets at sharply discounted prices. 
Mom could no longer find buyers for her high value inventory at her target margins. Painstakingly, she off-loaded the carpets one by one - some at par, some below cost and some for an insignificant margin. The export dream was killed even before it began. 
Anti terrorist operations were also switching up gears. There was a rumour that BSF men came dressed as ghosts – Daen – to scare and attack people at night. People had reported seeing them inside their houses, in their courtyards and outside their windows. An old man was said to have died of a heart attack after encountering a Daen. Residents from various colonies gathered to address this menace. It was decided that groups of residents would take turns to maintain nightly vigil. Whenever anyone saw one of these Daens, he/she was directed to beat a metal/tin object to alert the neighbourhood. Everyone else would join in unison to scare the creatures away with the jarring sounds that reverberated through the neighbourhood.  This continued for months. 
* * *
The J&K Medical entrance results were announced. I didn't make it through the entrance exams. Mom went looking for my name on the admission lists - the first list, second list, final list, and waiting list - it wasn't anywhere. While it came as no surprise to me, I was terrified at the ramifications.  
Mom and Boba threw a fit. Mom called me all sorts of names from slut to bitch, while making references to the Sanjeev Mengi incident and repeatedly bringing up the embarrassment I had caused them with the Zargar family.  
They stopped talking to me. I became a stranger in my own house, completely alienated. Only Shafi and Bunty spoke to me. Shafi used this opportunity to be extra friendly and supportive. He ended up being my only ally in an otherwise hostile household. 
‘All is lost. Everything is ruined.’ I thought to myself.
Like birds scavenging for crumbs, I accepted his support while he was clearly extracting his fun from this drama. Each time I needed or wanted something, I went up to him with a smile and with a smile he either did or did not grant what I needed. 
Boba told me that he was secretly rejoicing that I had not made it through the entrance exams. That of course he did not want to see success in our lives. He wanted us to be dependent on him, to see him as our Saviour.  
Boba and Mom did not speak to me for two months. Through indirect communication, I was ordered to apply at the local college. If I was not doing a course of choice, then may as well study locally – keep the cost and complexity in control – that was Mom’s logic. I applied to and got admission in the Women’s college in Srinagar – Mom’s Alma Mater. When I visited the college, I saw the girls with their heads covered, some of the teachers could not speak proper English. There was an air of restrictiveness and religiosity. I felt myself choke.  The gears between my ears started cranking. There was no way I could study here. 
It took a lot of cajoling to get Shafi to convince Mom to let me return to Delhi to pursue my studies. After weeks of perusal, she relented. Munna was still in Delhi. I was told I could stay with him while looking for a college that would still offer me admission at this late juncture.  
Mom and I were two strong-headed bulls locking horns, both unwilling to give up, yet both losers in the game. Each of us wanted to protect and hit the other at the same time.
Neither mom nor I could divine the results of our tug of war. I was systematically being stripped me of my only shield against my own vulnerabilities - my interest in studies. Till now my studies had served as my anchor, keeping me grounded in the eye of the tornado. I was still headed to college - college in Delhi provided me an escape - but I had lost interest in academics. The repeated denial of my interests and pursuits had extinguished that flame.
What the society thought mattered to those who chose to be a part of it. I chose to ostracize myself before they did so. Gone were the days when I ‘did not care’. Now I ‘did not give a fuck’. I was breaking my residual bonds. I was not obliged to protect my family members, their feelings, their dreams or their honour. I did not need to keep up pretences. I did not have to tow hypocritical lines. I neither had to run nor hide. I did not have a moral debt to pay. If God didn’t show up, He could shove it up.
Gaand Mara Gayi Duniyaadari!
The implosion was unplanned. The disintegration was systematic.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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It was November of 1993. Admissions to colleges were closed. I had two options – Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) and Jamia Millia Islamia University. Both offered private courses. I picked Jamia as it gave me the option to attend classes. Distance education (study at home) was not my cup of tea. I needed to get out of home - not stay there. Course choices under the private category at Jamia were limited to Political Science or English. I chose English Literature and started attending college along with regular students. 
The University had a sprawling campus enveloped in an air of orthodoxy. There was obviously a Muslim majority student population There were students from far flung origins including notorious areas like Bulandshahar. Two of the University's courses–Mass Communication and Masters of Social Work (MSW) were rated the best in Delhi and therefore had better diversity. Seen as a safe haven by Muslim families, Jamia had a concentration of Kashmiri students - several in my own class. Hardly anyone seemed to have picked English Literature for the love of the subject. Most of us just wanted a degree or had simply been unable to get into more desirable Universities or Courses. As a result the primary focus was fun, not academics. Some students attended no more than 5-6 classes through the year. 
In school, we had discussed college with great fervor. This was not the college I had dreamed about. A misfit from the outset, I cringed as I walked through the campus. Its orthodox environment, disinterested students, political charge and high male percentage left the campus bereft of the innocence, safety, intellectual curiosity and camaraderie I had cherished at DPS. 'Where have I landed?’ I questioned, ‘What kind of place is this? How could this have happened to me? Is there no way out?’ I didn’t know of better options. This was the best deal I had managed to extract out of my parents. I felt trapped and powerless. I was too ashamed to even tell anyone I was studying at Jamia. 
I ran into some familiar faces. Shazia, my classmate since Nursery had enrolled for the same English Literature course. Co-incidentally and unknown to me, she had also taken a double promotion. There was Salim, Majeed's nephew. There were twins from a rich Kashmiri family related to Boba. There was Sanobar, Shafi's cousin, who was senior to me and in a different department.
Boba and Mom kept flashing the beacon of warnings. “Be watchful of your ways at Jamia. Keep in mind the large number of Kashmiri students. Word spreads around easily in Kashmir. It is an incestuous place when it comes to gossip. Everyone knows everyone. 
I was staying with Munna and his family in Chanakyapuri - an hour and two bus rides from college. Staying with them was a challenge in itself. The orthodox Muslim environment extended all the way from home to college. 
I looked for familiarity among the strangers. There was Nidhi, a simple but smart looking girl from Faridabad. She had the girl-next-door appeal, and a few boys were in love with her. Among them was Amaar, who lived with his divorced mother and younger sister in Zakir Nagar, 5 minutes from the Campus. We called him Tom Cruise, much to his delight, as his side profile matched Cruise's. Sonia, fun loving girl with average looks from Saharanpur lived 10 minutes away with her sister's family. Aqif, the cool dude, son of a judge, lived with his family in a posh bungalow on Pandara Road. There was Qazoo, a bulky confident Assamese boy and Nizami, a guy from the vicinity. 
We attended the minimum number of classes needed to stay enrolled. Our day was split between cafeterias, hanging around the campus, and the New Friends Colony Community Centre. We spent hours at the local Nirula's over a single cold drink. Gossip, laughter and fun filled the hours. 
While I started to break ice with fellow students, I still craved a sense of belonging. I constantly felt "not wanted". No one asked me when they were going somewhere. No one looked for me in particular. I wasn't the center of attention in the group – not even an important member. I just happened to be around. Once in my bid to acquire loyalties, I wrote individual letters to Amaar, Simoes, Amit and a few others telling them of their importance in my life. The letters did not make an impact. No one reached out to me or treated me differently. Instead they laughed at my naivety. 
I wanted the attention in order to feel significant.  At the fresher’s party, I danced on a table dressed in a mini-skirt, scandalizing everyone. When we rode in a UP Roadways bus to Sahranpur for Sonia's sister's wedding, I dressed in shorts raising more than just eyebrows. Slowly, I started getting noticed for my scandalous behaviour. 
We chilled at Amaar's house as he lived in the neighborhood. We watched TV, listened to rock music, chatted and lazed. I tied a Rakhi on Amaar and pronounced him my adopted brother - my way of securing the friendship. He was a sought after figure in the group with the "cool" traits (my list of cool traits). I wanted a special bond with him. I was not strong enough to risk romantic rejection. I was looking for that special friend who was cool, fun, sought after and a pivot in the group.
I became friends with Sonia. Sonia was a fun loving person, which made us two of a kind. She was also best friends with Nidhi, a popular girl. Sometimes, when her sister’s family went out of town, I stayed with her at her Sukhdev Vihar apartment. We stayed up all night making prank calls to strangers.
Jamia unleashed my wild energy. It didn't take me long to get on a roll. It started with Iqbal, the tall, handsome and shy senior who proposed to me. I accepted his proposal more out of curiosity and boredom than anything else. We started dating, which meant we would ride local buses to go to CP, South-Ex or some other marketplace or park. In less than a week I was bored of him. There was nothing exciting or stimulating about him. 
We were hanging outside the English Department one afternoon, when Sonia pointed out a guy standing on the pavement across the road. "He is Babloo. He and Iqbal are best friends and roommates. He has stopped talking to Iqbal for the last one week."
I asked, "Why is that?"
She responded, "He in love with you. He is angry with Iqbal. Feels that Iqbal betrayed him."
I took a look at my prey and smiled.
I approached Babloo. He was a shy, quiet guy - from an orthodox family in Bulandshahar. Dark, average height and reportedly a good Muslim.  
I decided to be blunt, "Hey Babloo. Why did you not tell me you were interested in me?"
Babloo, blushing and clearing this throat, "Err … mmm … who told you? Where did you hear that?"
Five minutes into this conversation, I told Babloo that Iqbal was not my type and that I was interested in him . I started hanging out with Babloo and ignoring Iqbal after that. 
That was the new me - direct, brash and fearless in my approach. Gaand maraa gayi duniyadaari !
Two weeks later, Sonia's family had gone out of town. We had the apartment to ourselves and invited Babloo over. Sonia and I slept on the floor in the living room, while offering him the sofa. At night, I pulled him down next to me while Sonia slept. We smooched and fiddled with each other. It was his first time being physically intimate with a woman and it drew him closer to me. 
Was it my need to be physically intimate or my need to shock and awe?
Soon Babloo went beyond boring – he started talking about marriage and being a good Muslim wife. I was fed up with his expectations. No way in hell would I spend my life with an orthodox Muslim from Bulandshahar. I ended the relationship leaving him angry, bewildered and heart-broken. 
When Majeed called me out of the blue, I was pleasantly surprised. We hadn’t been in touch since I had started college. We met at the Rose Garden – our old meeting spot. I agreed to his idea of spending time together at the Hotel Imperial. After all he was good looking, articulate and rich, and I found his company interesting. 
I met him at the hotel a few days later and we went up to a room he had rented. We exchanged suggestive smiles and without much deliberation, I found myself on the bed with him on top of me, kissing and groping. As he started unfastening my clothes, I panicked. I could not go any further. I crawled out from under him, grabbed my stuff and left. I exited the grapple as quietly as I had entered it. That was the end of my relationship with Majeed.
What made me stop?
The drive from Chanakyapuri to Jamia being so long, I sometimes hitched rides to college. Though Delhi’s crime rate was lower those days, hitch hiking was still not recommended for a lone girl. Sometimes, I went out for lunch or coffee with the random men who offered me rides. 
I was fast losing any sense of self, direction or purpose. I simply sought whatever felt good – a bunch of moving targets that quickly led me astray in multiple directions. I had no concept of setting boundaries for my own behavior – I played the no-limit tables with abandon. I loved shocking people. I enjoyed trampling boundaries. I thrived on pulling people with me into previously unexplored spaces. 
Munna and his family left for Srinagar for the summer holidays leaving the apartment to me. I asked Sonia to stay with me and we decided to take up summer jobs. The neighbor’s sister worked at a travel agency in Bhikaji Cama Place and needed someone to fill in while she was on vacation. We volunteered. 
The retired Colonel Kapur and his son, Sanjay, ran the travel agency. On my birthday, Colonel Kapur brought me flowers. Holding my hands over lunch in his cabin he told me, “I had dreamed in 1976 that an angel would take birth that year and that angel would come to my rescue one day.” While it was uncomfortable to be sexually objectified by older men, there was a thrill to it - a power high. I had something with which I could control these older men. Make them give me attention and affection.
Sanjay meanwhile started showing interest in me and asked me out a few days later. We started hanging out after work. We kissed and fondled but he did not appeal to me. Colonel Kapur noticed the vibe between us and told Sonia, "You must tell Sanjay that Pearl has AIDS and he should stay away from her." Of course, Sonia being loyal to me never did that.
As if to chase away the feelings of revulsion that both father and son incited in me, one evening over dinner, I told Sanjay, "Your father is making passes at me. He holds my hands and grabs me whenever he can. He brought me flowers on my birthday."
Next morning, I walked into a storm in the office. The Colonel, his wife and the son stood arguing. Father and son were hurling the choicest abuses at each other. I walked out of the office without looking back finding the situation hilarious in a tragic way. Pulling off the veil of relationships was a sadistically fun activity.
Soon after, my classmate Salim proposed to me. I ridiculed his advances, “Your uncle Majeed has been interested in me and now it is you. Hahaha!!!” Salim stayed away from me after that day. 
What was it with me deriving wicked pleasure from these incestuous triads? Father-son, uncle-nephew, cousins, brothers, best friends ... nothing was sacred. Those fences had melted away in my childhood. Replaced by the pride and power to attract and rule over men of all ages, and the need to assimilate them all into one. The innocence and playfulness of the young married to the experience and maturity of the older ones. Like I was hell bent upon proving the depravity in all humans. Breaking the facades of moral superiority leveled me with everyone one else offering me an unparalleled pleasure and satisfaction in the process. It was almost like telling myself, “Í am not the only one with a bad side. Everyone has one. Then why reject me?
All men are the same, like my Granny said.. Being special,  I am able to bring it out in them. With each episode, I felt successful and gratified while reinforcing my perception of men and the male-female relationship. All this while simultaneously pursuing my fantasy of the perfect love and the perfect man!

Parallely there was the transforming magic of losing myself in the fantasy called romance. I had seen, heard and read about it in movies, songs and books. I had taken the promise of love, peace and security at its literal ideal. I was in a rush to find that love. Each relationship served as a fantasy, pausing the inner turmoil, temporarily obliterating the pain. But these men were real. They could not sustain the fantasy. Invariably, they fell short. I started using one relationship to protect me from another and I was to repeat that pattern in a multitude of variations. 
I knew men desired the company of young girls like me. I did not know yet that I was more desirable than most girls around me, owing perhaps to my attributes. I was fair, pretty and in good shape. I was attractive, wild and willing to explore. I had learnt that men wanted sex or any activity that could be considered sexual. It was currency that bought me attention, adulation, affection, power and control. My life of serial promiscuity had begun. 
I visited Srinagar for a short break when Munna had to surrender the flat as he was transferred back to Kashmir. I secured a spot at the Jamia hostel with the help of Shafi's cousin, Sanobar who was also staying there and pursuing her Masters in Social Work (MSW).
The flight back to Delhi was relatively empty. Three elderly gentlemen sat in the row behind me gambling. For some time, I listened to the voices of excitement as someone won or lost a big hand. When I could no longer hold back, I asked if I could join in. They looked at me in shock, then disbelief. Dismissing me as a silly teenager, they politely refused. I took pleasure in their shock.
Sanobar was a stereotypical Kashmiri girl from a well off background. Distant, refined, well groomed, well behaved and conservatively yet smartly dressed. She hung out with a gang of Kashmiris - boys and girls from rich families. Children of Kashmir's political and business elite that maintained a graceful public image befitting their heritage!
I had heard tales of these Kashmiri girls dressing up in revealing clothes, drinking and dancing in pubs and their bolder indulgences. All done in secrecy and discussed in hushed whispers. That hypocrisy did not sit well with me. Doing things behind a facade raised the conduct bar for those who preferred being open – like me. The criticism I received from my friends, and the slander I attracted from college-mates and acquaintances made me acutely aware of the moral diabolism in our society. I was bad because I did things openly. These girls were good because they maintained a compliant image. It made me angry. Honesty was a curse more than a virtue.
Shafi often told me, “Whatever you want to do, do it in privacy. Learn from these girls. They are mature. They understand how to keep life simple for themselves."
I envied these girls for their wealth, finesse and social management skills.  ‘They can do a lot of things in privacy because of their wealth - and the network of the wealthy.’ I told myself.
Mom repeated, "Yeh Che Chaer. (She is a buffoon). Bachpan solusni (She is still childish).”
Stupid, childish and immature – the labels were neither new nor enviable. 
I was introduced to the warden of the hostel, a religious Kashmiri Muslim spinster. My roommate was a Bihari girl, Kusum, whose two eyes read grim and depressed respectively. The hostel emanated an oppressive vibe. Most girls belonged to small towns and were conservative. There was a 9pm curfew.
Around that time, Sonia enrolled for a computer class at the newly opened NIIT, and I learnt about the multiple prospects of such a course. Computer skills were the new commodity in demand. I proposed enrolling for the course to Mom. She trashed the idea rebuking me, "Focus on one thing. You are always looking for distractions." That was the end of the discussion.
My intellectual appetite was building up. The English Literature course was not adding any value. It was just my passport to being in Delhi. I wanted more. I tried looking for part-time jobs but they were hard to come by. I even went door-to-door seeking jobs in showrooms in South-extension but did not find any opportunities.
The fire was fuelled day after day being whiled away hanging out with the gang in college or flirting with someone. 
One of the guys Gautam owned a Maruti car. On days when hanging at the campus got too boring, we would all pool in money - 5, 10, 50 Rupees - whatever we could muster, for gas. The entire gang would pile up in his car - 2 of us on the passenger seat, 4-5 in the back and another 3 seated in the open trunk. We would drive to Vasant Vihar or Chanakyapuri to watch movies. A whole college term went by watching the clouds and the bugs.
When I returned late from Srinagar for the second term, I was met with excitement over a bright friendly young professor from JNU. Some of the students had started going over to his apartment in the evenings for extra classes. 
Predisposed towards any possibility of excitement, I accompanied Shazia, Nizami and Qazoo the next time. Some seniors including Saba and Faisal were also going. The boys had motorcycles. The girls rode pillion. On the way Qazoo stopped to pick a bottle of Old Monk Rum.
Prof. Pratap Pandey, aka PP lived in a 2-bedroom ground floor apartment in Vasant Kunj, an upcoming concrete jungle in the far South corner of Delhi. With less than 10% of the apartments occupied, the area bore a deserted look. PP shared the apartment with his friend Max, a Malyali guy who worked as a journalist with an environmental magazine, ‘Down to Earth’.
The apartment had no furniture. There were rugs strewn around the living room. PP's room had 3 mattresses. Books were piled high on the floor. A guitar stood in one corner. There was a music system surrounded by a collection of CDs. There was some basic cookware and crockery in the kitchen. 
The class was for the seniors. They lounged on the mattresses in PP’s room while we chatted patiently in the living room. The class was over in less than an hour and party time was announced. Qazoo produced the bottle of Old Monk. PP brought some cups from the kitchen – the standard kullads – small brown clay cups without handles picked from Dilli Haat. I accepted an empty cup and held it out mimicking the others. 
As he went about pouring the rum into cups, PP stopped before me and asked, “Are you sure?"
“Of course!” I replied, without batting an eyelid.
I took a neat peg and downed it in one gulp. The pungent liquor set my throat and gut on fire. I loved its bitterness. It felt familiar. 
I held out my cup for more. I don't remember how many pegs I drank while PP sat strumming his guitar. Soon, I was telling Saba, who I barely knew, "Please take care of me. I am very tipsy." I was vaguely aware of my vulnerability in that male dominated group. I threw up all over and around myself before passing out.
This was just another start. The partying at PP's place became a routine. At least once a week, we would go to his house after college, get wasted and spend the night there. We bought groceries from the local market, cooked in his kitchen, ate, drank, jammed and went out for long walks in the quiet neighborhood. Shazia was dating Nizami and Saba was dating an Irani guy Syed. Despite the partying and the excitement, I still did not feel wanted. I continued to feel like an outsider. I could just sense the lack of respect, regard and importance in their eyes. It made me cringe. I didn’t know how to bridge the gap. It just made me lonely and sad.
Alcohol had been introduced to my bloodstream and to my spirit. I started drinking regularly. The new fuel accelerated my descent down the spiral of alcoholism and love and sex addiction. Whatever semblance of self-restraint I had possessed was dissolved in ethanol.  
One evening, while PP was taking a class at his place, I stood up and proposed to him, "PP you are really cute. I may be falling in love with you. Will you be my boyfriend?" I reveled in my boldness. I delighted in the shocked looks around me, most of all PP who had turned into a beetroot by now. PP was the cool, handsome, much sought after Professor. He had to be my prey. 
Alcohol made me bold. It empowered me to say whatever was on my mind, without inhibition. It enabled me to party with gay abandon – to carry out all kinds of antics without caring for consequences or approval. Alcohol distorted my values and any concern I had with morality. It gave me freedom from social and religious guilt. 
Saba and her mom had moved from Mumbai to Delhi after the latter’s divorce. They lived in a two-room apartment in New Friends Colony. Saba's mom worked at a jewelry store at Hotel Surya. Saba was the quintessential caretaker to all her friends. Friends routinely hung around at Saba's house. Communal meals were cooked for everyone. It was a party place and I would drop in sometimes. Saba's mom was chilled out and accommodated all of us. That’s where I met Faheem for the first time. Faheem was Faisal's friend. A fair guy of average height and build, he lived with his orthodox Muslim family in East Delhi. He brought up the idea of a trek organized by the Youth Hostel. Our exams were over. Shazia and Faisal decided to accompany him. It was a ten-day trek from Manali to Manikaran and back. 
I wanted to go too – a trek sounded exciting – but I had no money and asking mom was futile. She would never allow me to go. I had to think of a way. The image of the Kashmiri girl who stayed in an adjacent room came to mind. She was Josia’s cousin and I’d been acquainted with her. Something shiny in that image caught my mind’s eye – a streak around her neck would be my silver lining. 
One deserted afternoon, I sneaked into her room and stole her gold chain. Time and again, I had witnessed mom sell her jewelry to meet one urgent need or another, so the process was not unfamiliar. I walked into a jewelry shop at Lajpat Nagar market with confidence and a well-rehearsed speech. I was soon on my way to Kullu with Shazia, Faheem and Faisal. From the very first day, I was an excited trekker leading the pack of 50 people. The only thing that kept pace was the instructor’s annoyance with me for speeding. 
Men and women were segregated into different tents. The cooks prepared sumptuous meals. Liquor was not allowed, but I had sneaked some with me. When Shazia saw it, she snatched the bottle from me and threw it over the hill, with scant regard for the environment. One evening, I retreated early to my tent upset with the instructor’s frequent admonishment about breaking rules. The instructor kept insisting that I join everyone for the bonfire. I retorted by hurling abuses at him. I was on the verge of being sent back but Faheem and Shazia intervened.
We walked through fields of hashish, ran into multiple rainbows and traversed beautiful meadows. At night, the bonfire was kept alive to keep the bears away. One day, it rained incessantly. By the time we got to the campsite, our clothes and bags were drenched in the torrential downpour. We were shivering from the cold. There were no dry clothes to change into. It took a long time to start the bonfire, as the wood was also wet. Ah – how I missed my alcohol – like somehow magically it would have lasted all these days – if only Shazia had not tossed it.
We reached Manikaran un-bathed and wearing the same clothes for a week. Delighted to find the hot springs, I ripped off my clothes at the first opportunity. They were beyond salvage, so I just got rid of them. Refreshed after a luxurious bath in the holy waters of the hot spring, we walked back towards the camp. 
On the way, we stopped at a small café where a foreigner was smoking pot. Shazia asked him for a drag. Yeah right – throw my booze away but drugs are OK! I was skeptical and stayed away – no drugs for me! 
At the end of the trek, we decided to spend a day goofing around in Manali. I smoked my first cigarette - a Rothmans. Manali, Himachal, the Himalayas, the firangs, the bohemian clothes, the cafes, and the vibe - I had found heaven and I did not wish to leave. 
When we returned to Delhi, I did not have a place to stay anymore. I was not comfortable going back to the hostel. I didn’t know what was happening there, what consequences were waiting for me. Faisal had gone to his family home in Meerut. Faheem stayed with his orthodox family. PP was not in town. With no open door in sight, I slept on a bench at the railway station. The next day, I called Faisal for help. He asked me to come down to Meerut. Cramped between men and women on wooden benches in the local train, I reached Meerut. 
At night, I warmed up to Faisal. In the privacy of his room, we hugged, kissed and indulged in oral sex.
Each man, hug, kiss and act of intimacy provided momentary comfort and safety - feelings I had been chasing all life. In each embrace I sought to validate my own existence. In each hug I sought a break from my past. Each man made me feel special and wanted. Each relationship renewed hope of a fantasy future. But none lived true to its promise. I could see through the fragility of the one at hand but only up to the opacity of the next in line. Hence the experiment after experiment, hope after hope, not giving up or in. 
These men were fragile and insecure. They were not capable of providing the unconditional acceptance that my wounded soul needed. My gut was quick to catch on to that vulnerability and hence none of them lasted. It had become a standing joke with my own self, ‘I will know a relationship is serious if it lasts three months.’ None of my hook-ups made it past two. 
A day later we were back in Delhi. Pratap Pandey was back from his holiday in Kolkata. We went over to stay at his house. He loaned me some money to buy a ticket for Srinagar. 
Mom was relieved to see me. I had not sought her permission for the trek. Nor had I called her in two weeks fearing reprimand. She had fallen sick with worry, suffered from persistent diarrhea and complained of a heart problem. I felt guilty, but then what choice did I have? She would have never given permission.
That summer holiday, Max, PP’s roommate, came to Srinagar. He had sought my help to do a story on deforestation in Kashmir for his magazine. Always helpful and willing to oblige my friends, I asked Shafi, who arranged everything. A journalist’s presence put everyone on their best behavior for the few days Max stayed with us. 
We drove down to a forest near militant infested Ganderbal, an hour's drive from home. Shafi had spoken to a few relevant locals who led us on foot into the interiors of the forest. We dropped Max there. Shafi was against the idea of us accompanying him. Max did a story on deforestation and lumbering, how rivers are used to carry the lumber downstream. Years later, he told me that was the best story of his life. 
Mom accompanied me back to Delhi and we lodged at the Kashmir House. I was greeted with a big hangama at the Jamia Girls Hostel. When the news of the missing gold chain broke out, my roommate, Kusum cast suspicion on me. She knew that despite having no money, I had managed to go on the trek. The warden called Mom and me. Allegations were made and denied. Finally, I was asked to swear on the Quran. Now, swearing on the Quran is a serious matter for Muslims. Gripped by fear, I took the oath and told the “truth” while fervently praying to God for forgiveness under my breath. I didn't have a choice in front of the warden, the girls and my mom. 
Mom asked me later, "I hope you did not lie. You know the weight of a false oath taken under The Quran? People have died or met with great calamity."
"Of course Mom. I am aware of that." I said, my heart bouncing back into my throat. I wasn't sure of the consequences in store for me. 
Did the series of misfortunes or turn of  events in my life result from that false oath? That question floated in and out for years to come.
Any residual willingness to stay at the Jamia Hostel vanished after that incident. The warden wasn’t welcoming either.
Sonia was staying at the Women's Hostel in Saket and suggested that option, albeit skeptically. The hostel had strict rules and timings and she was aware of my wild ways. I managed to convince her that I would adhere to the rules.
Being roommates with Sonia was fun to begin with. We sang and danced till late at night. We played pranks. We were repeatedly rebuked by the warden. It did not take long for me to start flouting the hostel rules. Going out for dates, having boys pick me up outside the hostel, returning late, staying out for nights in a row – playing by the book was not my game.
I aspired to do something big and beyond college. When Shazia told me about an opportunity to work with the famous RJ Roshan Abbas for a weeklong event promotion, I was excited. Perhaps this was my entry into the world of media and glamour. I took the offer and was given free gear including jeans, t-shirts and shoes. I started fantasizing about roles in TV shows, opening the door to movies. 
The weeklong event was over in a week. And then nothing. No openings, no opportunities. Ended even before it started. My fantasy limped to its own grave. I proposed to Mom about a TV News Reader's course that I had found out about and received the expected response. 
The annual trade fair at Pragati Maidan was round the corner. I got to know of an opportunity to work as a hostess at the exhibiting stalls and took it up. Dressed in a sari, I would stand at the stall promoting their plastic molding and corrugation technology. I took pride in my quick grasp of the concepts of this business and my ability to explain it to customers. 
It was the first considerable sum of money I made in my life. I bought myself a pair of Ray-Bans with that money. Everyone in college wanted to try them on. 
Life looked different through the Ray-Bans.
At the Trade Fair, I made friends with Nilofar, a hostess at an adjacent stall, and daughter of a senior IPS officer. She invited me over to her place in Asian Games Village. She and her elder sister Fauzia were party animals with a network of rich, elite friends. Late at night, dressed in skimpy, fashionable clothes, we would wait patiently for their father to sleep or leave the house. Their cooperative mother would then sneak us out of the house. Perhaps she was living her teenage fantasies through her daughters. We hopped through all the hot parties in town. 
Though friendly, the sisters had a condescending attitude towards me. I was the poor, plain Jane with no upmarket friends, fashionable clothes or style. Playing catch-up, I soon started dating some of the rich cool guys I met through them.

Having begun to seek escape for its own sake, I was fast loosing myself in a maze of escapist activities and getting crushed under the resultant load of moral, social and religious guilt. I was an immature, sick girl, hooked on sex, booze, relationships and glamour to build my diminished ego. 
Out for a date one night, I got too late to get back to the hostel. The sisters were out of town. I asked Saba if I could spend the night with her. That one night turned into several. Saba's house was a bohemian paradise with friends arriving and leaving all the time. I cherished the communal lifestyle full of fun and laughter. These guys were not rich or elite. They belonged to humble backgrounds like me. We discussed cheap eateries and money saving innovations. At least on those counts I did not feel less than. It was a comfortable environment.
Once again fearing Mom's anger at my disappearance from the Saket hostel, I did not call home for several days. A week later, Mom and Bunty showed up at Saba's house. Distressed by my disappearance, Mom had fallen sick. Shafi had hired a private investigator who had successfully tracked me down. Mom broke down upon seeing me. I wasn't happy to see her. 
Brimming with anger and rebellion, I had no desire to talk to Mom. She was an interruption to my newfound happiness in parties, glamour and relationships. Her presence meant that I was required to spend time with her while she renewed her bid to exercise control over me. A spanner in the works! That’s what she was. ‘When is the bitch going to leave?’ The mutual hate and anger formed the crux of our conversations. 
Her verbal assaults invariably included, "You are a slut."
"You are a slut, your mother is a slut." I responded. 
“You are sabotaging your life, your career. Think about your future.”
"Leave me alone. I don't want to have anything to do with you. What have you done for me? You have fucked my life and career. You are a selfish bitch who doesn't want me to be happy. You have destroyed me. Now let me enjoy whatever little happiness I have." The hatred was out in the open.
That became our standard exchange. She trying to control me, me reacting vehemently. 
I refused to spend time with Mom and Bunty. I loved Bunty but the anger against Mom percolated to him. So Saba, the caretaker started spending time with Bunty in my absence. Saba’s softer approach must have appealed to Mom. Hopeful of an indirect opening into me, Mom agreed to me staying at Saba's house. She fixed a monthly sum to pay to Saba's Mom towards rent and food. Partying got easier as Saba's mom worked late hours. There was no one to keep a vigil. 
Despite my crazy and humiliating ways, my fickle-mindedness and the abuses, she offered support. May be too little too late, but she offered support. It came in trickles, and it wasn’t all embracing, but it came. It came at a price – her price my terms. The recognition of that support led to greater anger and guilt. Anger at the half empty glass, guilt when recognizing the other half, and the powerlessness that I could do nothing for her and for myself! The realization that I was causing her all that pain.
She often said, "Wait till you have your own daughter and she tortures you. You will understand my pain and angst. It will happen. History repeats itself."
I shuddered at the thought. I had witnessed mom struggle, suffer and be disappointed all her life because of Bunty and me. I had heard her share the traumas of motherhood and the price she had to pay for it. 
If motherhood is so traumatic, then I don't ever wish to be a mother. Your happiness held hostage by your child by way of your own maternal instinct is a terrifying thought.
Why can’t Mom live her own life rather than be so entwined with mine, especially now that I’m 18 years old - an adult, eligible to vote and take independent decisions. 
Eighteen was only a number. I was an adult only on paper. I was entrusted with responsibility and expectations, but no authority. In reality, she still wanted to control every choice and decision of mine.
PP and I had started getting intimate. He reveled in my wild ways. I started going to his house more frequently. Vasant Kunj, was still a remote area, cabs being the only option on the way back. Some nights even a cab was hard to come by. Pratap would accompany me to the main road where I would sometimes hitch rides at 2 in the morning. 
One night, I hitched a ride with two guys drinking in the car. PP spoke to them and noted down their license plate number. They offered me a drink, which I gladly accepted. They asked if I was OK with taking a detour via Chanakyapuri. They wanted to grab some kebabs. I was welcome to join them. We shared the kebabs and more booze. Later, they dropped me respectfully at New Friends Colony.
My drinking and smoking were getting worse. I was out partying with a growing network comprising all kinds of people.  After late night parties or dates, I often went over to PP’s place to spend the night. Pratap would happily open the door for me at odd hours and listen to my tales of random debauchery. I would share my drunken sexcapades, sometimes with men I barely knew. How I enjoyed my power as a woman watching guys drool over me. The world was mine. 
It was a miracle that despite my crazy, wild ways no harm came to me. No one tried to rape, molest or kill me. I feel grateful to the Unseen God taking care of me and keeping me out of harm's way. Brings to mind the fable of one step of footsteps through the most treacherous stretches of the path. God was carrying me through.
Pratap often told his students, "You need to learn to live from Pearl." While that pumped my ego, it left me questioning his wisdom. 'Why is he saying that? Is he mad? Is it just to secure brownie points with me? Hmmm … maybe he is mad!" 
He let me watch him take a bath once. We cuddled and slept together. It was intimate, not sexual. PP had his own gang of friends who joined us for parties. Apart from Max, there was Premangshu, Rustum and Soumya, all journalists. Rustum, a cartoonist stayed in the neighborhood. I found him cool enough to seduce him. One night I went over to his apartment and ended up in bed with him. That was enough for me. I didn't wish to go the all the way. I used my periods as an excuse to end the encounter. To have a man in my control was my high. I never shared this encounter with PP. The experience made me feel disloyal and bitchy. It was becoming normal for me to have more than one boyfriend or physical relationships at one time. 

There was a never-ending flow of laughter, parties and fun, but when the parties stopped and the laughter subsided, the silence was – literally – deafening. The dull ache of emptiness exchanged for a night of excitement was profitable trade.

The void peaked at dusk, when the sharp edge of loneliness cut into me. In the twilight the cacophonous chirping of the homing flocks of birds filled the sky as it gradually darkened with the setting Sun. In tandem, my heart would fill with a sad inexplicable darkness. I wanted to run and hide. From sucking my thumb to chewing coal to masturbation to alcohol to sex and relationships - I had used whatever I could to escape that abyss within. Something that could carry me from my barren reality to a magical fantasy … anything would do. 
Meanwhile, Saba’s mother was beginning to feel hassled by my crazy lifestyle. She had taken responsibility for me. There were other stresses. Things had turned sour between Saba and her boyfriend, Syed, leading to a break-up. Faisal was providing Saba with much needed emotional support. Everyone knew they were best friends. 
New Year's 1995 was approaching. Making an impromptu plan to celebrate in Shimla, we packed our stuff into a car. Monis came on his motorcycle. There were 7 of us. In Shimla, we rented a big room with 3 double beds. We drove up the mountains to see the snow. We walked along the Mall Road. We ate, drank and made merry. At the end of it, we did not have enough money left to pay the guesthouse. The owner was a decent guy. He shared his account details and asked us to transfer the money to him from Delhi.
Throughout the trip, I felt a strange vibe from Saba and Faisal. The day we were leaving, Saba approached me, “Pearl, I want to tell you something. Faisal and I are dating." I was taken aback. All this while I assumed they were just best friends. That explained the strangeness of the vibes from them and everybody else – I had been cozying up to Faisal – we had had our tryst with intimacy. The revelation didn't affect me much except for wondering how it would change the equations between us. 
I decided to ride back with Monis on his motorcycle. Being a hot day, we left our woolens, wallets and documents in the car with others. Enroute, we lost track of the car. We barely had enough money for food. A bottle of rum kept us warm as the cold night crept upon us. 
Two days later, Shafi and Mom paid me a surprise visit. They lodged at a guesthouse in New Friends Colony. I went to stay with them, and found them cold and distant. The next morning, at college, I heard that Pratap had fractured his leg in an accident. I had also not met him in a while, so I went over to see him. Pratap was lying on a mattress while I sat next to him, engrossed in conversation. We heard a vehicle honk outside. My gut tightened – this was not just any car. 
“It is my parents.” I told Pratap, but he responded calmly , “Don’t be stupid, what would your parents be doing here? They don’t even know my address.”
A minute later, the doorbell rang. Panic struck my heart.
"Who can it be? I’m sure it is my parents."
"Don't be stupid."
The doorbell rang angrily.
“I am going to hide. I am telling you it is them.”
In panicked rush, I looked around for a place to hide and locked myself inside the bathroom. 
There was loud impatient banging on the main door as Pratap limped towards it. 
I heard loud voices - voices of Mom and Shafi. Shafi was asking Pratap, "Where is she?" I heard doors squeaked open and banged shut. With each bang, my heart raced. And then came the loud banging on the bathroom door.
Pratap shouted, “Pearl please come out. Don’t be scared. It is your parents.” Yeah I know Professor Dumbass. 
Unlike the movies, bathroom windows in DDA flats have safety grills, so being on a ground floor didn’t help. Cornered, I walked out to slap after slap from Mom. Shafi tied the fractured Pratap to a chair and started hitting him. Mom joined the action, sparing me in the process. The commotion attracted PP’s few neighbors who gathered outside.
They beat up Pratap mercilessly while hurling abuses at him. Pratap, my guardian angel was getting thrashed before my eyes. I tried to fight my parents but they were too strong for me to tackle. 
They tied my hands with rope and squeezed me between them in an auto-rickshaw. I kept crying and howling threats to run away. They retorted with threats to take me back to Srinagar. I came to learn that Saba’s mom had called to inform them about my ‘affair’ with Pratap. I hated her. I told them Pratap was injured and I was just visiting him. There was nothing between us. I demanded they apologize to him. Later that evening there was a council meeting with Saba, her mother, Faisal, my parents and I. Saba’s mom kept spewing venom. I hated them all. The world was ganged up against me!  
The following day, at my insistence Shafi and Mom agreed to apologize to Pratap. When we reached his house, we found Saba and Faisal in attendance. I told Mom, "See! I told you, all the students hang out here. It was a coincidence that yesterday I was alone in the house with Pratap.” They apologized to him. I was taken back to Srinagar. I did not meet Pratap for many years after that. I heard he quit his job at Jamia and moved somewhere else. 
Kashmir was the same old cocoon of frustration. Militancy, repressed life, fights at home. Nowhere to go, nothing to do, no friends. Oh, how I hated the place! 
The militancy had dented both the factory’s sales and Shafi’s income. The export business had crashed even before taking off. Our other relatives were doing well though. Desperate to make money, Shafi and Mom ventured into the illegal trade of protected antiques in partnership with a local villager. 
The hall in our annexe was filling fast with contraband antiques - old statues, artifacts, coins and carpets. Excited conversations about locating buyers raised hope. Expectation filled the air. In Kashmir, a lot was about making money. Government officials and politicians were corrupt. Engineers were corrupt. People paid bribes to get into medical college. Kashmiri businessmen are famous for fraud and cheating. Some of the bigger businesses are known to smuggle goods like antiques and charas under the garb of exports. As long as you made money and were not caught, it was all-good. 
One morning, there was loud banging on our door. A team of policemen entered the house with a search warrant. A snitch seemed to have informed the cops who headed straight for the annexe. They knew exactly what to look for and where. The antiques were confiscated and Shafi arrested.
Mom bailed Shafi out. That was another failed attempt at financial gain. Another disappointment followed by bitterness. Bunty and I being privy to these desperate attempts to make money caused further humiliation. Scenes of financial struggle from my childhood made me crave for money. 
I returned to Delhi a few months before my exams. This time, Shafi arranged for me to stay with his eldest sister, Munni Aunty in Munirka Village. She had rented a two room flat and stayed there with her two youngest daughters who were studying in Delhi. 
Munni Aunty and her husband had invested in good education for their four daughters and therefore harbored high hopes for all of them. The two eldest daughters had disappointed by marrying into families below their social class and education. Now their hopes were pinned on the two younger ones. The third daughter, Roma was the one who had been with me when a servant had sexually abused us in our childhood. We never spoke about it.
There was much more freedom, respect and tolerance for females in that household than in any of my well-heeled maternal relatives. I gradually settled down with them. Both Roma and her younger sister rode their father's scooter, inspiring me to get my own. The next time I received money from home, I went straight to a Bajaj showroom and rode out on a Sunny Zip though I had no prior riding experience. The scooty gave me mobility. I could go wherever whenever I pleased. It would be my best friend for years to come.
Wheels meant freedom, even as I pursued wings. I would ride my black Sunny Zip into the Jamia campus wearing a mini-skirt, cigarette in hand blowing smoke into the conservative air - the ultimate picture of scandal in that orthodox microcosm. I was popular. 
I never bothered to collect the registration papers of my Sunny Zip. I never bothered to buy a helmet. My driving license had been confiscated due to a traffic offense. With no registration papers, no driving license, no helmet and often  drunk, I jumped red lights, cut through lanes and rode on the wrong side through oncoming traffic. When the cops managed to stop me on occasion, I would be aggressive, hurling abuses at them. A few times I ended up at the police station, but always managed to get off the hook. 
At that time, I was dating Murtaza, a Kashmiri studying engineering at Jamia. A good-looking guy, he was trying to get into modeling. He had won the Mr. Delhi competition and had received high profile offers from the fashion industry. A celebrity fashion designer and a known hair stylist offered to promote him if he agreed to sleep with them. 
I loved glamour. I loved pubs. I loved dancing. I loved drinking. Late every night, after ensuring everyone in the house was fast asleep, I sneaked out, dragging my Sunny quietly for a few hundred meters before starting it. I would be back before morning. Sometimes, I went out with Murtaza and his friends, sometimes with other friends. 
I started going out to pubs by myself if no one else was available. On these nights, I ordered my own drinks and danced by myself till it was time for the pub to close. I was able to dissolve my painful reality and feelings in that frenzy of dancing and drinking. 
In 1995 Delhi was still a conservative city. Apart from the discotheques in the five star hotels, only a handful of pubs had a dance floor. Not many girls went to pubs and discos - definitely not from the middle class. Drinking was a major taboo. Delhi girls had just made a transition to jeans. I stood out in my short clothes. 
By now, I was a full-blown smoker, I drank heavily and was a self proclaimed nymphomaniac. I was hooked to excitement, which I sought in glamour, relationships, sex and alcohol. The pattern with men — very brief encounters – had become frighteningly repetitive, emotionally draining and destructive. Much later in life, I realized that I was on a series of emotional rescue missions,. I was trying to rescue these men so that they may in turn rescue me.  Physical intimacy is often the only language that the emotionally damaged speak. In that vocabulary, a hug is assurance, a kiss is belonging, a caress is validation, being naked is being vulnerable, lust is feeling wanted, seduction is self-worth and genital contact is connection. The only intimacy I had received was physical, and that is all I knew to offer in return. It all boiled down to feeling safe. Physical intimacy translated to safety. There was an intrinsic need to be wanted and loved. On the face of it, everyone saw me as a fun loving party girl. I was! If anyone cared to scratch the surface though, they would catch a glimpse of the neurotic frightened lost child within, desperately seeking intimacy, love, attention and meaning.  
Life kept throwing chances like tennis balls, which I consistently hit back across the net. Nice guys did come into my life but I kept rejecting them. They all fell short. In the end, I became the squash ball – flinging myself at the wall only to rebound back ready to be hit again. Spinning back and forth between the walls and racquet, my vision too blurred to see the red lines, no matter in or out of bounds, I always bounced back. I needed a hit continuously to stay warm. Any break would leave me too cold to function.
Through Amaar, I became friends with Farroukh who studied in a different department. He lived with his widowed mother in Zakir Nagar and drove a white Gypsy. He had some rich friends and was himself financially ambitious. He had the right ingredients to realize his ambition – he was selfish, mean, and egoistic.
He went to the coolest parties in town and took me along at times. He poked fun at my aspirations. “You are a wannabe. You think you are like Zeenat Aman, but you dress and look like Meenakshi Sheeshadri, plain and simple  – no sensual appeal.” 
At parties, he pointed out the hot scantily clad girls to me. I paled by comparison. My already low self-esteem took a further beating. I wanted to look like these girls. But how ? Their expensive clothes and make-up echoed their family wealth. I did not have the money. My body was nowhere close to their well toned figures.
While he took me for parties, Farroukh never missed a chance to be condescending. He used me as currency to network and exchange favors with guys who showed interest in me. Desperately wanting to be a part of the cool crowd, I unwillingly accepted the abuse. 
One evening after a party, I did not have a place to go to for the night and ended up sleeping in his gypsy. On another occasion Farroukh hooked me up with a friend of his - a property dealer in Sarita Vihar. The property dealer and I drank in his locked office and made out. I still don't know the advantage Farroukh derived from hooking me up with that guy - but am sure he did. 
Even as I was on the sexual merry-go-round, my religious and moral conditioning proportionately afflicted me. Like a dog tied to a rope, each time I went a certain distance only to discover my limits. I could not have sex for money or advantage. I could not indulge in deliberate intercourse. I had traversed the boundaries of physical intimacy with Ibrahim and Shafi. Fondling or more oral sex did not make me dirtier. But the insides of my body were still sacrosanct. Of course, I have no idea what happened when I was drunk out of my senses. 
Farroukh introduced me to a Jamia student from an extremely rich business family. Impressed by his money, I set out to make him fall in love with me. I kept failing in my seductive attempts, one after another. He didn't smoke or drink, and it was hard to find a chink in his armor. 
I went out for a drive with him once. He stayed detached and uninterested. After a while, he announced he was dropping me home. Feeling completely rejected yet determined, I decided to titillate him and started taking my clothes off. I sat there in his car, almost naked, threatening to go further, challenging him to continue staying unmoved. To my utter dismay, he said in a serious voice, "Wear your clothes Pearl, else I will drop you off here naked." I saw he meant business. I wore my clothes and got off his car feeling humiliated. 
In two months, I got fed up of living with my Aunt. I had created enough mischief and couldn't hide all of it. Munni Aunty constantly complained about me to Shafi. Before they could throw me out, I found a place in New Friends Colony, a small studio apartment for a monthly rent of 2500 rupees. I informed Munni Aunty that I was shifting there. Mom was distraught with my decision. But I had made my decision
Voila! Freedom! Living on my own with no accountability. I became unstoppable.
The house belonged to Mr. Navtej Kwatra, son of the famous writer, Amrita Pritam. He himself stayed in a different part of town and maintained an office in this house. The house was divided into two parts - the front and the back. In the front section, Navtej had his office cum studio on the ground floor. The first floor had two rooms. The first room had three occupants - an Assamese brother and sister (Shashank and Sangeeta) and their female friend, Ira. The other room was occupied by two Manipuri sisters and brother - Manchan, Vung and Shashank. 
There was a separate entry to the back of the house. The ground floor room was occupied by Hani, a guy from Yemen. The basement room was occupied by two girls from Roorkee, Deepika and Prachi. The big room on the first floor had three girls - Julie, Chinar and Gunjan. 
I took the only remaining room - the small room on the first floor of the back section with an attached bathroom and a kitchenette. It had a single bed, a table and a chair. The window from that room looked into the window of the Manipuri family. There were iron bars in between. With practice and caution, we could walk over the iron bars to go to each other's rooms. I loved my small room. Apart from Hani, I was the only one with a room to myself. 
Gunjan worked at the Taj and was dating a medical student from Saudi Arabia. She was learning to recite the Quran and offer namaz. Chinar was a fashion designer dating a Sardar. Julie, also a fashion designer, was single. Julie and I started hanging out together and became close friends. 
We were a small community and often hung out together. On the weekends, we drove down in Hani's car to the pubs in town. We would stop at Malviya Nagar for a quick meal before heading out to 32nd milestone, a newly opened discotheque on the outskirts of Gurgaon. We would go tripling on my scooter all the way to Chanakyapuri to watch movies. We played pranks at home. Once, we threw condoms in Mr Kwatra's office. Another time, Hani spit in his bottle of water. 
I started having boys over at my room. Among others, I was dating Nasir, an engineering student at Jamia. Nasir was madly in love with me. We would make out in my room. 
Once we were riding to Defence Colony for lunch at Moets when Nasir stopped his scooter outside a jewelry store - Mehrasons - on the way. He asked me to wait while he went in. Five minutes later, he came out flashing a gold ring that he had ordered. Going down on his knees, he asked me if I would be engaged to him. I laughed at his naivety. I couldn't believe he wanted to marry me. He was sweet, innocent and gentle. But he lacked manliness, he was a mama's boy - he lacked experience, and importantly, money. I said, “No”.
A few days later, I was sitting in my room reading a book when there was a knock. I opened the door to a tall handsome guy.
"Yes?" I asked
"Hi. I am Sameer, Nasir's elder brother. Can I come in? I want to have a quick word with you."
Confused, I let him in.
He made himself comfortable in the only chair as I waited patiently for him to reveal the reason for his visit.
He did not lose much time.
"My parents are worried about Nasir. His grades have been slipping recently. I have come here to request you to stay away from him."
A wicked smile crossed my face as I understood. I sized him up.
"What are you doing tonight? Would you like to go dancing?"
My answer threw him off balance.
"What are you talking about?"
"Just asking if you would like to go out with me tonight?'
'Ha … hmmm … I don't know."
"Let me make it simple for you. Are you doing anything this evening?"
"No"
"Then it is a date."
He picked me up at 7 in the evening. We drove down to my favorite pub in Vasant Vihar and danced till 2 in the morning. He was a good dancer. The DJ who knew me played my favorite number, 'Laila Mai Laila Aisey HooN Laila."
We started hanging out more often. I already had all the reasons to drop Nasir – this was the final nail. When Nasir came to meet me next, I told him, "I am sorry this is not working. I am not interested in taking this relationship forward."
His tearful pleas fell on deaf ears. 
I dated Sameer for another two weeks before I lost interest in him as well. 
I came to know later that Nasir had lost a year in his engineering due to severe depression.
I kept losing friends as fast as I made them. In my first year and part of second year, I had been friends with Sonia, Amaar and the gang. In my second and third year, I hung out with Saba and her gang. Then Nilofar and Fauzia. Then Hani and the others from the house. Each time, my sex, love and alcohol addiction created gaps. I never fit in. I never belonged. I was way too feral and unpredictable for any of them to accept me as their own. And they were way too domesticated for me to feel like an insider.
Faheem continued to stay in touch with me after the trek. Saba and others often joked that he was interested in me. It didn't appear so to me. Faheem was one of the calmest and most detached guys I had ever met. Ours was a truly platonic relationship. I imagined he liked my wildness. He was someone I could talk to from time to time. Sometimes, I took his help when I ran into minor troubles. Plus, he was not religious at all, unlike the rest. 
Once feeling drunk and rejected, I rode to Faheem's house in Mayur Vihar. I needed someone sturdy to share with. He lived in a third floor apartment with his parents and two brothers. I had been to his house on two previous occasions. It was past midnight. I did not know his exact apartment. I parked my scooty under the block of apartments and started screaming his name at the top of my voice, "Faheem! Faheem!!" 
A few minutes later Faheem's head popped out of a window, entreating me to stop shouting. He came down and we rode on my Scooty to my place. I shared my sob story with a patient Faheem. Many times over the next few years would I lean on Faheem. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
I was living in an interesting neighborhood with a lot of action. Through Sangeeta and Ira, I met Tarun who had just completed his engineering in the US. He was a good-looking, restless guy, who could not sit still for long. Tarun's favorite pastime was to drive around in one of his cars. He lived with his old parents in a house nearby. It was a matter of time before he proposed to me. I didn't take Tarun seriously nor did I trust him much. I laughed off his proposal. He was a decent guy, but then I had had my fill of decent guys. 
One evening he came over to my room.
"Come with me."
"Where?"
"Just a short drive."
I quickly changed my clothes and followed him. It was late evening.
He drove around the corner and stopped outside his house. I asked him, "Why are we stopping here?"
"Come with me. I want to introduce you to my parents."
Surprised, I asked, “Why?"
"Just listen to me please."
I followed him into the house.
Hi parents were old, 70s I guessed.
"Papa, Mama, this is Pearl."
Feeling awkward, I said, "Namaste."
I figured they felt equally awkward - their faces looked like question marks.
"Papa, I want to marry this girl."
I was shocked. I had not expected this.
His father replied with an almost indecipherable "OK."
Tarun seemed to be a bully in his house. 
We left as quickly as we had entered. 
“What was that?” I asked
"I wanted to show you how serious I am about you."
I felt triumphant but did not show it. Once again I had demonstrated my prowess over men. I could have any man I wanted. I could get them to fall head over heels in love with me. 
Tarun however did not interest me beyond friendship. He was too simple and straight for me. He had the money but he was too fickle. I turned down his offer. Another heart-broken man!
Tarun had introduced me to another guy who belonged to a rich family and also lived in the neighborhood. This guy expressed explicit interest me. He was ugly and way too straight. The only thing in his favor was his money. It took a week of dating for me to lose interest in him.
Fickle mindedness, fear of men, fear of commitment, need for power, and need for control, perfectionism and freedom – I was abound with multi-dimensional conflicts. 
I met a Kashmiri student who was into drugs and had dreams of making it big. We shared the same flame. I confided in him, "I dream of making big money. Maybe becoming like Haji Mastan or working for someone like him."
Haji Mastan was an underworld don I had heard about in my childhood and had ever since fantasized about his world. He was the good don - the Robin Hood. The world of crime, money and vamps attracted me. I felt I belonged there. I wanted to be Robin Hood who laid her own rules of justice and fairness. The rules of the regular world did not apply to me. They suffocated me.
The Kashmiri guy had a couple of small-time underworld connections. He told me about a possible “opening” for which we went to meet a guy in a shady neighborhood. The house was dark. The guy said to me, “You will be required to live with one of our members for a few weeks. You will have to pretend to be his wife so that no one suspects him. We will pay you a lakh Rupees for that."
It was a tempting offer - an entry to Ali Baba’s secret treasure trove.
However on my next visit to the guy's house, I developed cold feet seeing the stash of guns. Fear took over. I could not do it. I regretted my decision for a long time afterwards as it could have marked my entry into the coveted world of gangsters, power and money.
Alcohol and sex had taken over my life. I could not see beyond. I remember going for parties, but don’t remember coming back – total blackouts. I remember once waking up in the morning outside the door to my room. I had no idea how I got there and what transpired during the night.
I was scared of ghosts – I guess I was a believer. At times, when there were no get-togethers or parties, I was unable to sleep in my room. I had visions of ghostly apparitions. It wasn’t always visible. I heard sounds, which I was unable to distinguish from real world noises. The ghosts were not unreal – I was haunted by representatives of morality, religion, righteousness, vice and virtue, heaven and hell. To escape these ghosts, I would randomly ride around the city. Many times, the Sunny Zip ran out of gas in the middle of the night. I remember dragging the scooter to a fuel pump on the empty stretch from New Friends Colony to Ashram petrol pump at 2 am in the night. 
There definitely was a Higher Power at work that kept me constantly safe through my misadventures.
Hani introduced us to his friends studying medicine at AIIMS. Gunjan's boyfriend was also a student there. We attended the PULSE festival including the grand finale, the rock concert. The after-party at the hostel was the beginning of my many trips there – that hostel was added to my list of hangouts. Its USP was a resident party crowd. When there was no one else to go out with, I would go over to the AIIMS hostel and get drunk with the boys there. 
One evening there were four cars parked outside my house. Boys waited in each of them to take me out for a date. I didn't want to go out with any of them. I climbed out of my window and crossed over to Manchan’s flat to hide.
The next day, our neighbor called a meeting with my landlord. They wanted to expel me from the flat on grounds of bringing disrepute to the building and the neighborhood. My landlord, a gentle, well-read and liberal man batted for me though on the back foot. I was given another chance.
I was shaken up by that incident. It was humiliating for me, but I still found it impossible to mend my ways. There was nothing wrong with me – how to mend something that wasn’t broken?
Deepika shared the basement room with Prachi who was having an affair with Hani. Deepika and I became good friends. She was in a relationship with a guy who came often to stay over with her. Deepika and I frequently bought a bottle of whisky and finished it between us. We competed on bottoms-up with Rum quarters. One evening, we finished a bottle of Old Monk and rode down late in the night to Okhla border to procure another bottle from the wine shop selling booze illegally at night. The alcohol was never enough. I always wanted more. 
Once I had gone out partying with a random group of guys. Once again I found myself outside the door of my room in the morning. I had no recollection how I had reached there.
Then came the phase when bars and restaurants started banishing me.
After an altercation with one of the guys, I came to know that he, Farroukh and Amaar were drinking at the Ego restaurant. I barged in and picked a quarrel with them. As the staff intervened, I upped the ante. “You guys don’t know who I am. I’m from Kashmir and will get the restaurant blown up.” My drunken ego was bigger than the Ego restaurant.
Two bouncers politely showed me the way out and I was informed that I was banned from entering the restaurant.
Another time, I picked a fight at the Moti Mahal pub also in NFC market. Once again I was shown the door and told I was no longer welcome there.
On another occasion, I was invited to a party at a pub in Hauz Khas Village. I drank myself into a stupor, broke a few glasses and bottles, hid underneath the table and refused to come out. I was physically pulled out and then pushed out of the premises.
There was a sick pride in the notoriety of being persona-non-grata in havens of sin. I was Bad Ass!
I finished my graduation. I wanted to pursue a course in Mass Communications and Jamia’s was reputed to be the best. It was competitive though. I cleared the written exams but could not make it through the interview round. Shazia waited and got through the next year. I found out about a Mass Communications course offered by Delhi School of Communications. It was a new institute but had fairly good reviews. They had already built a strong reputation for themselves turning out two batches with impressive job offers right off the bat. It was an expensive course but I got Mom to pay the fees.
They did not have their own campus yet and were conducting classes at Father Agnel School in Gautam Nagar. I was late to apply for admission. Being a new course, they were lenient about it and I got through. 
Unlike Jamia, this was a tough course that required regular attendance and long hours of study. It also required working part-time to gain real world professional experience. We were placed as trainees at well-known agencies. We worked from 9.00am to 4.00 pm and had classes from 5.00pm to 8.00pm. 90% attendance was mandatory for exams, which were conducted once a month. I was placed at IMRB. It was hard but it kept me busy and focused bringing some direction back in my life.
However, alcohol and men had seeped too deep into my system to allow single-minded focus on studies. I worked by the day and partied by night.
My relationship with Mom improved slightly during this time. She and Bunty would come over to stay with me. Shafi also came once. Mom, Bunty and I would ride on my Sunny Zip - to watch late night movies or eat out. We would return home at 2 or 3 am. Bunty started hanging out with Manchan's younger brother and picked up smoking from him. He also took his first hit of dope with him.
While Mom, Shafi and Bunty were staying at my room, I would sleep with Julie in her room. At night, we would ensure that my family was fast asleep and then sneak out for a night of partying. 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
My journey and experiences entitled me to break away from established social and moral codes … to be cynical … to look for untruths and imperfections … to seek without exhaustion. I was a seeker. I sought light in the darkest of places. I broke barriers. I did not care about opinions. I trampled upon feelings when they did not serve me. I became bedfellows with darkness. I embraced it, trusted it, and followed it. I gave myself permission to be and do whatever I wanted. I wasn't afraid of anyone or anything. I did my best to live life to the fullest. I let my guard down and did whatever caught my fancy.
I also realize I have been a religious fanatic since childhood. My religion has been freedom. I have pursued it with every tool and weapon at my disposal.
My ride may have only been a pair of wheels, but I had found my wings, and learnt to fly.
I made some harsh bargains in the process. I did not chart the course of a secure career. Neither did I explore life like a traveller. I persisted with exploration and experimentation in my own unique way. Perhaps, I experimented more than most people from my culture. I went to the brink. My sex and relationship addiction was a war zone. I constantly went into battle for the love of it and came out of it scarred and bruised but riding high. It didn't subdue my energies though. Each battle fuelled the desire for the next. 
Perhaps, it was the most authentic and bold phase of my life, where I treaded on fearlessly - without fear of consequence or backlash.
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Julie and I reached the terrace party around 11.00pm. Two drinks down, feeling lighter and chirpier, she scanned the crowd. I followed her eyes to notice her gaze rest on the guy by the side of the bar. He was standing by himself nursing his drink lost in deep thought. I categorized him in “cute" - fair skinned, dimpled cheeks, short, roly-poly with a broad smile. He seemed shy and kept avoiding eye contact. Julie’s inhibitions diluted, she turned on her oomph, steered up to him and introduced herself. For the next two hours I browsed the male artifacts while she continued to chitchat with Mr Rolly Polly.

I was getting restless. I hadn't met anyone interesting. I had work next day.  I walked up to them. “Hey Julie. Can we leave now?”

“Sure – in another 10 minutes. Meet Joy.”

“Hey Joy! I am Pearl”

“Hi!” he said, shaking my hand 

“Joy has offered to drop us home!”

“Wow. Thanks Joy!” I said dispassionately. Home was a 10-minute walk.

After another 15 minutes of conversation and a last drink, we said our thanks to the host and walked out. Joy dropped us home. 

Joy became a frequent visitor at our house. He was a businessman living in Sarita Vihar. Joy, Julie and I started spending evenings together drinking till the wee hours of the morning.

One day Joy brought a friend along. A tall, stout, burly, dark and handsome fellow with big eyes dressed in dark blue jeans and lemon shirt. 

“This is Manish, my best friend. He is studying engineering in Pune. He is here on a short break.” 

Manish turned out to be a recluse. He spent the entire evening sitting in a corner listening to our conversation without any inclination to participate. He kept rolling his joints and smoking them one after the other. His presence was discomforting. Joy told us that his nickname was "Gadda" (pothole). 

Gadda often accompanied Joy to our house after that day. The next time, I watched him and his fingers in awe as he emptied the tobacco from the cigarette, put it on a newspaper and then crushed it. Next he took out a small piece of hash from his pocket, heated it on a lit matchstick and then mixed it with the crushed tobacco. The potent mix was loaded into a rolling paper and a filter cut and rolled out of the cigarette packet completed the process. He came across as a professional, intense and focused on the work at hand. 

He licked the joint before lighting it. Soon, the bittersweet scent of the spiked tobacco wafted through the air. My curiosity piqued my temptation. I asked for a drag and dived straight into my virgin experience of hash. I coughed a cloud of smoke, had another drag, then paused, coughed some more and then took two more hits. Slowly, my ears and face became warm and my body tingly. Everything including my thoughts slowed down. There was an intense, calming effect on my nervous system. A sense of peace, relaxation and lethargy permeated. I didn't want to do anything or go anywhere. Just sit there and continue giggling over trivial things. I loved the way pot played with my head. The visuals that played, the dots that connected, the light haze that surrounded everything!

Though I had an ethereal experience, I was scared of venturing into the world of drugs. I didn't want to be a charsi (pothead). Unsure, I limited my hash use to a few drags every now and then.  

Over the weeks Joy introduced us to two other friends – Krishan and Kanish. Krishan was from a humble background and was studying at Delhi College of Engineering. Kanish and Manish were college mates and erstwhile classmates in Pune. Kanish had just graduated and returned to Delhi. Manish had dropped a year in his engineering. He had been diagnosed with Neurocysticercosis, a specific form of the infectious parasitic disease cysticercosis which occurs when cysts formed by the infection grow within the brain causing neurologic syndromes such as epileptic seizures. It has been called "arguably the most common parasitic disease of the human nervous system". Manish had to undergo surgery for the infection. 

That year - 1996 - on Diwali, Joy, Julie, Manish and Krishan agreed to meet up at my place in the evening. Only Manish landed. We tried calling Joy and Julie but their phones were switched off. Manish and I decided to go to Krishan’s house and pick him up. We drove around the well-illuminated multi-colored city in Manish’s car, sharing drinks and smoking pot while looking for Joy and Julie at probable places. After two hours, Krishan asked to be dropped back to his place. His exams were approaching and he needed to get back to the books.

Manish and I were left alone. We drove aimlessly around the city, sharing stories, aspirations and fears. In a few short hours, we covered leagues of time arriving at a place where everything was implied. It was a perfect night with the right backdrop - beautifully decorated houses with lights, candles and diyas, colorful flashes of light illuminating the night sky, merriment, joy and celebration in the air.

He dropped me back just as dawn was breaking.

“I have no idea how time passed.” I said

“Me too. I am leaving for Pune tomorrow afternoon. My exams are round the corner.” He had to take his third year final exams. 

“I also have my exams in a week’s time …  I am going to miss you.”

We sensed something stir within us that night but were too coy to admit it to each other. The subtle vibes however said it all.

I started obsessing over Manish and found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on my studies. A few days later, to my delight, he called me up at my Yemeni neighbor, Hani's landline number. We restricted the conversation to exchanging niceties. 

"Hi!"

"Hey! What a beautiful surprise to hear from you."

"How have you been?"

"Good. Missed you. And you?"

"Been thinking about you."

We spoke for 10 minutes. The conversation left a persistent grin on my face. My cheeks felt like sponges soaked in ether.

That same week, Mom deposited my monthly allowance of 6000 rupees into my bank account. I promptly withdrew the money. 

In the evening I met some friends at the Siri Fort restaurant complex for dinner. With a pocket full of money and head full of Manish thoughts, a bright idea occurred to me. I immediately left the restaurant and called Kanish to get Manish’s coordinates in Pune. I jotted down what little I could comprehend from Kanish’s inebriated voice. 

Next, I was in a cab to the airport, where I learnt that all flights to Mumbai were full. I was advised to return at 6 in the morning for last minute cancellations. I did not know or think of enquiring about direct flights to Pune.

I took a cab back to my apartment and kept it waiting while I packed an overnight bag. I didn’t put much thought into what I was doing. I was excited at the prospect of meeting Manish - giving him a surprise. Nothing else mattered in that moment. I asked the cabbie to take me to the AIIMS Boys Hostel where, I borrowed 5000 rupees from one of Hani's friends. Loaded with money, I returned to the airport and waited anxiously in the lounge for the clock to strike 5.

In the morning, I was informed that there were no seats available – I was yet to learn about overbooked flights. Taking pity on my desperate state, the lady at the ticket counter directed me to the airport duty officer. I pleaded with him, presenting myself as a medical student in Mumbai having to make it in time for my exams. He bought my story and arranged a seat for me. I had to cough up 5000 rupees for the seat but I was on my way to Manish.

From Mumbai, I boarded a bus for Pune. Once on the bus, reality started sinking in. I was in Maharashtra on my way to Pune, all alone, far away from home with a small amount of money. I did not even have enough to pay for a flight back to Delhi. I did not know anyone in Pune except Manish – a recent acquaintance. My heart pulsating, my nerves delicate, I kept praying. What the hell was I doing here? What was wrong with me? 

I showed the scribbled address to a few people on the bus. None of them recognized it. My heart sank deeper. What now? What if a drunken Kanish had given me an incomplete or wrong address? If I did not find Manish, I was in serious trouble.

I got off the bus in Pune and ignoring the auto rickshaw-wallahs, I approached a local guy and handed him the slip with the address. He showed familiarity with my destination. As he started giving me directions, I heaved a sigh of relief. Thank God! 

Half an hour later, I stood before the closed door of a second floor apartment, my heart figuring whether to explode or implode.

"Relax Pearl." I repeated with each breath. I straightened myself, said a small prayer and rang the bell. This was it – I had put myself through all this in anticipation of this moment – I was ready to see the look on Manish's face. 

Kanish had told me Manish was staying with Raman, a Sardar friend of his.

Raman opened the door. He gave me a surprised questioning look.

"Yes" he asked

"Hi. Are you Raman?"

"Yes!"

"Is Manish here?"

"Yes. But who is this?"

"Please tell him Pearl is here."

He went inside. A few minutes later Manish walked out. Stunned and taken aback, he stood speechless. It took him a few minutes to regain his composure and when he did, he hugged me and bombarded me with a zillion questions about how I had landed there. The moment was bigger than I had anticipated.

We spent a week in Pune. I missed my exams. Manish followed my example by bunking his exams. We explored Pune on a rented bike, chatted all day long, lay on the grassy hills soaking in the Sun, held hands and had romantic conversations. It was the most romantic week of my life … thus far.

He took me to his dope dealer behind the Yerwada Jail. The dealer reputedly sold the best hashish in town. I started smoking dope on a regular basis with Manish. 

Hashish was just what I needed. It worked like medicine. It calmed my nerves. It soothed me unlike the aggressiveness and the blackouts that alcohol produced. It made me loving and spiritual. It enhanced my experiences - of beauty, love, joy and sex. It made me sensitive to my own body and environment. Nothing could make me angry on dope. While alcohol had been my curse, dope became my Savior. It made me the person I wanted to be, at least in some ways - a calm, relaxed person, happy in her own trip.  

In dope I found hope 
I became a Pope
Just before I went slipping down the slope

Dope became my substance of choice and Manish the person I enjoyed it with the most. He was an expert - he knew where to procure best quality maal from, how to best roll and smoke it and so forth.

Good times fly … I had to get back to Delhi. I had classes to attend. We were running out of money. Also the fear that Mom would soon figure out I was not in Delhi. I had made a routine call to inform her I was OK.  She had no idea where I was or that I had missed my exams. Having skipped his exams and with the term over, Manish returned to Delhi with me. He stayed at my place for a few days before heading back home. We quickly became inseparable. 

Sex was hot and passionate. We had sex anywhere and everywhere. Once we returned to the New Friends Colony house fully drunk and had sex in the driveway, in the courtyard, on the staircase, on the terrace, before we finally reached my room. 

We had been dating a few months. It was my first relationship that passed the 3-month test. So, this was serious. This was real. 

Manish and I had started talking marriage. I told him about my religious, orthodox background. I expressed my fears about how my family would not accept the idea of marrying a Non-Muslim. About the society and relatives back in Kashmir and the possibility of a social backlash. About my stepfather and his hold over us. About Mom's religious beliefs! The only way would be for him to convert to Islam. 

He agreed. If that was the only way, he would do it. His only condition was that his parents should not know about it. He belonged to a typical middle class Punjabi family from Malviya Nagar. His father, Mr. Vinod Kapoor ran a modular furniture business. He had a showroom in CR Park. He had worked with Bhutan Board all his life and had recently set up the business. His mother, Lata was an old school housewife. His younger sister, Tina was still in school. 

Things changed when Mom came to see me. Manish was still in Delhi and would visit me at my room. Mom gathered there was something between us. She commented that I looked happy and relaxed.

Once, when I was not around, Manish happened to drop in at my room. Mom cornered him, about our relationship. He admitted we were in love. Instead of being angry, Mom expressed happiness. When I returned, she confronted me. I was pleasantly taken aback to learn that she was happy about the relationship. What a relief! 

She told me, "I am happy to see the glow of happiness on your face. I am happy that there is someone who makes you happy."

Was it my relationship with Manish - the promise of a stable, happy relationship? Was it the dope? Or was it the combination? 

We discussed the relationship till early hours of the morning.

I couldn't believe Mom's reaction. I had expected the worst kind of rebuttal and backlash. Had I painted a wrong picture of her in my head? Had I failed to see what all she did for me? Had I wronged her? The mountains of guilt I carried within peaked.

Even as I was immersed in my conflicts, my ever-practical mom moved on to next steps. "How is it possible to take this relationship forward? He is a Non-Muslim. You know how it is back home in Kashmir. Society will ostracize us. Our relatives will shun us. Mobs will put our house on fire. People will spit on us. We won't be allowed to live in Kashmir." 

"Mom, I understand. I have discussed the matter with Manish. He is willing to convert."

"That’s good, but we still can't tell anyone in Kashmir that he is a Non-Muslim. We will have to take Shafi into confidence, have him on our side. His manipulative mind is best equipped to advise us on how to approach this. We have to tread very carefully. We cannot make any mistakes. Even if he converts, we will have to introduce him to everyone as a born Muslim."

Back in Kashmir after a few days, she took Shafi into confidence. For Shafi, it was a new excuse to criticize Mom and a new opportunity to gain an upper hand, so he relented. Taking charge of the situation, he demanded to speak to Manish. A call was arranged. 

Manish confirmed his willingness to convert. Shafi told him, "The first step is for you to get circumcised. You need to do that immediately. I know a doctor at Mount Kailash hospital in Kailash Colony. Shall I fix an appointment for you?"

"Ahhhhhhh. OK, Yes." Manish replied hesitantly. 

Manish was furious. He complained about how Shafi had pushed him into a corner. We both agreed we had no choice but to go through the ritual.

Later that week, I waited 3 restless hours outside the operation room before Manish emerged, wincing in pain. He abused me, "Bitch, you are smiling. I had to do this for you. I hate you."

I controlled my laughter.

We went back to my room. His friends - Joy, Kanish and Krishan came to visit. They poked fun at him, demanding to see the circumcised organ. Each time, Manish visited the loo, he returned wincing in pain. There was pain and laughter. It took a few days for things to normalize. 

The circumcision threw some weight behind Manish's stated intent - that he was serious about converting to Islam. Nevertheless, Shafi felt it was important to meet Manish's parents and get their buy-in. Shafi accompanied Mom to meet Manish and his family. We met over lunch at the Cafe Rendezvous in Malviya Nagar. Everyone put on his or her best behavior. 

We had agreed beforehand that this would be an icebreaker and nothing contentious would be discussed. As such, basic pleasantries were exchanged. The two sets of parents asked questions about each other's work and daily life. Someone uttered the word marriage. Everyone cringed. Mr. Kapoor said, "Let the kids complete their education first. We will discuss marriage after that." The meeting ended on a cordial note but failed to build any trust.

"That Kapoor is a shrewd man.” Shafi commented, “He is just buying time. He will definitely create hurdles to their marriage."

Manish developed a fear that Shafi would find a loophole in our relationship – perhaps ask him for something impossible. He was afraid that my family would take me back to Srinagar and suggested that we get married before he left for Pune. He had to go back to college to complete his final year of engineering.

We discovered that court marriage entailed a mandatory one-month waiting period. We did not have that kind of time. Someone suggested Arya Samaj - they conducted inter-religious marriages. We located an Arya Samaj Mandir in Lajpat Nagar and landed there the next afternoon. I wore a casual ivory salwar-kameez and borrowed Deepika's bright orange dupatta for a festive look. There were a few couples, either getting married or waiting in line. 

Just 3 close friends were present - Joy, Kanish and Deepika. We didn't wish to announce to everyone – definitely not to our families. The ritual was for our own personal satisfaction. To legalize the marriage, we would have to apply for the court certificate, which would take a month. We decided to do that at some point in future. 

When it was our turn, the Pundit started by asking us to put garlands around each other's necks. We had forgotten to buy them, so we borrowed garlands from a “just married” couple. The Pundit chanted mantras and had us repeat a few lines after him. In about 15 minutes, we were pronounced married. The impromptu, comical ceremony provided fodder for fun and laughter through the evening. 


I had impulsively acquiesced to the wedding in my bid to provide security to Manish I could not foresee the shroud of guilt that would descend upon me. The secretive marriage began to haunt me. ‘What have I done? I’ve married a Non-Muslim! Have I ceased to be a Muslim? That's what the Quranic texts imply! A Muslim girl marrying a Non-Muslim ceases to be a Muslim. That cannot be true! Surely, Allah will overlook this and forgive me! Or will I be punished?  Is this already a punishment for my misdeeds? What will happen if Mom gets to know? She will die from shock. She was supportive and I betrayed her. Oh My God! What have I done? How irresponsible and selfish of me! It is immutable now.’ 

I was disgusted with myself for having done something so abhorrent. Never a fan of facing consequences of any kind, I wanted to die, die before Mom ever found out. Each time Mom or Shafi phoned me, I suffered pangs of anxiety. "Have they got word? Did someone inform them?"

Forget everything Pearl, forget everything. Got to forget to survive. Forgetting is the key to survival. And intoxication is the key to forgetting.

More pot, alcohol and parties were the answer.    

It was time for Manish to leave for Pune. We wanted to be together more than anything else in the world. I told Mom I wanted to move to Pune. She made a deal with me. She would allow the move if I enrolled for an MBA program. An MBA was the next best thing after MBBS in her worldview. 

Because Manish had missed his exams, he was denied admission into the next year. Mom asked Shafi to intervene. He discussed the matter with Mr. Kapoor over the phone, and offered his help. He managed to get an audience with a prominent MP and Central Cabinet Minister from Kashmir. The MP provided a recommendation letter addressed to another senior MP from Maharashtra. Manish was granted admission.

His father dropped him off at the railway station. He got off the train at Agra and came back to my house. We spent his fees money on dope, alcohol, food and entertainment. A week later, his father found out that he was still in Delhi. Angry as hell, he ordered him to return home. This time, his father gave him a cheque for his fees, as he didn't trust Manish with cash anymore. And just like that, he was gone.

I took the Maharashtra MBA entrance exams and got admission into DY Patil College, Pimpri. It was not highly ranked but the best among those I qualified for. I would embarrassingly share the name of my MBA college over the years.

I met the senior MP in Pune with Shafi. Pursuant to a personal request, he agreed to be my local guardian and said to me, "You can approach me for any problem. I am usually busy. Stay connected with Nazir, my secretary." 

At last, Manish and I were together in Pune. Initially, we shared a room with Manish’s friend, Delta, in a paying guest building. It was close to Manish' college, Bharatiya VidyaPeeth. My college was on the other side of town. I had told Mom that I was staying at a Girl's PG. 

Delta was so nicknamed as his father headed operations at Delta Airlines. Delta zipped his bike through the heavy Pune traffic, routinely breaking his own time records. Some days, he dropped me at the bus station in the centre of town from where I caught a bus to my Institute. My heart would be in my mouth throughout the ride as he oversped, overtook bigger vehicles, zipped between buses and performed daredevil antics. 

Delta was an excellent shoplifter. He could walk into any clothes store, pick bundles of clothes for trial and come out wearing layer upon layer of clothes without anyone noticing anything amiss. His anorexic body gave him the advantage of donning multiple layers. Whenever Delta went shopping, he asked me, "What do you want today?" I would point out T-shirts or tops I had noticed on previous trips. I took training in shoplifting from Delta. We stole clothes, shoes, jewelry and CDs. Delta had once sold his college fees cheque at a discounted price to another student. 

Constantly in need of money, Manish and I started devising schemes to generate cash. I ran into a poor distant relative from Kashmir looking to secure admission into MBA in Pune and recognized an opportunity. I offered to help him get admission for a sum of fifty thousand rupees. I told Nazir, the Pune MP’s secretary, that the guy was a distant cousin. A letter of recommendation from him helped secure the admission. We pocketed the 50,000 bucks, bought a Yamaha RX 100 for 23,000 and splurged the rest of the money on ourselves. Being the sacrificing Indian girl, I gladly let Manish keep the bike while I continued to change two buses everyday to get to college, which was an hour away. 

We searched for a rental place mid-way for both of us and soon moved to an apartment on the first floor of a traditional Pune bungalow in a quaint, up-market area - Senapati Bhapat Marg. The elderly landlord lived on the ground floor with his daughter. A Bangladeshi and two Omani female students had rented the two-room set adjacent to ours. Coconut palms flanked the large common terrace above on all sides. 

I immediately set upon the task of converting the place into a home. The apartment comprised a big bedroom furnished with a double bed, two chairs and a table. and another large room, part of which was the kitchen. We bought a few utensils, an electric heater and a small stove. I cooked simple, basic meals. I loved playing house – decorating, organizing, cleaning and cooking. Though I neither enjoyed nor knew much about cooking, it was my homemaker’s dream come true and I played the role well. Having a stable home with a companion to share it with meant the world to me. I had always sought that anchor. I had always wanted a home. I was living the dream!

We spent our days smoking pot and experimenting with sex. Sex was great – there was no more conquest – just intimacy and pleasure. We went for movies - the tickets were cheap at the local Pune movie halls. We had our occasional fights and arguments. We had days of drunken fighting too and at times Manish hit me. 

We went riding around the hills surrounding Pune. We spent evenings at charming food joints tucked between the ridges. Some of the eateries had small thatched huts to provide privacy. You could bring your own booze and they served the food. On the way back, we explored dirt routes or rode up the hills. Then, stretched on the grass, we made out, listened to music and waited till dawn to watch the first rays of the Sun. 

We christened the different hills - Love Mountain where we made passionate love and Sunrise Hill where we experienced the most beautiful Sunrise. Pink Floyd, Dire Straits, Robert Miles, Junoon and The Doors were our constant companions. We felt complete. We professed our deep, undying love for each other. We shared dreams of building a future together - a home with children. Manish spoke about opening a pub or a discotheque, since I was fond of dancing and partying.  

We were a reclusive couple. We liked to hang out with each other and didn't need anyone else. We did not have many friends. We were content together. We were living our fantasy, and keeping it real too.

My image in his eyes
My hands in his hands
Spinning dreams 
I felt complete
 
Our only problem was money, which was always in short supply. There were times, we had to go without food, or sell scrap and whatever else was disposable, or borrow from friends or just plain steal. 

The University Circle was dotted with food stalls doling out common fare like Butter Chicken and Paranthas. It was the food hub for students. We would ride there and park on the opposite side of the road. Manish would order food from one of the stalls. When the boy brought our food, we would remind him of a missing item. As the boy crossed the road to get it, we made a dash on the bike. Of course we could pull this only once with each shop. We stole clothes, CDs and other items from stores. We were the immature version of Bunty aur Babli.

We rode on trains for trips to Delhi and back. Most of our decisions being impulsive and hence last minute, we almost never had a reservation. We would end up sitting at the door of the coach for the entire journey of 27 hours. In fact, we liked it better there as we felt the wind in our hair enhanced by the alcohol and dope in our veins. Later, through a doctor friend of his, Manish obtained a TB patient certificate. That certificate entitled the TB patient and his caretaker 75% discount on train tickets and 50% on air tickets. It got us reservations faster. When the TT came on his rounds of inspection, Manish pretended to be the TB patient and me his caretaker. Sometimes, he coughed to look authentic.  

It was all fun and adventure. The more rules we broke, the smarter we felt. 

I was a smart and diligent student, securing top marks in all exams. My classmates looked up to me for guidance. When Manish found Operations Management hard to comprehend, I studied the entire book on my own before teaching him. I found loopholes in my MBA Course, the teachers and the textbooks. I found Philip Kotler irrelevant to the Indian scenario and suggested to my Marketing Management Professor to rewrite the book with Indian case studies. 

I continued to seek solace and refuge in religion. I wanted to be a good Muslim more than ever. I had sinned irreparably. I did not want God to punish me anymore. My life was good now – I had love and direction. I wanted my love life to flourish and bloom and protect it from all calamities. So, I woke up each morning religiously to offer Namaz and read verses from the Quran. I vehemently prayed to God for forgiveness of my sins and for a happy future. Always a believer, I gave up my protests and sought protection and help from God. I believed in big part that God would understand and not judge me even as the whole world judged me for my actions. I had to seek forgiveness. 

I was a good human being - kind, empathetic and compassionate. Everyone including Mom, Shafi, relatives and strangers had remarked that to me repeatedly. That I was simple, innocent and naive, accepting things at face value. That I was too kind and compassionate for my own good. That I trusted easily, shared my secrets and counted on others. Were these not the values that God cherished? As per the religious fables narrated to me in childhood, God loved such people. I may have been led astray. I may have committed social sins. But I had not committed any moral sins. I was not malicious. I did not deliberately hurt or harmed anyone. I did not harbor negative thoughts about other people. At my core, I was a good human being. God forgave good human beings. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
My summer break had already started when Manish took his final year exams. We went back to Delhi, where I initially stayed at a Paying Guest accommodation in Malviya Nagar. The place was cramped and the girls were not friendly. With no AC or cooler, it was also uncomfortably hot. We soaked our bed sheets in water at night to stay cool.  

I shifted to a better PG in Alaknanda where I became friends with Sonali, a Bengali girl working at a call centre. Once in a while, I visited Manish at his home. His family made no bones about their dislike for me. Manish's father firmly believed that I was not the right girl for him. Hisagreed. The sister was a snob who maintained her distance. 

I had not paid Mr. Kwatra 3 months of rent before leaving for Pune. In return, he had confiscated my Sunny Zip. I got to know from Deepika that he kept it in his studio office. Manish and I got duplicate keys made for his office, and one late evening sneaked in and rescued my beloved Scooty. I parked it at Manish's friend's house.

Summer vacation was about to end. It was time for me to return to Pune. This time I had to go alone. Manish had completed his engineering and his father expected him to join his modular furniture business. It was the first time we would be away from each other. We didn't know how we would deal with the distance and the separation. However, we had to do what we had to do. Our parents had demonstrated trust in us. We also had our careers to build individually. 

I went back to Pune without Manish. Before leaving for Delhi, Manish and I had broken into our neighbor's apartment (the Bangladeshi and Omani girls) and stolen some of their stuff including the music system, clothes and showpieces - anything that caught our fancy. I had to face the consequences now. The Bangladeshi girl had retaliated by confiscating my TV set. She had moved to a different place and no one seemed to know her address. Since I had not informed the landlord about my plans to extend my stay, he had packed my few belongings and rented out the apartment to someone else. I had nowhere to go, no place to stay at. 

I reached out to my only friend in Pune, Yudhvir, my classmate from MBA. He helped me get a place at a local women’s’ paying guest facility. I hated it . It took me a day to come down with high fever.  I had to spend the next week in bed. Yudhvir frequently visited me. He spoke to a local classmate who lived with her conservative Maharashtrian family about accommodating me for a few days. I ended staying with them for a month, smoking in the toilets, rinsing my mouth to rid it of alcoholic breath and trying hard to be back home in time. Her family was very accommodating and kind but I desperately needed a place of my own. I could not adhere to norms for long.

Yudhvir and I rode around town on his bike looking for rental accommodation for me. We enjoyed these rides, playing Antakshari on top of our voices while going about the task at hand. We also tried to track down the Bangladeshi girl who had confiscated my TV set. It was a small 14-inch Akai TV that I had brought with me from Delhi. I wanted it back. We filed a police report against her. They had no evidence that I had stolen anything from them. 

Sonali, the girl I had met at the PG in Alaknanda had told me about her younger sister, Nikita studying in Pune. I got in touch with Nikita. She had enrolled for an under graduate course in Symbiosis and was also looking for accommodation. We decided to rent a place together and soon found a decent two bedroom flat in the vicinity of Symbiosis. I thanked my classmate for her hosipitality and moved in with Nikita. Nikita turned out to be a wild-spirited, terribly pampered and half crazy Bengali girl, in sharp contrast to her subdued and mature sister. She received substantial pocket money from her family, which she promptly spent on buying expensive clothes, shoes and jewelry. 

Nikita suffered from occasional bouts of depression. She would be sitting sullen in a corner of the room when all of a sudden, she would burst into tears, and in between sobs ask me questions like, “Am I not beautiful enough? Why is that guy not interested in me? It is Saturday night and we are at home? What can be more unfortunate and pathetic than that?”

Since, the rent was still high, we sublet one of the bedrooms to two girls pursuing MBA at Symbiosis. A stream of Symbiosis students began to frequent our flat. I found myself happily and voluntarily cooking meals for over half a dozen people at times. Nothing fancy – just dal and rice. I was the quintessential caretaker, concerned about the house, the cleanliness, the groceries and everyone around.

We would collect money from everyone - 10 or 20 rupees per person to buy the essentials. Once Nikita flaunting her cooking skills insisted on making halwa. She said, “I need two thousand rupees to make the halwa as I need nuts, ghee, butter, etc.” We were astonished. “Two thousand rupees for halwa?” Eventually, we gave in. 

Nikita and I partied together. We went out to pubs and discotheques. She was even better than Delta at shoplifting. She was untidy and unhygienic. She didn't take baths for days, her clothes and things lay strewn around the room. We had constant arguments over cleanliness and expenditures. In many ways, she was like me - a lost child. She took lifts from random men on highways. She found solace in parties and men. She bought clothes with the money she received from home and depended on me for the rest of the month. 

With Manish no longer around, I did not have a regular access to dope and was back to alcohol. My new favorite was Whisky on the rocks. 

Internet was new those days. We spent hours in internet cafes on yahoo and msn chat rooms flirting with random men.

Manish visited me twice during this time. Mom and Bunty came to visit me once. Mom had never been to Pune and decided it was a good idea to visit me before I completed my second year and returned to Delhi. Her timing was wonderful too - just when Manish was there, the second time. It was an unpleasant surprise. 

Nikita kept up with her outlandish behavior while Mom was there. Once, she offered to make some special kind of chicken. Mom gave her money for the ingredients. We were all looking forward to the meal. At the dinner table, we exchanged grimaced looks. She had mistaken the sugar for salt. She sulked at our expressions and vowed not to cook for us again.

We decided to take a trip to Mumbai. On the train, Nikita fought with my younger brother over rights to the window seat. In Mumbai, she entered stores and daringly walked out wearing shoes, jewelry and other stuff that she had stolen.

She argued with me for the right to sit next to Manish at home or to ride with him. Mom cautioned me, 'Beware of this girl. She has her eyes set on Manish." I laughed it off. Nikita was just a spoilt brat. In a way, Nikita provided me with the reassurance that there was someone crazier than me. I felt better about myself in her company. 

Mom, Bunty and I went to the station to see Manish off. He had to go back to Delhi. The next day, Mom and Bunty also left for Srinagar. After their departure, Manish returned. He had gotten off at the next station and stayed the night. It was part of the plan. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
My abortion was scheduled for the next day. I was almost three months pregnant. We had discovered the pregnancy late, when I had missed two periods in a row. I had rushed to the chemist store in panic to buy the home pregnancy test kit. The results had verified my worst fears. The gynecologist had conducted another test eliminating any last iota of doubt. We were running out of time for the abortion. That is why Manish was in Pune. But Mom’s visit around this time had necessitated rescheduling.

The first time I had walked out of the gynecologist's office after receiving the confirmation of my pregnancy, I had put my hand on my belly to feel something there – something different or warm and fuzzy. While my belly had still felt the same, the idea of  a young being taking shape right inside me had lent a magical quality to everything. I had started weaving fantasies around the baby, Manish and me as a happy family. 

The magic had been short-lived as fears of the consequences dawned upon me. Holy Shit. I was in trouble.

When Manish landed in Pune, we had several conversations. We were both excited but there was no way in hell we could keep the baby. There were too many complications. I was a student, Manish had just started working. We had no income. Our parents would turn our world upside down. We did not have a choice. Mom would either kill me or die of a heart attack. In any case, it was too embarrassing to break this news to our parents. 

It was my first time in an operation theatre. I was scared. Fortunately, the procedure went off smooth and we were back home by late afternoon. Much simpler than I had thought. Towards evening, as the effects of the anesthesia wore off, I prepared dinner in a matter of fact way. I needed to be busy and distracted.

The story inside me was different. Voices of guilt haunted me. There was shame about getting pregnant in the first place. There was terror regarding the incomprehensible actions and their consequences. Dope and alcohol helped flush out the guilt, shame and terror.

I felt stupid for getting pregnant in the first place. I had never believed in abortion. I had let my family and myself down once again. There was no escaping this Sin, this taking of an innocent human life. 

We did not share about the pregnancy with anyone. It was a secret between Manish and me. The next day, he left for Delhi. Life was back on routine. 

I was relieved that the nightmare was over and I could get on with other things. I had been living in fear for the last few weeks. It was behind me now. Another skeleton added to my closet. Perhaps, it was time to get a new closet. This one was brimming over. 

The next several mornings, I religiously offered my Namaz and fervently read from the Holy Book followed by praying for hours. "Please forgive my sins God. Please forgive me." I cried. 

There is a verse from the Soorah Nisa in Quran that mentions, "Those women weak of character will marry non-believers." That verse reverberated itself.

Maybe I am a sinner. I have sinned all my life. I have committed all sorts of wrongs and prohibited acts. I have caused infinite angst to Mom and Boba. I have slept with countless men. I have been called a whore – justifiably so. I performed a marriage ritual with a non-believer. I am using drugs. Now I had taken the life of an unborn. There is no redemption or salvation for me. I will burn in hell in this life and the life hereafter. There is no hope. I am a lost cause. I deserve to die. 

Fuck it then. I am bad. I am a sinner. How does anything matter then? I will continue doing what I am doing. Let me pursue the life of pleasure if I am not destined for a good life. That is the least I can do for myself - stay happy in the moment.

I lit a fat joint. The plume of smoke met the song blaring from the music syste,

Duniya ney hum ko diya kya, duniya sey hum ney liya kya 
Hum sub kee parva karey kyon, sab ney hamara kiya kya 

And I busied myself tending to household chores and studies.

I was angry with Manish. I felt deserted. I had moved to Pune for him. He on the contrary had finished his course and moved back to Delhi under pressure from his father. I felt like a fool in the process. He had not even accompanied me to Pune or helped me look for an apartment or been there when I had fallen sick. And now, he had left me alone right after the abortion. The sky appeared overcast with clouds of betrayal and loneliness.    

I missed Manish terribly. He had been my anchor. With him by my side, it had been easier to deal with life. Together, we had provided each other much needed security and validation. 

I was finding it difficult to be on my own, with no close friends or support system. I found myself overwhelmed by the challenges of life. The void returned big time. I tried to fill it with more alcohol, parties, studies, internet and people. The deep, dark abyss in the core of my being, the knot in my chest and butterflies in my stomach sent me scurrying for cover. I needed attention and someone to hold on to. I needed someone to unburden the weight of existence. My loneliness was peaking. I felt insecure and frightened. 

Some respite came when Yudhvir had a leg fracture while riding his bike and came to stay with me for a month. His sunny socializing nature brought back some cheer. It was short-lived. He recovered and moved out.

Addictions are like internal hurricanes. There are periodic lulls but a tidal onslaught may recur at any time. This is what happened when Nikita and I made new friends -  MBA students from Symbiosis. We started hanging out together – going for long bike rides to Singhad Fort to watch the sunrise or to pubs or simply drank at home or in the mountains. 

One of the guys was a good-looking chap. He and I started flirting. One evening, in a drunken stupor, we made out. Nikita snitched about it to Manish. He landed unannounced one day. There was a big showdown that ended in breaking of glass and him hitting me. That was the end of my relationship with Nikita. I slapped her and asked her to leave immediately. 

I took my MBA exams and returned to Delhi. Manish and I were not talking to each other since the incident. One of my new friends from Symbiosis had offered accommodation at his younger brother, Jaswinder’s apartment in Delhi. Jaswinder was a Captain in the Army and part of the President's Body Guard Regiment. He had an apartment in the Army residential area near Rashtrapati Bhavan. It was the best possible place to live in Delhi. Food was ready in time and booze flowed freely. 

Jaswinder left for work early morning and was back by afternoon. We spent the rest of the day playing chess or going for bike rides. We watched movies at the newly opened PVR Cinemas in Saket where the front row tickets would be available for cheap - Rs 10 a ticket. There were long queues for these tickets, but women’s lines were shorter, so I would buy the tickets. We carried whiskey with us in Pepsi bottles inside the movie hall. The security was not so stringent those days. The high of consuming alcohol while watching movies provided the familiar adrenaline rush of doing things prohibited.

Meanwhile, Manish and I made peace. I started looking for my own apartment. I got in touch with Sonali, Nikita's sister and was delighted when she told me, “I live in a one bedroom apartment in Malviya Nagar. While the apartment is furnished and perfect, the rent is on the higher side for me. I have been thinking of getting a flat-mate. Why don’t you come over the weekend and check it out? The two sisters did not get along. Sonali considered Nikita as reckless and irresponsible, so was unfazed by my fight with Nikita. 

“Great,” I said.  “I will be there”. The apartment was tiny but cozy and well furnished. I loved it. Besides, it was in one of the posh blocks of Malviya Nagar, very close to Manish's house. 

I moved in with Sonali. Jaswinder was transferred to another town. We never met again.

There wasn't much to keep me occupied during the day. Manish was busy with his business. I spent my days between applying for jobs at Internet cafes and getting high on cough syrups and dope. Manish would meet me in evenings and we would continue to drink and dope while driving around the city. We’d park the car in a dark, desolate corner of Vasant Kunj or Gurgaon, blare up the music and have our personal party. We made love on the bonnet of the car, inside the car or simply on the ground. Sex was still great. 

Since Manish had a 10 o' clock curfew at home, we devised schemes to meet after that hour. At night, I would ride my scooty to his house. His apartment was on the first floor. There was a big window half way up the staircase landing. I would climb out of the window and jump on to the terrace of his apartment. The danger of it pumped up the adrenaline. The terrace opened into his living room. We would tiptoe to his room. I would spend the night and then leave his house before dawn. It was an adventure - crossing a boundary, fooling parents.

Sonali's boyfriend, Prantar would come to stay with her every now and then. I slept on the living room couch on those days. He traded essential goods between Durgapur and Delhi. I discussed my dream of starting a business with him. Multiple discussions with him gave birth to the idea of bringing in trucks of apples from Kashmir and sending back trucks of rice. As it moved from the idea to planning stage, the excitement started building.

I discussed the idea with Mom. Expectedly she said, “Business is a difficult terrain. Why do you wish to complicate your life? Don’t you see how much I have to run around all day? My shoes have melted on the pavements of Srinagar from all my labor. I have to deal with illiterate contractors and shopkeepers. Why don’t you simply look for a well-cushioned job?”

“Mom I want to start my own business. That is my dream. Trading is a simple and profitable business. There is not much investment involved. I have all the required information. I just need you to do your bit. If you are willing to do that, we are a team.”

“Ok, if you insist, I will help you though I am still not convinced. I will speak to a few apple traders here, get some samples, check prices and so forth.”

“Excellent! I will also go down to Karnal, speak to a few rice traders and get samples and price lists.”

We agreed and both of us set about working on our assigned tasks. I changed three buses everyday to reach Azadpur Mandi. I was the only female there. That never deterred me from reaching out to traders and having detailed discussions with them. Prantar had introduced me to several traders.

I made bus trips to Karnal to collect rice samples and to strike deals with traders. They too were skeptical seeing a woman on their turf. “Have you come alone? Where is your male partner?”

I couriered rice samples, price lists and other information to Mom. I had everything finalized at my end. I had short-listed apple buyers and rice sellers and negotiated terms of contract with them. The rest depended on mom.

A few days later, when I called Mom to get an update, she told me, “I have been discussing this with Shafi. He agrees that this is not such a good idea. What will the world say? What will all your relatives say? Just drop it. Look for a good job instead. You have studied hard and completed your MBA. You have not done all that to do apple and rice trading. Anyone can do that.”

“Mom, don't do this to me at this stage. I have worked hard on setting this up. There is nothing wrong with trading. It is good money. I have found the right suppliers and buyers and negotiated terms with them. It has taken me months to co-ordinate this. You agreed to support me, so why this change of heart now? This is a money minting business. Why are you always worried about relatives and society? I need your support and help . Please don’t back off now.”

“Sorry Beta, but I have made up my mind. I would prefer to see you work with a well-established MNC. Otherwise everyone will make fun of me. ‘Look what Pearl is doing after spending so much of her mother’s money on pursuing education.’ ”

I could not believe this. No amount of convincing, coaxing or threatening seemed to move her. Angry and defeated, I felt my world collapse around me. 

From childhood, I had cherished a two-fold dream - of finding love and of making money. I had grown with the notion that money meant freedom, abundance and success. If you had money, you could get away with most things. The rich seemed to live a life on their own terms, sheltered from judgment. The rich routinely married people from other religions and were never questioned. The message was clear, "If you are rich, people accept you for who you are. If you are rich you can marry anyone for love." Both my dreams were threatened.  

Two days later, Mom called me, “Dad and I are coming to Delhi. We want to finalize discussions with Manish’s father for your marriage. You guys cannot go on seeing each other like this forever. It is time you settled down.”

They put up at the Hamilton Lodge in Malviya Nagar. The day after their arrival, Mom lost fifty thousand rupees she had kept in the room. No police complaint was lodged as she suspected Shafi to be the culprit. 

A meeting was arranged between them and Manish’s parents at Manish’s house. Manish and I were panicking. 

Manish’s father kept insisting, “I want the Hindu wedding to happen first. You can organize the Muslim niqah the next day.”

My parents countered, “We want the Muslim wedding first - in Kashmir. We will present Manish as a Muslim to our relatives and friends. You can accompany him - only on the condition that you pretend to be Muslims. You can organize a Hindu ceremony later for your relatives here in Delhi.”

“You must be crazy to think that we will pretend to be Muslims. Our son is getting married. We are not. We are not going to lie for him. He can do whatever he wants but do not get us involved in this drama. If he wants he can convert to Islam and settle down in Kashmir. But he will have to forego his right to any inheritance. I will get it published in the newspaper that I have disowned him.”

I could see Manish getting more and more nervous with each passing moment.

“Come on Mr. Kapoor! Let us be more understanding about this. After all this is our children’s future. Don't discard the matter just like that.” said Shafi.

“Shafi Sahib, let us assume we agree on the terms of the marriage. What about the children? Which religion are they going to follow? Are they going to be Hindus or Muslims?” asked Manish’s father.

It was a stalemate. We left after two hours of heated debate on what religion the children would follow.

My parents were indignant. “That Manish is good for nothing, he is a Mommy’s boy, hiding behind her. He did not have the balls to say anything in front of his parents. What happened to his tall claims of everlasting love? He is frightened of his father. His voice froze before him.  He will never be able to take a stand for you. He is afraid that his father will disinherit him.  His father understands well that Manish minus Vinod Kapoor is zero.” declared my mother.

Shafi echoed, “He does not love you. Believe me when I say that. I have enough experience. After all we did for him. This is not a simple marriage. Until he believes in himself, he will not be able to take any step. He lacks the confidence to be independent and hence is afraid of being disinherited. This is not going to work. Forget him for your own good.”

They made a compelling argument. Halfway convinced, I promised them that I would avoid Manish. They left a few days later. I was shattered. Mom had walked out on my business plan at the last minute. Manish had proven to be a sissy. 

Stripped of love, money and a compass 
Burning in anger, fear and frustration
Poor me, poor me, poor me
I am God's forgotten one

A few days later, I arrived at Manish's house fully drunk late in the evening. His father answered the door. I asked for Manish. He said, “Manish is not here. You sound drunk. Leave immediately." I used the choicest curse words, venting out a good chunk of the anger and hatred accumulated all these years. He stood dumbfounded. I walked down the stairs screaming some more abuses. All the neighbors came out. I wasn't willing to leave. Only when the father threatened to call cops did sense prevail upon me. The incident soured my relationship with Manish and shattered the shell of congeniality I had maintained with his family. 

I continued to spend my days in a haze of Corex, alcohol and dope interspersed with frantic rounds of job-hunting at internet cafes. Manish tried to connect with me several times over the month, but I simply ignored his phone calls and did not allow him inside the house. 

I was perpetually short on money, so I started stealing small currency notes from Sonali’s purse whenever I could. Initially it stayed under her radar but eventually, she confronted me, “Have you been stealing money from my bag?”

“Are you nuts Sonali? How can you accuse me of something like that?”

“Well, I have been noticing money disappearing from my bag regularly and there is no one else in this house except us.”

“Maybe it is the maid. We are usually sleeping while she does her chores in the morning. Have you given that a thought?”

“That maid has been with me even before you moved in. Something like this has never happened before,” she retorted.

“We have also been living together for a while now and something like this has not happened before. There is always a first time,” saying that I walked out of the house.

The next morning, I woke up to screams from the living room. I opened the door to see Sonali confronting the maid. The maid, in tears, was pouring out a volley of oaths to prove her innocence. After 10 more minutes of desperately trying to convince Sonali, she gave up and marched out muttering curses under her breath.

The result was we had no maid, the house was in complete disarray and Sonali still suspected me. I on my part abstained from stealing from her.

Frustrated and lonely, I made peace with Manish. He had been repeatedly trying to connect with me – I just had to let him back in. We were together again. We did not know what the future held for us but being together afforded us much needed comfort and solace in the present. 

The path ahead dark and uncertain
Images of gloom and fear
A sense of foreboding!
But for one willing to offer his company
Share a few jokes and laugh the way
Even if his words are hollow

Our financial woes continued to haunt us. 

Jolly, a younger cousin of mine, called me from Srinagar. She was a medical student planning a trip to Delhi to attend the Pulse Festival at AIIMS and wanted to stay with me for four days.

She arrived a few days later. I told her I was working with an MNC. Jolly would leave for the festival early morning and return late in the evening. Manish would drop in on his way to work after confirming with me that Jolly had left. 

While sharing a joint one day, I told him “Manish, I am broke. I actually have no more money and I cannot ask for money from home till next month.”

“So am I. The business is not picking up. My parents are disappointed in me and have refused to give me any more cash.” He responded, with smoke escaping his mouth. “What about this cousin of yours, Jolly? Is she not carrying any money with her?”

“I don't think she has much cash on her – she is a college student. If anything disappears, she is bound to notice immediately. But yes, I did notice her wearing a heavy gold chain.”

Passing me the joint, he smiled “That should solve our problem. And free Jolly from her chains of bondage.”

“Ah! Easier said than done,” said I, passing the joint back to him while considering the option. 

“Just mix some sleeping pills in her food tonight. Once she is fast asleep, snip the chain with a cutter. I will give you a cutter.” He made it sound so simple.

“It sounds utterly criminal to me. We have never done anything like that before.”

“Yes, but then, we are in desperate need of money. And desperate times call for desperate measures. Don’t worry. It will be quick and safe. Just follow my instructions.”

That night, I followed Manish’s instructions step by step starting from mixing the sleeping pills in her dinner to using the cutter the way Manish had demonstrated.

I was nervous the next morning when Jolly woke up. My eyes followed her around the house. I was preparing breakfast in the kitchen but my eyes were glued to her as she entered the bathroom to brush her teeth, then  sat down to read the newspaper and discuss the news and the festival with me. My pulse raced as she went to take her bath, and then get dressed. I could hear whispers inside my head, “Now she will know. Now she will notice.”

Fortunately, Jolly remained blissfully ignorant. She was going back home that day. She packed her bags, thanked me profusely for my hospitality and left the house. She had to meet her brother on her way to the train station. Her brother lived on the other side of town. In the evening, she called to inform me that she was boarding the train back for Srinagar and expressed her gratitude again.

‘Still no mention of the chain,’ I heaved a sigh of relief.

Early next morning, Jolly called me, “Hi! I reached Jammu and realized that my gold chain is missing. You know the one I was wearing. I have searched my bags. I even called Bhaiya but he could not find it at his place. I’m wondering if I left it behind at your place. Have you seen it by any chance? Will you please check for me?”

“Sure Jolly, I will,” I said with a chuckle. I was beyond suspicion. The proceeds from the gold chain lasted us a few days.

When I ran into Faheem in Malviya Nagar, we were excited to meet after years. He had married a girl named Suchie and they were living in an apartment in Gautam Nagar. 

He informed me about Saba's death. Saba had eventually married Faisal. She had continued to work at NDTV, and had applied for an education loan for Faisal to undertake an arts degree in the UK. Faisal had returned after getting the degree but things between them had not been amiable any longer. Saba had become close friends with Nizami, Shazia's boyfriend. Nizami was a professional photographer. They had gone together to Mumbai and from there to Elephanta Caves. News had arrived of their drowning together. No one knew what they were doing there. There were hushed whispers of them having an affair. 

It shook me up. I had been close to Saba. It was my first experience of someone from my friend circle passing away. Till then, death had been a distant concept, associated only with old people. How could someone so talented, vibrant and loving die at such a young age!

Oh kind one, you died so young
Didn't give me a chance for even a hug

I had heard about Suchie from Saba. They had been friends, working together at NDTV. I was curious to meet Suchie - the woman who had stirred romantic emotions in the otherwise emotionally detached Faheem. 

A few days later, I was at their door, ringing the door. A woman answered the door. She scanned me from top to bottom.

“Yes?”

“Hi. I am Pearl. I am here to meet Faheem. He is expecting me.”

“Oh, so you are Pearl. I have heard so much about you. Do come in. I am Suchie.”

"Hi Suchie. What a pleasure to meet you." I proceeded to give her a hug.

As we parted, our eyes scanned each other. Two women sizing up each other.

She appeared confident and smart. A Bengali girl with big eyes, a confident gait and voice, medium height, dusky, plump and with wavy hair. 

Faheem walked out his bedroom evidently happy to see me. 

“Hey Pearl,” he held me in a tight bear hug. He had always been fond of me.

I had lunch with them and spent the next few hours catching up.

Suchie shared her story. She had married Faheem despite her family's displeasure. She had lost her father while in Class 12. Her family had lived in Chandigarh. Her father had been a high-ranking civil servant who had quit his job to start a business with an old friend. The friend had cheated him and the business had gone bust. The father had contracted a severe illness and had been bed ridden. The responsibility of the family had fallen on Suchie and Deep, her elder brother. After her father died, the three of them - mother, brother and Suchie had moved to Delhi where they rented a flat in CR Park. Suchie was still in college at that time. She picked up a job in IMRB to add to the family's income. Later she had moved to NDTV. A typical Bengali, she was articulate, well read and artistic. 

Suchie's mother and brother had been angry to learn that she wanted to marry a Muslim. She had walked out on them. It had taken a few months to make peace with them.

Soon after, I took Manish to meet them. We became fond of each other. We started visiting Suchie and Faheem often. They were a fun loving couple, hosting get togethers and parties at their house frequently. There was a new sense of belonging and stability in socializing as couples. Suchie had quit her job while Faheem was pursuing an exports business. Suchie told me one day, "Faheem asked me if I wanted to quit my job. I did. I was tired. I had been working from such a young age that I needed a break."

It had been a while since I had stolen from Sonali. One morning, her visible purse in the half open cupboard looked too tempting to resist. That started another cycle of stealing.

Sonali didn’t take long to smart up to it. “Pearl, I am sure it is you who has been stealing from my bag. It was never the maid. The maid is not even around anymore.”

“Sonali, this is despicable of you.”

“I am not arguing about this. I have been troubled enough. I have discussed this with Prantar. I am moving out of this house. I have found a place for myself in Defence Colony.”

“Sonali! You can’t do this to me? Where will I go?”

“You can look for another partner to share this apartment with or you can move into another apartment that fits your budget,” she said dryly.

I could not believe my ears. It was shocking because I was not given to correlating actions and consequences. It was an unexpected problem because the rent here was a constant struggle. Where and how was I going to look for another place?

When I met Faheem next, I shared my predicament with him without divulging the dirty details. He invited me to stay with him and Suchie till I found a suitable place.

The following week, both Sonali and I moved out of that apartment - Sonali to her new place in Defence Colony and me to Faheem's apartment.

Suchie helped me with my job hunt - making my CV, shortlisting and applying for jobs. We had fun simultaneously. We smoked pot, played games like carrom and cards and watched TV for long hours.  We went for drives in Manish's car. Suchie sang while Deep played the guitar. On weekends, we went for the Friends of Music concerts where Suchie and Deep were sometimes invited to perform. On the way back, we would gate crash weddings and other big functions held in Vasant Kunj farms for good food. Over time, Deep and Suchie's mom became fond of me.

A hand to hold mine
Never was amiss
So lost in counting what wasn't
Blinded me to what was 

Manish and I usually spent the money on such outings. We felt indebted to Faheem for hosting me. We had come to recognize that Faheem was a baniya (miser) when it came to expenditure. He looked for ways to make others spend money. We all knew that about Faheem by now. He never took his car for drives. He never reached for his wallet at a restaurant - always waiting and expecting the other person to pay. 

I took the first job that came my way. It was with an American BPO – iDLX. They were into cheque printing. It was my first exposure to an MNC. I could afford my own apartment now. I moved into a two-bedroom apartment on a third floor in Malviya Nagar. It was a new beginning – an opportunity to play House again. The apartment was sparsely furnished just a bed in each bedroom. I set upon the task of shopping for the apartment - rugs, lamps, cabinets, kitchen stuff, bathroom sets. I bought a Sony Music system. Soon, I was inviting Suchie, Faheem and other friends over for parties. With Pink Floyd and The Doors blaring from my brand new music system, I rolled joint after joint through the night. 

I would take a bus to Gurgaon where I worked the evening shift. Manish had secured a membership card from a friend for the health club at Bristol Hotel. I went there in the afternoons for a swim. Sometimes, after the swim, I ordered a drink for myself. From there, I took a cycle rickshaw for my office, which was across the Highway. Gurgaon being in its infancy, the ride from Bristol to my office felt scary at times, as the road was desolate. There was no Cyber City. There were no Malls on MG Road. Just a few scattered houses and apartment blocks.

With my improving lifestyle, I started to find the rent of my apartment unaffordable. Manish knew a girl, Soma who was looking for a place. Soma worked as a salesgirl at the boutique adjacent to Manish's showroom. She was a young, tiny, timid Bihari girl who did not demand much. She led a simple and disciplined lifestyle - home to work and back. She was to share my apartment, and subsequently my room.

* * *

Shafi helped Bunty secure admission into Apeejay College of Engineering, Gurgaon. Bunty moved in to my apartment, taking the second bedroom. I bought him a new guitar and provided a tutor for him at my expense to bring him up to speed in certain subjects. I was the elder sister looking out for my younger brother.

The parties at my place stopped with Bunty's arrival. Mom and Boba came to spend the winter months in Delhi, to escape the snow. Soma being a homely girl became close to Boba. Manish and I started spending more time outside - usually driving, drinking and making out. Else we hung out at Faheem's place.   

In his second year, Bunty moved to the hostel as his college was on the other side of Gurgaon. He came home over the weekends. 

Abba Hazoor, a Sufi ascetic from Kashmir, was staying in Malviya Nagar with his family for winters, surrounded by a crowd of disciples and fans. Mom sent us a box of apples with someone who was staying with Abba Hazoor. Bunty went to collect the box and came back with an influence. He started spending his weekends in Abba Hazoor’s audience, carrying out small tasks for him, starting with massaging his legs. Abba Hazoor was tall, full bearded, with a deep voice and always clad in white robes. He lived with his wife and two young sons who were still in school. Abba Hazoor had been a lawyer before he gave up his career to pursue a life of spirituality. He was a modern day guru with a number of youngsters and foreigners in his following. I came to know later that my maternal cousins also visited him. 

Bunty was quickly and deeply influenced by Abba Hazoor. Aba Hazoor mocked Bunty for his decision to study at Apeejay, saying that Shafi had wasted his money and Bunty’s time as that college was not recognized and  he would not get a valid degree. Bunty started spending all his time at Abba Hazoor's place ignoring college. The following spring, when Abba Hazoor went back to Kashmir, Bunty followed him. He told Shafi and Mom that he was not interested in continuing his studies. No amount of convincing and coaxing changed his mind. 

In the meanwhile, Manish opened a new furniture showroom in Ghitorni and was busy establishing it. Ghitorni was fast developing into a furniture market. Though he had the first mover advantage with all the construction happening in Gurgaon, Manish (for reasons unfathomable) wasn't able to leverage it. His father wanted him to sit at the showroom all day except when he went out for client meets or site visits. He met me in the evenings after closing the showroom. Slowly but surely, Manish and I started growing distant. Intimacy had given way to mere dependence - largely physical. We were still close, but the closeness was about sex, drugs and fun. I no longer felt special with him. He wasn’t willing to stand up to his father or take risks to be with me. His loyalty and affection had waned. 

I craved the stability of the home and family I never had, but I was simply incapable of investing the energy and manifesting the patience required to fabricate that life. I wanted it all and I wanted it now. I felt alone. My void returned. Once again I sought to fill it the only way I knew - through male attention. 

I started flirting with a manager at work. One night we went out for a date. We drove around town drinking and chatting. Eventually, we landed up at a hotel room in Pahar Ganj. After half an hour of kissing and and fondling, I suddenly remembered that I had a boyfriend and backed off. We slept in the same room but didn't take things forward. Later at work we treated each other as strangers. I didn't share this incident with anyone. Just felt the pangs of guilt and shame deepening further. 


Trashy mountains  
of guilt and shame
Stinking and slippery 
Dig me out of here
When my own spirit deserts me
In spirits galore, I find escape

Faheem suggested a trip to Manali. Besides the four of us, Deep who we lovingly called Dada (meaning brother in Bengali) and Suchie's friend, Anju who worked with NDTV joined us. We planned a 3-day trek from Manali to Brighu Lake. Faheem took care of all the hotel bookings and trip arrangements. We just needed to pay our share. We took the bus to Vashisht where we stayed in a guesthouse. The next day, we set off for the trek. I was a natural, but was slowed down by Manish. In addition to being physically unfit, he was doping through the day despite our objections. 

We were climbing through some rocks when we saw Manish spread-eagled holding on to a big boulder. He was panicking. The guide asked him to take a step up but he was scared to do so. The guide then asked him to step down but he was frozen in panic. The stalemate lasted 15 minutes. Eventually, Manish refused to walk any further, and I had to skip the last stretch of the trek to stay back with him. On the way back downhill, it started pouring. We all slipped one by one, but only some of us found it funny.

The cafes, rural guesthouses and the hippie crowd in Vashisht felt vaguely familiar. I watched and spoke to foreign tourists who had been traveling for months. What a wonderful life they led! What freedom to explore the world and be and do whatever they wanted! Oh, what would I not do to live a life like that!  They wore whatever they wanted, went wherever they liked and did as they pleased. That was the life I wanted. A life of absolute freedom with no one to question me!  

To an extent I could trace the familiarity to childhood - when I would see the foreigners stationed in houseboats on Dal Lake for months. On the other hand, we rarely went for holidays. When we did, they were highly controlled short weekend trips with family. 

The young foreign visitors were the epitome of freedom - ultimate freedom. They didn't need money or love to lead complete lives. They seemed to be self-assured and complete within themselves. Fulfillment and freedom from desire came together.

I had not applied for leave at work – not even bothered to inform the office when leaving for Manali. They had called Mom at the Kashmir number I had shared. Mom called me and pleaded with me to return their calls and meet them. I was afraid of going back to work, afraid that they would fire me or lambast me for being irresponsible. Despite Mom's insistence, I didn't go back. I was too scared of facing the music. My fear of rejection and reprimand kept me from going back. 

Instead, I found work with a small marketing agency - Market Corpus India at Lodhi Road. They had a small team that handled Below The Line (BTL) promotions. I worked there for several months handling a bouquet of clients. It took me a few months to get bored of that profile. Zaheer, a young diligent boy, worked under me. With his advice, I got mom to start a radiological films distribution business. I helped her secure the distributorship for Agfa Films for Kashmir. 

Later Zaheer shared the idea of starting a silver extraction plant. The concept was to extract silver from used radiological films. Mom's radiological films distribution was doing well. This was a symbiotic business that made sense to invest in. No one was doing it in Kashmir. Mom already had a network of radiology lab customers so it would be easy to execute. 

I put a business plan together and accompanied her for a meeting with a Manager at Punjab National Bank. He seemed impressed with my proposal and said to me, "You seem like an intelligent and smart girl. Why don't you do something bigger? I am thinking of retiring from my job and starting a business of my own. Probably a school. Would you like to partner with me?"

I laughed off the idea in my head. A school? That too in Kashmir? No way was I going to live in Kashmir. I had bigger dreams.

They told me I was smart
I could reach for the stars
So I jumped at the sky each dusk
Trying to grab the sparkles

Mom got the loan for the project. She bought the silver extraction machine and started the new venture making reasonable profit. But in a few months, competition followed her. It got tough as others started offering more competitive pricing. 

Mom had just secured a license to work as an Army and Air Force contractor supplying medical, electrical and steel fabrication items. She had a license for construction projects also. She was the only female contractor working in the Army. Initially, she faced several hurdles as the lobby of contractors working there tried to block her way. It was difficult to break into this male territory. These guys were rough and tough with not much consideration or finesse. They were willing to hit and hurt. They admonished, ridiculed and threatened her even slashed her car tyres. Once a contractor raised his hand to hit her but reason prevailed in time.

With militancy at its peak and a growing anti-military sentiment in the valley, there was the fear of working with the Army. One day that fear manifested itself. Mom was sitting alone in her new, small office in Lal Chowk, when a bearded man entered her office unannounced. Mom looked up from her file and asked, "Yes?"

He put a finger to his lips, "Shhh" and sat down.

Mom's heart was beating fast by now. He put his hand in his pocket and took out a gun which he pointed straight at Mom's head.

"Don't move. Don't make a sound."

Mom was not in a state to do either. She sat frozen.

“I can kill you right now, you understand?" he asked.

Mom trembled in fear.

He continued, "I know you work in BB Cantonment. You need to stop working there immediately else next time I come here, the bullet will make a big hole in your head and there will be no preliminary conversation."

“How much money do you have here?" He walked around the desk, opened Mom's purse, took out her wallet and took whatever cash was there. Then without a word but with a hard, threatening stare left.

Mom stayed speechless for the next few minutes. Then she called one of the employees and narrated the incident. It took her an hour to calm down.

She was not going to give in to the threat. She was doing honest work. There were other male contractors working in the Army. They had not received a threat. Did they have anything to do with this?

She continued to work with the Army. She decided to take the risk. The man never returned.

Another challenging point had been dealing with the Army officials. The other contractors partied and hung out till late, wining and dining with decision makers in the Army. Mom being a woman was not willing to do so. She ensured that she left the Cantonment Area before dark.

It also gave Shafi more ammunition against her, as he accused her of having flings with Army officials. 

Ode to a Woman:

They call us the fairer gender
At each point our battles are tripled
We fight ourselves, our own and outsiders
No matter who we are, no matter what our struggles
We slaughter demons that no man hath ever witnessed
Are we then the weaker sex?

When my boss at Market Corpus, who had been running the Agency single-handedly, quit, things started falling apart. I saw no point in hanging on so I quit my job. My landlord wanted the apartment vacated, as there was a wedding in the family. Soma and I moved to a less fancy apartment in the neighborhood - with almost the same rent. I wanted a job with a better profile and higher pay packet now. I was applying to jobs all the time. But nothing turned up. 

Naaz, my Kashmiri servant was still with me. Without a salary and desperate to make money, my mind turned to its scamming department. “Can I make money in the name of Kashmir?" 

I put the thought into action. I got a receipt book made under the name of "Kashmir Assistance", an NGO. I sent Naaz to J&K Bank, residential complexes and commercial enterprises to ask for donations. Naaz came back with money every day. A week later, he did not return home. I got a call from Mom later telling me that Naaz had called her. He did not wish to work for me anymore as I sent him to collect donations for a charity that did not exist. It was humiliating – not only did Mom know about it, a servant had found it below his moral standards. 

Idle, I whiled away the hours sitting at home by myself. I looked for ways to kill time - making random collages or checking out business ideas at Internet cafes.

Seeking to build a routine, I started going to the local Internet café at a set time. I re-launched my job search, this time more organized and focused based on what I had learnt from Suchie. I did not want to work at a BPO. It was a monotonous energy drain. I wanted something with more potential. 

I thought about possible business ventures. I made a website for home services - plumbing, carpentry and other allied services. But how to take it forward? I had plenty of ideas, but no clue how to execute them. Alongside my job hunt, I searched the Internet for spiritual guidance, palmistry, astrology, tarot cards - I looked for answers. I wrote anonymous e-mails to God. I prayed desperately for help and guidance, for a miracle to happen. But day after day, nothing changed. No God appeared. No miracle happened. Things just went from bad to worse. My sense of victimization deepened. I continued to be a victim of God, family, society, love and circumstances. Despite my best efforts, nothing seemed to work. I felt helpless and powerless in the face of reality. 

My only respite these days was in my evenings spent with Soma, who had started opening up. During the day, I cleaned the house and cooked. When Soma returned from work, I put on good music and served liquor. We danced for hours till we were too tired to dance anymore. Then we ate and watched TV. It became our daily routine. Our bond grew stronger.  

The gap between Manish and me continued to widen. Our individual desperation and depression tore us apart. I was not able to find a good job. He was not able to make progress in his business. The drugs kept us from facing the realities of life. 

The Municipality was threatening to close Manish’s primary showroom in CR Park - the one that was the cash cow - as it was in a non-commercial building. Competition had started mushrooming around his showroom in Ghitorni. He constantly complained about how he could meet neither the expectations nor the expenses of his family. He was in the throes of depression. The dope and alcohol ceased to ease the pain anymore. 

I felt disappointed and let down by him. All the dreams and plans woven for a future together were fast fading. All that faced us now was the harshness of life and the consequent bitterness between us.

At the same time, I could not bear to see him that way. I loved him yet felt powerless to ease his pain or to help him in any way. I felt responsible for his current state somehow. I was the reason for the mess in his life. Perhaps the curse on me had him in its grip too. It was my negative energy. Maybe if I move out of his life, he would be better off. 

If I get out of his way, his father will get him married to a rich girl. That will solve his problems. A rich and stable girl would lend stability to his life. That is what he needs. I cannot give him either. I am only destroying his life. I need to move out of his way. But he will not agree straight forward. I will have to make him hate me. 

I had grown up on a slew of such self-sacrificing characters in Hindi movies.

It reminded me of my thoughts from childhood, “Maybe the fights are because of me. If I get out of the way, they will be a happy family." The responsibility for the happiness or misery of others still lay upon me. Conversely, I wanted to get out of the situation and needed a justification for it. 

While in this melee, a light bulb went on. "The way to make Manish hate me is by dating another man." 

I registered on online dating sites and soon started chatting with a guy who introduced himself as Ashish Choudhary. He was 25, single and worked with a company called Berco’s. He lived by himself in a company guesthouse and traveled a lot. I met him a few days later in the lobby of Hyatt Regency. We started hanging out together. He introduced me to a couple of influential friends. A few days later, I invited him over to my place. We got drunk and had sex. In my head, I was making a big sacrifice for Manish. 

One evening, Bunty arrived unannounced to find Ashish sitting on the couch and liquor bottles on the coffee table. It annoyed him resulting in a later flare-up between us. My brother had grown up witnessing these scenes - his sister with different men, drinking and smoking, wearing odd clothes, returning home at odd hours, even disappearing for days. I had been his anchor in childhood. But the anchor had proven to be hollow over the years. That had eroded his faith in our family, as the last soldier standing had fallen - and fallen bad. 

Bunty was attracted to conservative women. Witnessing the angst that ambition and liberal thought wrought in the family, his mother's aggressive spirit and his sister's debauchery left him disenchanted with liberal values. He started leaning on religion and finding peace with orthodoxy.

One day, I received an email from a person claiming to be Ashish's wife. She wanted to meet me. I was taken aback at her story and wanted to find out the truth. I met her at a café in GK. She told me about how she and Ashish had been married for a decade, and had a 7 year old son. How he kept indulging in extra-marital affairs, hit her, and was mean to her. She had come across his messages where he was boasting about me as a conquest to his friends, describing my body parts and the sex.

Waves of anger and anxiety hit as I listened to her story. What had I done? Been fooled? However, in that moment, I kept my emotions aside and instead focused on comforting her.  I shared my side of the story and promised to help in whatever way I could. I decided to stay away from both Ashish and his wife. I started ignoring Ashish's calls and emails. 

Soma’s sister, Anjana had been engaged to be married. However the guy had ditched her on the day before the wedding. Heart-broken, she had been  threatening suicide. We invited her to stay over with us. Another crazy person in my life! Once the dust settled, Anjana turned out to more mature than I had made her out to be. She was a well-networked party girl with a good friend circle. She was a fashion designer by profession who spoke half broken English. Her friends were rich Jats and other semi-educated people. We went out to pubs and discotheques. We attended all the ladies nights in town. I rolled and smoked joints in pubs, offering them to any interested stranger.  

Anjana did not take long to normalize and look for a job. She was a resilient person who had gone through enough trouble in life to know how to bounce back. Soma shared a love hate relationship with her. On one hand, she felt ashamed of Anjana's behaviors - the way she spoke to and interacted with men. It was bereft of any finesse or culture. On the other hand, she looked upto her sister for nurturing care.  

Ashish came to know about my meeting with his wife. One day, he came over to my apartment and threatened me, "I will get you and your friends killed. I can also get your family back in Kashmir killed. Don't mess with me. Stay away from my wife and home." He headed a powerful local cable operators’ association, and the cable operators were goons. 

When Ashish threatened us, Anjana got frightened and wanted to move out, and Soma decided to piggyback. I was so upset with Soma for the lack of loyalty that I slapped her. How could she leave me at this juncture?

A few days later, Ashish's wife called to share that Ashish had beaten her up badly. She pleaded with me to come over to their house. I told her about the threat. She assured me that she would protect me. I thought it was important to be with her despite the threat to my life. I went over. As soon as I entered her bedroom, she started sobbing. Her son sat there playing. Two hours later, while I was still consoling her, Ashish walked in. 

In a fit of rage, he dragged me by my hair all the way out of his house. His wife stood there watching the scene helplessly. All her promises of protecting me were hollow. Once outside the house he hurled the choicest abuses at me, went over to his car, took his gun out and pointed it at my forehead, “If you wish to live, don’t ever come to this area again, and don’t get in touch with my wife. This is your last warning.” I was shaken and humiliated. I had been used and abused by a husband and wife in the most indecorous way. I never went back.

All this while Manish had been tracking me. He had even come to warn me once about Ashish but I had dismissed his doubts as jealousy. I wanted him to hate me and not be protective. But after the shock of this incident, and with Soma leaving me, I felt alone, scared and vulnerable. So when Manish came to see me again, I accepted him back into my life. We seemed to be doomed to be together. 

As a single occupant, I could no longer afford the rent. Where could I move? What could I do? Faheem and Suchie once again offered their spare bedroom, which I gladly accepted. Soma and Anjana had moved into a small shabby two-room apartment in Gautam Nagar, close to where Faheem lived. Manish spoke to them on my behalf to store my belongings. They agreed. I moved my stuff which filled up their entire living room. I felt grateful and apologized to them, especially to Soma for my behavior. I moved in with Faheem and Suchie. I sought financial assistance from Mom and was promptly provided the same.

Faheem bought a computer – he had never used one before, and home computers were still a novelty. He spent hours learning new software. Adobe Photoshop in particular caught his fascination. Suchie had considerable experience with advertising and hence an idea was born.

Soon Suchie and Faheem launched their own advertising agency. They rented a small office nearby and hired two employees. To begin with they had some printing and transcription orders from FICCI. 

Evenings were still party time at their house. They were both social animals. Suchie was a great cook.  I continued to be the heart of the party. Suchie and Faheem refused to have a party without me. I was the one with the infectious laugh, who went around breaking silences and boundaries, easing people out of their discomfort. I had funny anecdotes to share. I was the designated joint roller and chillam maker. I always had maal on me. I could roll joint after joint. I was the last woman standing when everyone else had burnt out. I had tremendous energy. 

Friends came over to my house in the middle of the night asking for maal. They knew I would unfailingly have some. On the rare days, when I was out of it, I dusted my purse and boom - there was enough maal for a couple of joints.  

My drug abuse was peaking with each passing day. The old lifestyle of drives, alcohol, joints, cough syrups, fights, music and sex was back at a much higher pitch. Fully drunk, I practiced driving on the Mehruali Gurgaon Road in the middle of the night in Manish's blue Maruti Esteem. 

During the day, I helped Faheem and Suchie at their advertising agency. I volunteered with transcription and content. 

Suchie and I started growing closer. We spent more time together and had intimate conversations. Once, we spent an entire day smoking up and drinking in Dilli Haat. We tried food from several different stalls and made fun of almost everything. We laughed all day and in the evening, we took the party to a pub. While I had had several male friends, I had only selected female friends over the years, sometimes none. 

Suchie expressed her desire to visit Kashmir. Militancy was still at a high. I knew if I told my parents there would be restrictions on our movements and timings. We wouldn't be able to have fun our way. I decided not to inform my family. We took a train till Jammu and from there boarded a local bus. We had our backpacks, bandanas and capris and pretended to be NRIs to avoid harassment by the locals.  We spent the night at Ramban, a small town on the Jammu Srinagar Highway, where we found accommodation in the Government guesthouse. As we walked down to the river, we were thronged by a big group of local kids, who were fascinated by us. The next day we left for Srinagar. 

At Srinagar, we got off the bus to be thronged by a group of touts looking for business. It was summertime, usually peak tourist season in Kashmir. Due to militancy, there had been hardly any tourism in Kashmir for the last few years. The houseboat owners and taxi drivers still came full of hope to the Tourist Centre looking for scarce business. Our presence generated ripples.

Pretending to be NRIs from Canada, we managed to strike a deal with one of the houseboat owners - Accommodation and food in a houseboat for Rs 700/- a day. That was a pittance. In the good days, you could not get a houseboat for less than Rs 2000/- and that did not include food. 

It was a luxurious two-bedroom houseboat on Dal Lake. The interiors waere royally furnished with rich carpets, crewel curtains, embroidered bed sheets and foot mats. Accessories and furniture were carved of walnut wood. 

Nazir, the young houseboat owner brought us cups of Kahwa with Kashmiri bread. We took bath and sat on the Sun Desk basking in the tranquility of the Zabarwan Mountains and melancholic serenity enveloping the lake. There were no other tourists to be seen. The lake was literally bare except for some locals rowing to and from their houseboats. A sorrow stricken beauty, it resembled Meena Kumari – the erstwhile tragedy queen of bollywood. It presented an aura of peace, yet one could sense the unrest and fear just under the surface.

Our peace was disturbed by a boatman rowing towards us. His boat was full of small handicraft items. He tried selling them to us using all kinds of funny antics. We did not have the money to shop. Another boat being rowed by another young man started approaching us. He was selling hand embroidered Kashmiri suits and started pushing them to us. We kept insisting we were not interested. But these young men were stubborn hustlers and wouldn’t back off. 

Hearing the voices, Nazir showed up. We appealed to him to rescue us from the situation. He spoke to the young men in Kashmiri. I understood every word but managed to keep a poker face. Later, in the bedroom, I translated that conversation to Suchi. We laughed and laughed. Nazir was telling the boys, "These girls are paupers. They have no money. We struck a deal for Rs 700 a night including food. But they seem to be party girls. We can party later in the evening, see if we can get lucky with them."

As the Sun began to set, we asked Nazir to take us on a boat ride. Nazir brought us a bottle of whiskey. He also offered us some good quality hashish. We sat comfortably on the colorful shikara as Nazir rowed. It was an ethereal feeling - the lake belonged to us.  The almost full moon reflecting in the lake, the brightly lit houseboats, the silence in the air, the good quality dope, the alcohol, the soft music and the rhythmic splashing of the paddles weaving a web of magical romance. I had never experienced Kashmir like this before - on my own, with the freedom to be and choose. I felt like a tourist - like one of the carefree foreigner women I used to look upto as a child. 

Back at the houseboat, Nazir invited two of his friends to join us. The party shifted to the roof where hookahs were filled with good Kashmiri charas. There was alcohol, conversations, music and food. After some time, I needed to take a break to go to the loo. There was a powercut as soon as I stepped down the ladder. In my drunken stupor, I missed a step and went falling down - feeling like Alice in Wonderland falling down the hole. During the short fall, I reminded myself, "I cannot shout in Kashmiri, or even Hindi. I have to shout in English." I landed with a thud on a table with crockery on it. I screamed in English, "Help me". Everyone rushed to my side including Nazir's parents who stayed next door in a smaller houseboat. Luckily, I did not hurt myself too bad. 

We spent the next day visiting the Mughal Gardens and exploring areas around the Dal Lake. The day after, we discussed the option of moving to my house. I was clear that if we went there, we would lose freedom of mobility. However, we were low on cash and could not afford being on our own for long. After much deliberation, we decided to go home. We took an auto and arrived in our bright, colorful capris, bandanas and backpacks. Mom and Shafi were visibly surprised to see us. The first comment was about our attire.

The trip stopped being memorable after that. There were arguments about me and Suchie wanting to go somewhere, and them objecting, "It is too late. That place is dangerous. How will you go? Girls should not be traveling alone." There was no more alcohol. We slipped into the back lane or the garden to smoke dope. We did a bit of restricted sightseeing. We went to the Shankracharya Temple and Dachigam. Suchie and I joined Mom for a wedding. She was embarrassed as we landed dressed in hippie clothes. 

I started getting restless, wanting to get back to Delhi. Shafi and Mom were not too fond of Suchie. She was too sharp tongued for them. We returned to Delhi after a week.    

My imaginative and business-oriented mind came across an interesting article on India importing rose oil from Iran. Back in Delhi, I started researching the prospect of rose oil production, as Kashmir has huge acreage of land under the specific variety of rose required  - Rosa Damascena, an expensive and rare breed. The opportunity sounded lucrative. We were importing rose oil from overseas. I spent days immersed in preparing a full fledged report on Rose Oil Production. I spoke to people from Regional Research Laboratory in Lucknow, dug up material from the Internet and so forth. Once again there was something exciting to look forward to. 

* * *

It’s important to understand that love addiction has very little to do with love. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. While it might seem that love addicts are eagerly looking for love, the reality is that love isn’t really what drives them. You see, love involves intimacy, which requires a willingness to be vulnerable. Love addicts are scared of intimacy and the vulnerability that goes with it. Instead, they are seeking the “feeling” – the intoxicating high or infatuation that accompanies a new relationship.

Love addicts are driven by low self-esteem, a fear of abandonment, and deep, unmet emotional needs. They look to each new love object to give them a sense of security, belonging, identity, validation, worthiness, and purpose. They believe the new love object can take away all their pain, make them feel whole and happy, and love them unconditionally. Of course, no one can provide all of these things or meet such excessive demands. Their expectations are unrealistic and, as can be expected, their relationships always end in disappointment.

The relationships of love addicts involve far more codependency than love. They look to the other person to take care of them and fix their problems. This unhealthy dependency isn’t love at all, even though love addicts perceive themselves as “loving” the other person. The sad reality is that love addicts aren’t capable of really loving someone else. In order to have a healthy, loving relationship, one must have the ability to give love as well as receive it. Love addicts are not able to do either.

When the love object pulls away or threatens to pull away, disapproves of, or disagrees with the love addict, the love addict experiences strong negative feelings. These intolerable feelings typically cause him or her to engage in unhealthy behaviors. The love addict may become manipulative, abusive, overly agreeable – whatever it takes – in a desperate attempt to regain approval or keep the relationship together. Sadly, these very behaviors often end up destroying the relationship – causing the loss and rejection that the love addict fears.
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I don't know just where I am going
But I'm gonna try for the kingdom, if I can 
'Cause it makes me feel like a man

Cause when the smack begins to flow
Then I really don't care anymore
Ah, when the heroin is in my blood
And that blood is in my head
Then thank God I am as good as dead
And thank your God that I am not aware
And thank God that I just don't care
And I guess I just don't know
And I guess I just don't know

(The Velvet Underground - Heroin Lyrics)

Life at Faheem's house was good. We continued to spend time doping, partying, watching TV, playing board games and going out for concerts. Sometimes, the three of us played games like dumb charades and losers met with silly punishments like crawling across the floor or pretending to be a dog. Suchie cooked. There was always an inflow of friends visiting, some stayed over on occasion.  

I followed a disciplined routine. In the morning, I went straight to score Corex, came back for breakfast, went to an internet cafe or Faheem's office in the afternoons to either help with transcription or work on my rose oil project. I scored a couple more Corex during the day and smoked pot at intervals. In the evenings, I met Manish. We either hung out with Suchie and Faheem or went drinking somewhere. Our gradually disintegrating relationship was precariously held together by the chain of bottles, chillams and fun with or without friends. Companionship meant we cosigned each-others excesses and absurdities. 

Faheem's new printing business was not working out as projected and he was finding it difficult to manage expenses. Suchie started bearing the brunt of his anger. Faheem called her lazy and castigated her for lack of dedication and commitment towards work. While initially he had been the one to suggest that she quit her job and relax, he held it against her now. He made pointed remarks about how hard he was working to meet household as well as her expenses. Suchie confided in me regularly, and a few times I bore witness to these exchanges in person. This was despite the fact that Suchie maintained the house, cooked regularly and assisted Faheem with his work. Their relationship was steadily deteriorating as the clash of values and principles surfaced. They had not had sex in months. I failed to comprehend how the otherwise independent and assertive Suchie accepted this verbal and emotional abuse. Was it her love for Faheem or her own fears? Or was it the belief that a woman has to tolerate and suffer? 

In light of his business underperforming, I shared my rose oil idea with Faheem, suggesting we could execute it together. He started supporting me in putting the project report together.

Faheem's younger brother Feroz, who often visited and stayed at Faheem's house (he was also into doping) commented, "Bhai and you think alike. Both of you are business minded. You should have gotten married." I had heard others make similar remarks about us.
  
My passion for books and reading continued. I spotted the perfect book rental shop in Hauz Khas Market that rented books for five rupees a day. Every second or third day, I walked one and a half kilometres from Faheem's house in Gautam Nagar to Hauz Khas Market to rent books. On the way back, I’d stop at the chaiwallah opposite the National Institute of Fashion Technology (NIFT) to get a cup of chai. I sat at the stall sipping my cup of tea buried deep in my books. Soon, I started interacting with students hanging out there who exposed me to some new ideas through their conversations about music, movies, pubs, philosophies, books and fashion. 

'Have you read the Aldous Huxley book? It is a must read."

'Have you heard Skazi? The psytrance will blow you out of your mind."

Have you been to that pub in GK? It is the coolest one in town.

Do you identify with existentialism or nihilism?

"You got to try the Malaana maal dude, which is the real stuff."

I discovered the all day dope parties in the park behind the chaiwallah. Everyday, these guys sat in community circles with one or two people invariably rolling a joint to be passed around in the true spirit of hashishood. My hashish expertise granted me instant membership into this elite club. 
I started looking up to these people. They were the embodiment of all things cool, hippie and anti-establishment. They spoke of art, music, peace and brotherhood.  Rebels yet functional, they put on their costumes, went to the parties and got high and then they went back to school or back to work. The guys wore colourful pajamas and stubble and long hair and sometimes earrings and weird eye-glasses. The girls wore gypsy skirts or harem pants with loads of junk jewelry. They wore military insignia, swastikas and the OM. They dressed as cowboys, puritans, village belle, etc. They experimented with different identities, ideologies, clothes and looks. Most of these youngsters came from middle to upper class educated families. They had theories on community, work, gender and creativity. 
I loved hanging out with this sexy romantic bohemian crowd promising a blast of glamour, ecstasy, and utopia. We discussed the phoniness that pervaded mainstream society and exchanged ideas about a free, loving and open world. There were NIFT designers, medical students from AIIMS, law students, journalists, architects, musicians and artists. The common thread was a free spirit, experienced and expressed through drugs. A life of thinking high, living high and getting high. The music was rock 'n' roll, African drums, fusion, trance and techno.

I was surrounded by a medley of smart brains doling out brilliant creative ideas inside a rainbow bubble of hash. A cosmic poetry existed within this counterculture. We were the flower children ripping on a bong while discussing a Utopian world. 

I became fascinated by the history of the hippie culture, the birth of the Beat generation, its progression in the Greenwich village - the literary greats, alternative newspapers, modern art, the Beat poets, radical plays, underground music and the folk revolutions.  I started digging for books, music and clothes that reflected this school of thought. Strands of this counterculture already pervaded my life.

I made new friends. There was Manjari, a NIFT student and her boyfriend, Rajat, an eccentric guy who lived with his family in Green Park. Rajat's studio on the first floor housed a computer, DJ equipment, recording equipment and some musical instruments. Sometimes, we chilled at Rajat's studio while he experimented with music or there was a recording going on.  

I invited three of my new NIFT friends to a chillam party at Faheem’s apartment. One of the boyswas piss-drunk when he asked me the way to the bathroom. I pointed in the direction of Suchie and Faheem's bedroom, where the couple was sleeping at this point. The only available bathroom was attached to their room. Before I could walk back to the living room, I heard a scream, then another scream. I reached the bedroom to see Faheem slapping Akshay. Upon prodding, I learnt that Akshay had opened the wardrobe door instead of the bathroom door and had started pissing on Suchie's side of clothes. A hippie lifestyle means a life full of misadventures. 

One evening, Manish and I stopped at NIFT to get a cup of chai when we ran into Sumit Khanna. Sumit was Deepika's ex-boyfriend, the girl who stayed in the basement of the New Friends Colony house and with whom I had shared wild drinking bouts in the past. With his strong build and macho personality, Sumit had an authoritarian presence. I had limited interaction with him in the past. 

"Hi Sumit. How have you been? It has been so many years since we met last." I said

He replied, "Yes been like four years."

'What are you doing here?"

'I live in Gautam Nagar. I hang out here some evenings."

"Oh, what a co-incidence. I too live in Gautam Nagar. Meet my boyfriend Manish. Don't think you guys have met before."

As Manish and Sumit started talking, I rolled a joint, which I passed around. The conversation shifted to "experiences with Maal". 

Sumit threw the gauntlet, “You guys ever tried heroin?” It was part question part boast.

Our ears popped at the mention of the word. For a second, everything became silent.

"What?" I asked.

"Heroin, smack, brown sugar! Ever done it, ever heard of it?" he said, grinning. 

Of course, we knew about heroin. I had never personally met anyone doing it though. There was a tingling of excitement.

"Are you using heroin? What is the trip like? How long have you been doing it?" I asked.

"Hahaha!" Sumit laughed in a patronizing manner, as if we were kids with still a lot to learn.

Like a solemn guru delivering a philosophical monologue, he continued, "Heroin - it is the spiritual mothership that transports you to dazzling inter-galactic spaces where you float weightlessly admist glitterati. There is only bliss as the notion of pain is obliterated. You want to remain stationed there forever. You can see Earth and its beings clearly from there. The dull, chaotic and diseased nature of the Earth! The stupidities and greed of the Earthlings! You see it. You are beyond it. You feel pity. You don't want to come back – ever – to this rotten so-called reality. 

His words stirred my curiosity. I saw a similar desire twinkling in Manish's eyes. Sumit was a prophet marketing his God. 

We were aware that heroin is the dangerous league, the jump into the unknown abyss. Those who had dared to jump had never returned. We had heard too many stories. A single chug of Afghan poppy resin could doom one to be a junkie forever. It is among the most addictive drugs available to man. Its very mention is enough to raise eyebrows.

Danger and adventure ran in my veins. I proudly claimed, "Danger and I are lovers." Manish and I needed something to shake us out of our mundane existence. So, when we heard Sumit ask us, "Do you want to try it?" 
“Of course.” We responded in unison without loosing a moment. “Do you have any on you right now?” 

"Yes I do! Why don’t you come over to my house? My apartment is nearby. We can party there. You will need to contribute five hundred rupees though.”

Though short on money, we immediately agreed. The lure of trying heroin was very strong. 

Full of nervous anticipation, we followed Sumit in our car to his house. We parked and walked up in silence deriving strength from holding hands. We were in it together. 

Sumit lived by himslef in a well-appointed two-bedroom apartment on the third floor of a building– just a block away from Faheem.

“My parents gifted me this apartment a few years ago. I run a successful exhibition design consultancy - designing stalls for exhibitions and conferences and also designing offices. Business is good. Life is sorted and I am having a great time.” He told us with a smirk.

Jealousy struck me like a sledgehammer as the voices in my head churned their wheels, "What a lucky chap to have his own apartment, a successful business and freedom to live his life. I wonder when my life will be sorted like that."

'Make yourself comfortable. There is water in the refrigerator. I will fetch the maal."he said.

We made ourselves comfortable on the couch even as more uncomfortable moments of nervous excitement ensued with Sumit taking his time to reappear in the living room.

"Here I have 5 pudias on me right now. Each costs 100 bucks," he said putting the pudias (small papers folded into square sachets) on the table. He opened one to reveal the brown powder before passing it to us for inspection. "This is the black gold." We took turns to inspect the maal, touching and sniffing it. It looked like ordinary dust. 

He disappeared into the kitchen to re-emerge with a roll of silver foil, a candle and a box of wax matches. He then switched off both the fan and the AC. "I need to switch off the AC and fan as we need to light the candle."

The candle was lit and placed on the centre table. Summer was peaking in Delhi, and it only took a few minutes without air-conditioning to feel it. But no one complained even as sweat covered us. A few more moments of what seemed like eternity passed before he declared, 'OK, all set for the magic show. Ready? "

"Yes let the show begin." Manish replied.  

First, he cut out a neat rectangular strip of silver foil from the roll. Placing it on the centre table, he straightened out all creases with a coin. Then he rolled up a hundred-rupee note to form a pipe. He slowly opened the pudia and very carefully transferred the brown dust to one edge of the silver foil. 

Our eyes transfixed, we stared in awe at his gingerly movements as he put the pipe in his mouth, a one rupee coin under his tongue, brought the foil with the dust close to the 100 rupee pipe in his mouth with his left hand, while with his right hand he took out a matchstick from the box, lit it with the candle flame, and put the match stick under the dust on the foil. The brown dust simmered and turned to liquid. As the heroin heated up, it began to bubble and let off a sweet floral smell. The liquid started flowing down the slightly slanting silver foil. The matchstick under the foil kept following the liquid. It was a magic show all right. He took in the fumes produced by the liquid through the pipe in his mouth. When he was done, he kept all the paraphernalia on the table, looked at us and with a broad grin on his face said, "Got to keep the liquid moving in order to keep it from overheating and burning up too quickly. That is called chasing the dragon. Do you want to give it a try?” 

We were dumbstruck! “Yes, of course!” That's what we were here for. Watching the whole scene had excited us even more.

“I will try first.” Saying that, I picked up the foil from the table. Sneering at me, Sumit said, “Let me help you. You won’t be able to chase the dragon on your own the very first time. Hold the foil near your mouth, and slant it a bit downward. I will light the matchstick and roll it under the foil. You have to keep chasing the flowing liquid with the pipe in your mouth. Keep inhaling the fumes through the pipe.”
My heart thumped in anticipation of the mystical trip. The voices became louder as I got ready to experience what was reputed to be the “hardest” and most dangerous substance of abuse.
Do you really want to do this? You are crossing a major line. Think again! There may be no turning back … Think about your mom."

Why the fuck am I doing this?
Because I don't care about my life anymore!
Because I have nothing but the drugs to help me escape my painful reality, to allow me a sense of pleasure, safety and accomplishment!

Because God has forsaken me!

I followed Sumit's instructions. The bitter and pungent fumes hit me. I started coughing and in between the violent coughing bouts, the nausea made me want to throw up.

Sumit jeered, “That is how it goes the first few times. It is not easy to use brown. You need to condition your body and that will take a few attempts. Stay at it and you will learn eventually.”

“Hey, pass it to me now. It is my turn,” interjected Manish.

We chased a few more times before calling it quits. When we left, Sumit was merrily singing what sounded like a nursery rhyme:

In brown I will drown
Brown be my crown
Brown takes away all my frowns
Brown, brown, brown ---- yeee yee yee

My head was buzzing as we got to Faheem’s house. I immediately went off to sleep and woke up about 5 hours later with an incredibly intense nausea and ran to the toilet to throw up. For the next hour I kept running back and forth from my bed. Kneeling before the toilet bowl was my new form of idol worship – another jewel in my crown of infidelity.
That evening Manish returned from work and announced, “I want to try heroin again. Yesterday was not a great experience. Being the first time, we both felt sick. Now that we know what to expect, it will be better.” Of course, I agreed. 

He called up Sumit and arranged to meet up at his flat in an hour. Sumit said he would score the maal from his dealer in the meantime.

When we reached his apartment, Sumit was sitting on his favorite couch in the living room with the paraphernalia already spread out in front of him. A bucket was kept on his side. I remembered last night he kept puking into the bucket every now and then. In between the puking bouts, his head and body would hang as if pulled down by gravity, his eyes shut, lit cigarette clutched in his fingers.  After a few minutes, he would wake up from his stupor with a sudden jerk and the cycle would repeat. This had continued through the night. Before we left, he had announced, “It is only when the head reaches the navel, you know you are tripping.”

It wasn’t any better this time. It was the same result - a dizzy head, nausea and bouts of puking. After a few drags, I rushed to the toilet and bent over on my knees to pay obeisance. I was there for about 30 minutes, puking bile and dry heaving. Definitely the most intense vomiting experience of my life, although the opium let me feel no physical pain. 

We were both throwing up and itching all over. At 2.00am, sick to the core, we made a slow dash for the door.

Thus began our nightly visits to Sumit’s house. We wanted to get it right. For the next week, we tried every evening but kept ending up feeling sick. Watching the spell it cast on Sumit, we were enchanted with the promise of heroin. We could not give up. Drugs were our arena! We could not accept defeat. We had to experience the high. 

Quitting would damage our self-esteem. Our one accomplishment in life was our expertise with drugs. Friends sought us out because we had the best maal, we could roll the best joints and prepare explosive chillams. It was our route to love and acceptance. We could not let go of that singular achievement. We threw all caution to the wind.

At last, after a dozen or so attempts, the miracle happened. I felt the ‘full body orgasm’ rock me. A sweeping tsunami and then boom - a feeling of emptiness! Just like yoga, tighten your muscles - tighten, tighten, tighten and then completely let go - relax. My body felt completely relaxed. I didn't know my body was capable of such sensations. I didn't know I had the capacity for such a good state. I felt safe and warm. 
 
No thoughts, no feelings, no ideas, no concerns, only ripples of ecstasy – timeless mindless ecstasy. I was weightless, floating through the galaxies, beautiful stars all around me. Every fucking stress and problem melted into oblivion. My eyes shut but I was awake. A few minutes later, there was only darkness, a beautiful darkness. My head bent down, my forehead leveled with my navel. I had arrived. I could claim my position as the experienced junkie. 

I glanced at the clock when my eyes managed to crack open before nodding off again. It read 10:50 pm. I had been laying there for two hours, but felt as if only minutes had passed. Was I in a black hole? Was this a time warp? Was I dead? Was this an eternal sleep? Total calm, no ripples. I did not dream, I did not wake up. I remember nodding to myself, "Holy shit, I get to feel this good on demand? Life is wonderful."

Sumit was droning on about some out of body floating experience. I was not interested. I was aware of my growing nausea by now. ‘I have it under control, and I'm not going to puke. I am nauseous ... it comes in waves, but I am sure it will go away.’  It was pleasant in a really fucked up way. 

Sumit introduced us to the rest of his friend circle. Vedanta, a.k.a.  Vedu lived with his mother in their beautiful ancestral house in South-Ex. Jai was a tall fair guy who spent months with Israelis in the villages of Pulga and Kalga in Parvati Valley, Himachal, and brought good quality maal and techno music from there. He had been a sardar but now wore hippie clothes and sported a choti. There was the bespectacled Eesh, a simpler and more grounded being. There was Shravan who had crowned himself as DJ Ravan. He was also known as Charsi Chillapa. Jai, Eesh and Shravan were aspiring DJs. There was Sarvesh who we all called Doc - he was a medical student at AIIMS. Doc had topped in the medical entrance exams but was now repeating his fourth year. He met us just for the heroin, he did not party with us. He had his headphone on all the time. 

There was also an out of work architect who lived in a one room apartment in Gautam Nagar. He was the only one injecting - the final frontier of drug abuse. He had been repeatedly retrieved from public loos and had almost died of drug overdose. That did not dissuade him from intravenous drug use.

I also met Badal and Jim. Badal lived with his mother and sister in Sainik Farms. His father had been a real estate tycoon. The family owned a huge property in Sainik Farms, but after the father's death, they gradually started selling the assets and squandering the receipts. Badal's sister kept trying her hand at different businesses that failed. Badal himself was divorced and not inclined to work. 

Jim stayed with his mother in Munirka. He had been a Professor at NIFT, Mumbai but had been fired for some reason. He spent his time between reading, writing, painting and drugs. I became good friends with both Badal and Jim. They were more approachable, simple and humble than others.

I was home! I'd found people who I could relate to and this drug was fucking amazing.

We became frequent visitors to Vedu's house. His mother was a chilled out woman who restricted herself to her huge bedroom in one corner of the ground floor house. She was aware of us smoking pot and seemed OK with that. There was a small park right opposite the house where we went to smoke up.

Each time, we visited Vedu, the old voices of inferiority came along. How lucky to be living in a mansion like this and to have a really chilled-out mother! How would my life have been if I had a mother or family wealth like that? I felt like an outsider, in awe of Vedu’s possessions – the musical instruments and electronic gadgets, amongst his many assets. Jai inspired similar feelings, "He is so sought after. Free to travel, interact with hippies and get the best maal." With Shravan, the voice said, 'He is so cool. Lucky to be a musician." 

I was constantly comparing myself to others, and falling short. People with wealth, creativity, arts, music, fashion or anything of value made me acutely aware of my worthless existence. Wealth particularly awed me. The big splendid bungalows, the jazzy cars, the music, the books and art, the parties, the experiences and the choice to experiment! It was a world I aspired for, yet had no access to. I wanted to be a part of that world, yet when I was inside it, I felt like an imposter. 

This wonderland would be the answer to all my woes – my passport to eternal joy. On the contrary, it filled me with immense sadness, as it served as another reminder of all the things I did not have, how others were luckier than I - to have a house like that, a lifestyle like that, a mother like that, opportunities like that, skills like that. The entire world reflected my victimhood – ‘Poor Me’. I just had my drugs and a hopelessly resilient sliver of hope - hope that an asteroid would strike to change the course of my life. 

We spent hours and days at Vedu's house listening to music and getting high. I made a concerted effort to listen to the music and feign interest in it.

I had introduced Sumit to Suchie and Faheem. He had become a regular visitor to their house. He doted on Suchie and held her in high esteem. He was transparent with them about his heroin use.

Faheem started suspecting me. One morning at breakfast, he confronted me, “Are you and Manish doing heroin regularly now? Please abstain from this. It is extremely dangerous.” I refuted his charges, “We tried it a couple of times just to see how it feels. We are not doing it regularly. Of course we know it is way too dangerous. We are not foolish.”

One day, Sumit invited them over to Vedu's house. We entered a living room bereft of occupants. There was music blaring from Vedu's room. Suchie and Faheem sat on a couch while I went to Vedu's room to investigate. I found Eesh knocking gently on the bathroom door.

"Where is everyone?" I asked him.

"Shhhh, they are all inside. Aunty is in her bedroom. Don't want her to sense something amiss.”

The bathroom door opened after a few minutes. A strange sight greeted me. Vedu sitting on the pot with the silver foil in his hand, Shravan sitting on the floor, Jai, Sumit, Badal, Jim and someone I did not recognize sitting on the edge of the bathtub. Those sitting on the bathtub moved to make space for me. No one spoke much – if they did, it was only in whispers. All eyes were fixed on the foil that was being passed around. My turn came. As I chased the heroin, I felt the now familiar elation build inside me.

Suchie and Faheem, tired of waiting outside also walked in. Upon being apprised of what was happening, they too wanted a piece of the action. They took one drag each but repelled by the pungent flavor of the dragon immediately decided it was not for them. In a short while, they left. Faheem addressed his disapproval to me, "This is not my scene."

Faheem started hyper-ventilating after this incident. He had repeatedly expressed his disapproval of heroin. He had set a clear boundary, “As long as you are staying with us, please do not use heroin. Sumit may be a fun guy but you don't have to do what he is doing." I tried to convince him that I would stop all together. He had been asking me to look for my own place but so far I had not found anything.

Probably fascinated by the events in my life, Faheem often told me, "If you ever write your autobiography, I want the publishing rights for it."  I would just laugh it off, "What is there in my life to write about?"

Before Manish and I realized it, our usage of heroin had snowballed. We were smoking brown first thing after waking up and last thing before sleeping. It took higher doses of heroin to achieve the same high as before. We were hooked to the stuff. We needed a dose every few hours to feel OK. It cost more money. We were now using several grams of heroin a day. 

Fortunately, we stayed away from injections. In this dark world of heroin, we had encountered people using intravenously. The sight of people injecting and their resultant state was frightening and repulsive. There was no dignity in that life. I saw people dying of overdose, people reduced to begging, falling on the streets, shitting and peeing in their pants. I made a promise to myself that I would rather die than live the life of an injecting addict. I drew a line. 

Sex became increasingly difficult. Even though heroin piqued sexual desire in the beginning, it dampened the performance. We could engage in sex for hours with neither of us orgasming. Ultimately, we would quit in exhaustion. It got frustrating. Gradually, even the desire waned. Sex was no contender to heroin. 

I did not realize when and how heroin became the most important thing in my life, more important than any relationship, dream or desire. I craved that burst of tingly euphoria radiating through my body. It was the Sun chasing away darkness at dawn. Each time I closed my eyes to bring into focus my most vivid dreams - crazy, intense, micro-spin-offs from reality - that appeared more real than any reality. With a dull vacant look in my eyes, my pupils pinned, voice lowered and cognition impaired, I embraced the feeling of total peace that progressed into a semi-conscious state of bliss that made time stop even as the clocks ticked faster. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Suchie and Faheem had to attend a family wedding at Faheem's ancestral home in a small village in UP. I was entrusted with the house. Their new servant also stayed back. For some time now, I had been eyeing the gold jewelry Suchie kept in her wardrobe. I told Manish about it. With Faheem and Suchie gone, we had clear access to the gold. We opened the box. It was packed with gold jewelry including some of Suchie's family heirlooms. We picked the most expensive looking pieces and sold them. While I suffered guilt pangs for stealing from a close and dear friend, the voice of survival was stronger. My survival depended upon my beloved heroin. When heroin competed, nothing else won.

Two days after their return, Suchie noticed the missing jewelry and questioned me. I played the innocent victim and indirectly pointed a finger at the servant. Mayhem ensued. The servant was questioned, beaten, threatened and finally thrown out. I, the innocent friend continued to stay with them. They never suspected me.

The relationship with Faheem became progressively acerbic as Manish and I spent more time doing heroin. The laughter, chatter, games and partying that had accompanied our doping sessions became minimal. With heroin, there was none of this nonsense. I became silent and withdrawn desiring quietude or listening to music or discussing things philosophical. A crevice developed between them and us. I didn't go to Faheem's office anymore. He was no fool. He realized what I was up to while I prayed that he wouldn't notice it. 

One evening, when I returned home, Faheem told me he had called my mother and informed her about my heroin use.  Though he had forewarned me, I had not attached much weight to it. ‘Let me enjoy while the party is on. Why stress over these non-issues?’ I had told myself.
 
Now mad with fury, I yelled at Faheem, "You are an obnoxious and filthy person with no values. How can you do that to a friend? How did your conscience allow you to snitch on me and betray me? You are pathetic and miserly, you bastard." I continued to hurl abuses at him. He had broken a cardinal rule of friendship. No matter what, friends don't snitch on each other. They don't involve parents, authorities or authority figures.
 
In response, he brought my bag from my room and threw it from the balcony, ordering me to get out of his house. I asked him for my rose oil project report but he refused to give it to me. I had spent months on that report. To me, this was Faheem - selfish and commercial – cold-blooded in the face of aggravation. He kept the report as vengeance, and potentially to use for his benefit. 

I stayed at Sumit’s house for the next three days. Manish was not comfortable with it -  he had his suspicions regarding Sumit’s designs on me. Sumit had confided in him once, “All girls are the same; they are all available; it just takes a little smartness to prove that.” I resented Manish his suspicious nature. All men are the same - suspicious and possessive. Trying to put women down in their own unique ways. 

Manish spoke to Soma and her sister. They agreed to accommodate me for a short period. Sheepishly, I lugged my bag and moved into the one room Soma and Anjana shared. The apartment was cramped as my belongings already occupied their living room.

When mom confronted me about my drug abuse, I told her, “Faheem is a liar. I worked hard on that rose oil project report and he refuses to give it back to me. He understands its significance, wants to use it for himself and that is why he is maligning me.” Mom had never liked Faheem, so it wasn’t difficult to convince her about his mal-intent. At least, I liked to believe that.  

With Soma and Anjana, I had more freedom to use. Parma, the pusher stayed two lanes away. He would meet me in the neighborhood park to hand me the maal. Soma and Anjana would be out working at their respective jobs. I had the house to myself. I used in freedom. Else, I just went over to Sumit’s house, where invariably I would find one or more people partying. Sometimes, we went over to Vedu's place. Some nights, I just slept at Sumit's apartment cramped between friends on the double bed in his room. 

Once when Parma did not return my calls, I went over to his house to score. His mother gave me a grand lecture, "You being a girl should not indulge in such things. You seem to be from a good family." I could not understand why a dealer's mother, a dealer herself bothered to advise me against drugs. It defied all logic. 

Heroin had caused cracks to appear in our circle. Heroin is an expensive habit to support, and the withdrawals are a situation to be avoided desperately. Unlike hashish-hood that is about sharing and caring, no one shared their heroin for free. With our usage having increased, we were possessive about our maal. We would buy 7-8 pudias, do 4-5 by ourselves and keep 2-3 for communal use. All participants were expected to bring in their own heroin except for occasional users. 

Jai, Eesh and Shravan, the aspiring DJs had started performing gigs at pubs around town. Sumit, Vedu, Badal, me and a few other friends would turn up for support. They were trying to make a name for themselves in the local music circles and would regularly perform gigs at a variety of pubs each weekend. We were the cheerleaders dancing like zombies to their tunes through the night. We received complimentary drinks at such parties. We also started attending rave parties that were catching on around Delhi. We were informed either through word of mouth or text messages about the location of the parties. They were held in an open area. People dressed as hippies reverberated to the sound of techno music all night as drugs of all sorts flowed freely. 

We were partying round the night - at the gigs where Jai, Eesh and Shravan performed, or at some rich friend's house - in Lodhi Road, in Sainik Farms, in Chattarpur Farms or at the rave parties. Smack, alcohol and balti bongs prevailed.

At one such party, we ran out of smack. Two friends, Manu and BB said, “We are off to score and will be back in a short while. Anyone else needs any maal?”

Some of us immediately took out money to give them. I also gave them 100 bucks. They never returned. That is how the drugs worked. No one could be trusted with heroin in their veins.

I tried LSD for the first time at a rave party. Immediately, everything became multi-colored. Colors that I had never seen before and sounds that I had never heard before became vivid. With it followed happiness of a different order. Was it true that psychedelics were the gateway to a different dimension? My feet no longer on the ground and withmy wings spread , I was in flight in a dimension of colors, sounds and sensations not known before to me. I felt I was experiencing Sunrise for the first time ever, for nothing about it looked familiar. It was an ethereal feeling. I had never seen those colors before, their depth, their range. I was not on Earth. I was on a different planet where I understood the true meaning of richness. I tried Acid several times, and each time the experience of being on a Heavenly body was there. It was like a free pass to the Promised Land. 

Soon enough I tried cocaine too. Sumit Khanna had a friend visiting who brought cocaine – a substance we could not afford. We waited impatiently as the friend cut lines of the coke with a card. We snorted one line each at a time. The rolled up hundred rupee note was passed around for snorting. That evening as I danced as if on fire, I experienced the full energy of Coke.  

I did Coke a few times after that but soon realized that Coke and LSD were not my drugs. They were uppers, offering boundless energy and a psychedelic trance state. I loved downers - opiates - Heroin and Cough Syrups. They centered and grounded me. I possessed surplus scattered energy. Opiates mellowed down that energy and calmed me.

People lose copious amounts of weight on heroin. I was the exception continuing to add layers - probably because of the cough syrups I was still drinking. I hated the sight of my own body, particularly in the company of the slim, sleek and fashion conscious NIFT girls. There was no way I could compete with their fit frames or trendy clothes. The drugs made it bearable for me to deal with my unshapely body. 

Once late night, Khanna showed up at our flat. Soma and I were home. Anjana had gone out. He announced, "Today, I have a wonder drug on me, something you have never done before."

"What is it?"

"It is called Ketamine. You see the other world, ghosts from your past and all your past lives. You are raised above the known Universe so you can see across dimensions and lives.”

Showing us the vial, he continued, "It is used as an anesthetic for horses."

He poured the liquid on a metal spoon, which he then held over the flame of the gas stove. We watched enchanted as the liquid simmered and turned into a white powder. He put the powder on a table and cut lines through it. Next he rolled up a currency note and we took turns snorting the powder.

Soma and I instantly saw heaven. Gravity dissipated and I was floating in mid-air. Later, Khanna proposed going out for a drive. It took us half an hour to reach his car, which was parked right outside the house. We walked painfully slow trying to find our limbs and ensuring that our legs were firmly placed on the ground with each step we took. Each leg felt heavy. Ketamine had given me the most extreme buzz ever; it was frightening.

The deadly cocktail of ketamine, heroin, pot, alcohol and Corex continued in my life. Life was about drugs, deep philosophical conversations and dancing to cyclical beats of techno music.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Wajahat, Mom's cousin was in town and asked to meet up. He worked in Saudi Arabia as a technician and was on his way back there after a break in Srinagar. Considering he came from a poor background, he had done well for himself. He introduced me to a friend of his, Wasim. Wasim and Nadeem were brothers working with their Uncle, a very famous hairdresser. 

After Wajahat left, I continued to meet Wasim and Nadeem from time to time. They called me whenever they needed a model for hairstyling or coloring with the result that I started wearing the latest hairstyles. We started partying together and visiting pubs and discs. Soma and Anjana also joined for these parties. Nadeem was already on cough syrups and hashish.  I introduced him to heroin. He took to it immediately.

Anjana found a job in Noida and decided to shift there. This finally drove me to look for a place of my own. I found a rundown ground floor apartment in a narrow back lane of Gautam Nagar. It stank, had no ventilation, no windows but it had three rooms. It represented the desperate and bleak state of my existence. It also had the perfect cave like layout to be a smacky’s haven.

I moved my luggage there and bid adieu to Soma and Anjana. Now I was completely on my own. I was closer to Sumit's house. Though shabby, it was a place to use drugs in peace.

The rent of 4000 rupees was high for me. I got the property dealer to find me a female housemate. Soon, a girl from NIFT took over one of the bedrooms while I continued to party in the other bedroom.

Wajahat, mom's cousin was in town again, this time on his way to Srinagar. I took him dancing along with some friends. He expressed interest in me but I told him about my relationship with Manish. Later, I invited him over to my flat. He saw people using heroin there but appeared to be chilled out about it. He left for Srinagar. 

When I told Mom later that I he had come over to my place, she scolded me, 'You are so trusting. Why do you have to bring people to your house? People are not to be trusted."

Nadeem’s girlfriend ran away from her home to be with Nadeem. He brought her over to my place since she had nowhere else to go. Nadeem started frequenting my house and we started doing more heroin together. One morning, Nadeem’s mother landed at my doorstep and accused me of corrupting her son. It angered me that Nadeem had known about his mother planning to show up at my house in advance and not rushed to my defense. He had allowed his mother to abuse me. This is what happens when you try to be extra nice. You offer accommodation to someone and this is what you get in exchange. I asked Nadeem to move his girlfriend to another place. That was the end of my friendship with him. I didn't wish to be blamed for corrupting another person.  

Stop being nice Pearl. Stop being nice.


[bookmark: _Toc370567692]A Prisoner

Mom was pestering me to visit Srinagar for a few days to attend the wedding of a distant cousin. Tired, I gave in. I will be back in two days. I will carry maal with me to Srinagar and somehow manage to get through it.” I told myself. 

Shafi came to pick me up at the airport. We drove home in the most uncomfortable silence. The vibe persevered at home with everyone being cold and distant even as we exchanged pleasantries. I turned down Mom's offers of food. With my drugs wearing off, all I wanted to do was get some sleep. I headed off to my designated room - the glass room on the first floor where I slipped under some warm blankets and immediately dozed off.

A few hours later, I woke up in withdrawals. Needing a fix, I searched my bags for the drugs. I could find nothing. I took out the clothes, emptied the bag, checked the pockets. Nothing! I sat there confounded, clearly remembering packing bottles of Corex and packets of smack and hash.

"What now? I need something right now." As I started getting frantic, Mom and Shafi walked into the room, having realized that I had woken up. Without uttering a word, they laid before me my entire cache of drugs and paraphernalia, “What the hell is this?” Shafi slapped me hard across the cheek.

Mom, tears flowing down her cheeks demanded, “What is this? What have you been up to? What have you done to yourself? Why did I not die before seeing this day? All my life's labors wasted!" She was howling. 

I came to know that Wajahat, Mom's cousin had spread nasty rumors about me. He had told Munna, my Uncle, “She is probably sleeping around with every guy in town, maybe prostituting too. I saw marks all over her body. She is heavily into drugs.” Munna whooshing into a ballistic frenzy had almost assaulted Mom.

After instructing Mom to check my body, Shafi walked out. Mom scanned my body for marks. There were none. “I told you that Wajahat is a malicious bastard. He wanted to sleep with me. This is his way of avenging the rejection - by maligning me.”

"He told me about Munna drinking and having an extra-marital affair. Is that true too then?" I counter-attacked.

Ignoring the scoop about Munna, Mom continued “What about the drugs that we found in your bag? Is that not evidence?” It was not a question. Mom continued without waiting for my response. “You need to reform. Enough is enough. You need to turn over a new leaf. I have suffered enough because of you. What face will we show our relatives and society? I have been humiliated enough because of you. I can't take it anymore. ”

“Screw your society and relatives, the hypocrites! I don’t care about them. What good have they done me so far? Have they ever been there for me? Why should I bother about what they think?” The very mention of society and relatives made my blood boil.

Mom started crying hysterically. "Why are you hell bent upon ruining your life and our name? When will you learn? Why can't you lead a simple and straight life?" 

"Because my mother never led a simple and straight life." I replied coldly and asked her to leave me alone. The physical withdrawals were setting in. By evening, unable to handle the pains anymore, I went down to her,  “I cannot quit drugs cold turkey. I am in extreme pain; my entire body is aching due to severe withdrawals. My BP and pulse are racing high. I will go crazy if you don’t give me some drugs. I might die.”

Mom broke down into tears again, “What have you reduced yourself to?” She called Shafi to her aid, “She has gone mad, shamelessly asking me for drugs. We are not giving her any, no matter what.”

I felt lonely and hopeless, going through the withdrawals by myself. I had runny eyes, runny nose, diarrhea, dehydration, complete lack of appetite, overwhelming nausea and pain in every part of my body. The worst part was the joint pain and restlessness combined with weakness and insomnia. My heart raced, my head throbbed. I felt tightness in the chest that made breathing difficult. I couldn't sleep. I felt dreadful anxiety and panicked at the thought that this state is never getting better. Thoughts of being trapped in this situation all alone  filled me with terror and despair. 

Taking cognizance of my pain, Shafi called a Doctor the next day. The Doctor was informed about my high BP and pulse. There was no mention of drugs. The Doctor prescribed a BP medicine, which was duly given to me. I spent the next three days in a delirious state in the living room under two layers of blankets. There were gas heaters to keep the room warm yet I kept shivering. My body constantly went into spasms. A persistent throbbing took root in my head. I kept throwing up whatever little I ate. I swung like a wild pendulum between anxiety and depression. I felt skinless at the mercy of people who had no understanding or empathy for my condition. Instead of words of sympathy and support all I received was criticism and sarcasm. Mom's vigil over me was interspersed with bouts of hysterical wailing. I begged for the drugs or some medical intervention but none was provided. 

Shafi consoled Mom, “I have seen drug addicts. They do this drama when deprived of their drugs, but eventually get better. She will get through it.”

Deliriously clutching my hair
Quivering, missing my drug
Like a cat in heat howling at the moon
Terrified of what is to follow

Oh my loved ones
Blind to the pain that breaks my soul and body
Deaf to my screams of help
Mute when it comes to words of love
Reflecting only hatred and fear
At a time when I need your love the most! 

"Medical support for getting sober is available, it is out there. There is no need to subject me to this pain. Please listen to me with an open mind. I know of people getting admitted to rehabilitation centers or using substitute drugs to sober up. I have never encountered anyone who has quit drugs cold turkey." I appealed to them repeatedly.

I was more frightened than ever. I had not known sobriety for even a single day since I first started using drugs, years back. I could no longer envisage a life without drugs. Manish and I had shared a vision of cultivating our own hashish fields. We wanted to spend the rest of our lives - like the Israelis - in the Parvati Valley of Himachal - cultivating ganja, listening to music and being the flower children. Out of nowhere, this terrifying and disconcerting situation had been thrust upon me, a drug addict's worst nightmare - forced to sober up without any kind of support – physical, emotional or psychological. A journey through hell indeed! 

Gradually as I started showing signs of stabilizing, Mom took me to the market to buy me ‘decent’ clothes. We bought 3 sets of warm salwar kameez, some pullovers and a tailored overcoat. The clothes I was carrying with me were not deemed decent.  

Mom and Shafi decided it was time to confront Munna and Wajahat. The confrontation was important to prove Wajahat wrong and therefore protect their reputation. A meeting was organized at Munna’s house. 

Munna had built a stunning modern house replete with rich interiors and equally beautiful gardens. He had grown to be a successful real estate tycoon in the last few years. His networking with the rich and powerful bore fruits as it brought him into close contact with one of leading business families in Srinagar - the Khandays. The Khandays owned 100 acres of land on the outskirts of the city and were figuring out the best use for it. Munna offered to take charge. He made a plan for the development of a residential colony and sold the land in plots. From there onwards, there had been no looking back for Munna. Everyone said it was the result of Boba praying for the success of her son for all these years.  

We entered their house in solemn silence and seated ourselves in the warm hamam. Just being in his house was a painful reminder of the progress he had made as well as our own stagnation. Boba would tell us, 'Learn something from Munna. How he has built his life. You guys continue to focus on unnecessary things and splurge your money."  After exchanging pleasantries, Boba and the children left the room, shutting the door behind them. Then began the match of accusations and abuses.

Wajahat fired the first salvo. “I saw her with all these weird men at her house. She was drunk and was smoking hashish. Later, I saw her using heroin as well. One of the boys who is a common friend told me that she was sleeping with all sorts of men.” he said, referring to Nadeem. 

Mom rose to my defense. “You lying bastard, how can you accuse my daughter of things like that? You said there were marks all over her body. I checked her myself and there is nothing. What were you doing at my daughter’s house anyway?” 

I felt grateful to my Mom for defending me.

Munna, pointed a finger at Mom. “You have always indulged and defended your daughter. You give in to all her demands. You allow her to wear jeans, skirts and all other western dresses. You sent her to Delhi for studies despite our best advice. You allowed her to party. See the results for yourself. And you are still stupid enough to defend her? She is doing all this nonsense because of your support. She has brought ill repute to our family name. People will spit in our faces.”

The free-for-all continued with everyone accusing everyone. Munna and Shafi came close to beating up each other. The whole thing left everyone feeling angrier. No reference was made to Wajahat accusing Munna of either his drinking or the extra-marital affair. I wondered whether I should bring it up in the presence of Mami but decided against it. I didn't want things to get worse than what they were. 

On the way back, Mom kept crying and cursing me. Shafi, still angry hit mom, accusing her. I sat there, reeling under the effect of withdrawals and this family saga, wondering how soon I could get back to Delhi.

I was in for a rude shock. Upon broaching the subject of returning to Delhi, I received shocked looks. “How can you be such a shameless brute? After all that you made us go through, you expect us to send you back to Delhi? You are going to stay here and turn over a new leaf. Start reading the Quran and offer Namaz five times a day. Meanwhile, we will find a suitable guy to get you married.”

I stomped out of the room. This wasn't happening to me. This was a temporary hell. Oh God, after all the miseries of life that you have put me through, you cannot possibly subject me to this ordeal. Not even in your most cruel Avatar God. Don't do this to me. I cannot live here. I will die. It has to end soon.

"It has to end soon." I tried to be optimistic. “Wait for the storm to blow over. Things will cool down in a few days. Then they will let me go.” I consoled myself.

"I have no friends in the city. I do not interact with my relatives. I have no job, no college, nowhere to go. What am I to do? And most important of all - Where will I get the drugs?"

I had a bright idea. I remembered reading a newspaper article about Erasex whiteners being abused by street children. That should be simple to procure. 

The next day, after my parents left for work, I called my servant and gave him some money I had managed to hide. “Go to the stationary shop and buy me two packs of Erasex.” The servant had been forbidden from buying me anything from the chemist but the stationary store seemed safe to him. 

He came back shortly with the Erasex. Like a starved dog, I lost no time in emptying the contents of Erasex into a polythene bag. I buried my head deep inside the bag and started sniffing its fumes. A slight buzz - "Aaahhhhh, something familiar at last." A slight relief from my pain! Just a little but better than nothing. I emptied the second Erasex as well and kept sniffing at it till there was nothing left to inhale. 

Mom returned home early. When she saw me, she said, “What are those pockets of white paint all over your face? What have you been up to again you daughter of Shaitan?” She started searching the room and found the stinking polythenes and the empty Erasex packets dumped under the bed.

“I suspect this is also some kind of a drug or at least you have been abusing it as a drug. The list of your abusive substances continues to grow.”

She called the servant and showing him the Erasex packets ordered, “You are never to buy this for her, do you hear me?” The servant seemed perplexed wondering what could be wrong with buying Erasex, of all things.

I shouted at her, “You bitch, you ruined my life. I don’t want to have anything to do with you or your wretched family. Let me out of here. Let me go. Disown me if you have to.”

The fear of rotting away in that glass room was growing on me. I had no access to a phone. I could not call up Manish and tell him how miserable I was.

I tried again with Mom, “This is not going to work. Nobody has been able to quit drugs on their own. There are detox and rehabilitation centers in Delhi. You could get me admitted to one of them. They help with de-addiction. There are professionals who know exactly how to deal with this. You will only kill me by keeping me here.”

But Shafi prevailed upon Mom. “She is just trying to manipulate us. This is her way of tricking us into sending her back to Delhi. God knows what she will do once she gets there. Forget it! Keep her here. She will realize her mistakes and reform.”

I could not believe their complete unwillingness to listen to me. My life had revolved around drugs for over a decade. I had never been sober ever since I had started using – I had no way of knowing how it was to be sober. I had no access to information or support for living a drug-free life. Was it even possible? The subject was taboo and my parents were unwilling to discuss it with any doctor. I was expected to reform on my own without any support or resources. 

Eventually at my stubborn insistence, they took me to see a doctor. I had been forbidden from discussing the entire gamut of my drug abuse. When the doctor enquired, I said, "Yes, cough syrups and hashish at times." The doctor prescribed some medicine and recommended seeing a psychiatrist. On the way, home, Shafi poked fun at me. “See you are a nut, a mental case. Even the doctor recommended a psychiatrist.”

They say after the drugs are gone, the hardest part to deal with is our own minds. The psychological impact was so damn powerful that I thought I was going crazy, maybe schizophrenic or else I suffered from a severe brain disease. I kept crying all the time for days and weeks thinking I couldn’t cope with life anymore. I felt my soul had been sucked out of my body. I could feel the anxiety crawl under my skin. The intensity of the thoughts and cravings, the intense feelings of depression and anxiety and the inability to sleep, constituted a prolonged electrocution. The scariest part was the uncontrollable anger and rage. I got into constant arguments with Mom that escalated on multiple occasions to physical violence. I had zero control over my life or existence. I became suicidal, contemplating the end every single day for the next few months.

Mom and Shafi drove me long distances to meet peers and fakirs. The peers offered their perspectives of what was wrong with my fate and when and how it would change. They proffered a menu of prognoses and cures. 

“She is going through Saade-Satthi,” said one, “a phase of ill-luck and misfortune that lasts seven and a half years. Everything she touches will turn to dust. There is still another year of that phase left. You just have to wait and pray.” Another suggested, "She needs to pray regularly and ask for forgiveness. She has strayed towards the wrong path." I was given bitter concoctions to drink, taweezs' to tie and religious phrases to chant. Mom stayed on my tail ensuring I adhere to every prescription. 

Distressed with my situation and desperate to decipher my own destiny, I started taking an active interest in metaphysical sciences. I spent days reading about palmistry and astrology and then applying my new found knowledge to myself, trying to find that morsel of hope. I needed something to tell me my future was bright. One of the more interesting subjects I came across was psychodiagnostic chirology - a system of hand-analysis, which has been studied, practiced and laboratory tested in psychiatric hospitals. The structure of the hand can reveal the psychology and personality of the subject. I started visiting a soothsayer regularly - to learn the art of palmistry and astrology. The guy claimed to have traveled around the world, experimented with different spiritual schools and finally returned to Kashmir and Islam. I searched for answers to my own life in his fascinating stories but in a couple of weeks was disillusioned with him as well. 

What the mind fails to comprehend 
We ask the stars to explain

Mom did not know how to deal with my increasingly aggressive attitude. She called Boba for help. I overheard Boba tell Mom “What are you going to do? I do not see any hope for her. She has brought dishonor to the entire family. Just poison her and get rid of her.” It was a cold voice – not an emotional outcry.

It was a bolt of lightening. It carved the statement on my mind forever. My Boba. My Boba who loved me dearly. My Boba who asked each passerby – friend, relative or stranger - to pray for me. My Boba wanted me dead? I was right - none of them truly loved me. Their love had always been conditional. They only cared about what I did and did not do for the family name and honor. I hated them. I was more alone than ever. 

Loving bosoms I grew up holding
Finding no hidden treasures in my crevices
Anxiously await my termination

They toiled hard on the land of my soul
When the harvest failed, they set it to burn!

Mom left me some money in the mornings to buy cigarettes and snacks during the day. I had coaxed my servant into buying me cough syrups. The chemist would not give him anything containing codeine. Being a heavily abused OTC drug, it had been banned in Kashmir. He instead brought me regular codiene-free cough syrups. They offered a placebo effect. I was so desperate that anything would do - even placebo. 

Oh mind how often have I fooled you into believing
That which you desperately seek to believe
You allow my soul to rest
Only when you are fed on delicacies you seek

A few times, I managed to steal hashish from Bunty's stash. Once I saw several strips of tablets hidden in Bunty's wardrobe. I stole two of them. They turned out to be Nitravet tablets, a deadly abused prescription drug. Wikipedia describes it thus: "Nitrazepam is a hypnotic drug of the benzodiazepine class, indicated for the short-term relief of severe, disabling anxiety and insomnia. It also has sedative and motor-impairing properties, as well as amnestic, anticonvulsant, and skeletal muscle relaxant effects." I was aware of its deadly properties from my conversations with the other addicts.

I accompanied Mom to the market after popping two Nitravets one day. Back at home, she complained about my aggressive behavior. I was surprised as I had perceived myself to be on a happy mellow trip. Mom complained about me chatting incessantly and aggressively with a relative we had met in the market. Later, I read about aggression being one of the key side-effects of Nitravet.

No wonder Bunty had been aggressive lately – verbally abusive and physically violent. 

I did not enjoy the Nitrovet trip much and used it only sparingly.

In her bid to find a spiritual solution to my malady, Mom took me to Abba Hazoor. He lived in an old traditional house in downtown Srinagar, a 15-minute drive for us.  The room on the first floor where he sat was cramped with followers vying with each other for privileges like fanning him, massaging his legs, serving the guests, while waiting for their chance to interact with him. 

With no other options to go out, I started visiting Abba Hazoor's place frequently. Though claustrophobic, it was better than facing the stifling loneliness of my own company. I sat observing people from different backgrounds sharing their issues - business and personal - for Abba Hazoor to resolve. They brought him gifts and money.

Abba Hazoor expressed a special fondness for me. He told me my father, Ishtiaq had been his classmate and I reminded him of Ishtiaq. He told Mom that I was a "Maes" - a Kashmiri term for a lunatic or a vagabond, sometimes a female spiritual seeker (in a loving, patronizing manner). Boba sometimes referred to me as "Maes" too. 

One afternoon, I was in my room when Shafi marched in and started yelling at me, "You and your mother are responsible for inciting my son, turning him against me. I will fuck your happiness if something happens to him, you bitches." His body language and tone were enough to send shivers down my already vulnerable spine. 

What have I done? Why is he mad at me?

 It turned out Bunty wanted to accompany Abba Hazoor for the annual Urs to Ajmer. Shafi had dismissed him saying, "There will be a big crowd at this time. Go later." A shouting bout had ensued between the two, followed by Bunty brandishing a long sword. We had no clue how the sword manifested in the house. He had slashed himself across the chest with it. There was a long gash across his chest. Luckily, it wasn't too deep. 


Though I was shaken in the moment, there was no lasting impact. I was used to this father-son mad ranting, violence, abuses, irrational behaviors and demands, and unwarranted criticism and sarcasms. I worked hard on insulating myself. 

Bunty went for the Urs. He always got his way. 

Meanwhile, Mom having made good money from her work in the Army decided to get the first floor renovated. The first floor had been lying in a raw state for years. Shafi had never taken any interest in the house. A perfectionist with an aesthetic taste, Mom chose the most expensive materials. The best teak wood was ordered and the best carpenter in town assigned the wood paneling work. Everything including the ceilings, doors, walls and the wardrobes were to be wood paneled. It had been her dream to own a tastefully done home and she didn't want to spare any effort. Boba and I tried to dissuade her from spending so much money on the house but to no avail.

In two months, my room was ready. The project provided a distraction with carpenters, electricians and laborers constantly in the house. I spent time with them offering my help - sometimes carrying bricks or trying my hand at carpentry. My bedroom was the biggest in the house. An attached bathroom on the back, a balcony lining it on the front and a stairway from the balcony leading out of the house made it an independent studio suite too. It looked out to the front lawn and the Hari Parbat beyond. Boba ordered luxury carpets with matching upholstery and bedspreads. 

The room failed to delight me the way Boba and Mom had hoped. For me, it was another reminder that they wanted me stationed there permanently. I wasn't interested in a room and luxuries. I was interested in my freedom, in going back to Delhi and living life my way. 

My room sparked a new controversy in the house. Bunty was angry over not being given the best room. Each evening, he fought over it. Shafi added fuel to the fire by further provoking Bunty. “See! I told you that your mother does things for Pearl and doesn't care for you. She doesn't like spending money on you.” 

One evening, when Mom and Boba were out to attend a wedding in the neighborhood, I offered my room to Bunty. I cleared out my stuff and swapped for his smaller room. I wanted peace at all costs. The size and décor of a room was a small price to pay. Since childhood, I had been peacemaker in the family. I had been my brother's caretaker too. I was used to giving up my things, feelings and desires to maintain harmony at home. 

Mom and Boba were not impressed with the move. "This room was a dream. We spent so much money, time and effort in doing it up for you. You are really a Maes - as Aba Hazoor mentioned - giving up your things for others. Always have been since childhood. Learn to value what has been given to you. Bunty is smart and conniving - he got what he wanted."

It didn't matter to me. If anything, I was happy playing the martyr. I did not understand why they were willing to continue the conflict over a room, why they couldn't surrender more easily. Mom was the tigress, ready to fight for things she believed in. She tried to fight it out with Bunty but it was too late. He already had the room and refused to give it up.

I now occupied the small bedroom that had neither a balcony nor an attached bathroom. No shit-pot, but it came with a pity-pot. I don't mind sacrificing for the greater good. Poor Me. If only I had a father.

I continued to vent my frustrations on Mom daily. She would return home tired from a busy day at work, carrying goodies for me. Her enquiries about my day were met with venomous remarks. I told her once, “You bitch, why don’t you just die so I am free of you and your pathetic family?” I made a daily ritual out of breaking things from small decoration items to flower pots to whatever I could lay my hands on in the moment. I wrote on the big mirror in my room with lipstick, "My mother is a bitch." I even slapped her once during an argument. My anger did not diminish. 

Excerpts from a letter written to my Mother:

I returned home sore and bruised, in my fight against the world. Yes, I returned home a wounded bird, a failed player. But the healed bird just dreams of flight, of spreading its wings. 

Be my anchor Mother. Leave this hell behind, come with me and together we will discover happier lands. For here, there is nothing except misery and pain and a silent erosion of souls. Are you willing to be my companion Mother? Alas you cannot! You cannot make a choice between your two eyes - your two children. So, you stick to this sordid place converting me into another instrument of pain. 

You have learned to compromise and live deep within bullshit, bullshit that has no meaning or value except the fulfillment of its own ego. There is a world where there is more tolerance and space, where people have freedom of choice and where there is peace of mind. Come with me. Lets together build a new life there. 

I’d rather die than clamor for space amongst those who wish to suppress my very soul. I maybe a failure financially but the struggle for the freedom of womankind has been and is my zest. Living under the diktats of the male species - no - that is not how I wish to survive. I have fought for the freedom of mind, soul and expression. Many have pointed fingers at me for they have not liked disruption in their dictatorial zone. This fight is my life. Without this fight I am a zero, and zeros have no right to exist. 

You may call this the wanderings of a senile mind but this is my truth. My life has been a battle for the freedom of womankind. Obviously a society like Kashmir will point fingers at a non-conformist. It happens whenever a woman wanders in uncharted waters. The more daring a woman, the more fingers pointed at her. My survival is dependent upon fighting this order. By being a hurdle, you are proving the old adage, 'A woman is a woman's worst enemy." A heart full of bitterness and compromises cannot tolerate another in full flight. 

Oh Mother the picture of love and affection
Set me free so I may fly in the forests yonder
For a bird's heart is set upon the forest
Your heart full of fear for the forest full of creatures wild and strange
You keep me in the nest 
My wings used to flying the open skies
My claws used to unearthing mysteries of life
My eyes used to seeing things new and different

I spent evenings sitting on the patio next to the glass room talking to the brightly lit night sky, the picture of celestial existence. “Dear Stars and Moon, you are omnipresent. Manish would also be looking at you right now. No matter how far we are from each other, we share the same sky, stars and moon. Please pass on my message to him. Tell him I love him from the bottom of my heart. Tell him I am waiting for him. I know he will come to take me away from here.”

Oh moon whose light makes the world look like a shy flower
Reveal my heart's yearnings to my lover, 
so he may come yonder
and together we shall climb the staircase to heaven

I spent the days listening to sad old romantic songs in a loop. From Mukesh to Mohd Rafi to Tina Turner, I listened to them. My heart leapt in excitement each time the doorbell rang. “There comes Manish, he has come to take me away.” 

Three months passed. Manish never came. Nor did he call or reach out in any way.

Deeper and deeper into the abyss
Darkness, isolation, fear, uncertainty
Nowhere in sight the elusive solid ground!

Being a local middle class Kashmiri Muslim female in Kashmir at the peak of militancy added to my frustration. There are no parks for walks. There is no culture of walking in the neighborhood. One could walk along the Dal Lake but that was a long drive from my home. I didn't have a car. Mom needed her car for work. Women did not hang out at cafes. I had no friends. What could I do by myself? 

I went for a boat ride once – not something I’d want to do regularly. I wasn't even allowed to venture out on my own. A lone female doing anything out of the ordinary attracted a lot of attention. The militancy made things worse with constant curfews, exchanges of fire and threats from militant groups. 

Dukhtaran-e-Toiba, a women’s militant group issued a fatwa (diktat) asking all women to wear hijabs and burkhas. There was word of acid being thrown at women who did not comply. Mom didn't leave the house for a week. I ventured out to Lal Chowk to buy books from the main bookstore there. On the way back as I was flagging down an auto, some random boys in a passing car threw a liquid at me at me. I was terrified Luckily, it wasn't acid, just paint. I saw a boy from my neighborhood standing and laughing.  

Seeing my frustration, Mom sometimes insisted that I spend time at her office. It was a small office with 3 staff members. I felt ashamed of this non-descript hole in the wall. 

Why wasn’t I born to a rich family? Why are my parents always struggling while all our relatives and connections are rich? Why have I not succeeded in my struggles?

This place was a grim reminder that we were a family of losers, that I was part of this, that I was a loser too.  The lack of a discreet smoking spot was further frustrating. A couple of times, I created a scene at her office – initially a deliberate attempt to embarrass her and later out of sheer frustration. Sometimes, Mom took me on drives to cheer me up. Nothing could cheer me as long as I was a prisoner. I would end up screaming at her and creating scenes in public resulting in a hushed rush back home. 

Bereft of a mentor or an understanding soul, books stayed my constant companion. The written word was my friend, philosopher and guide. Each time I bought a new book, I said a silent prayer before opening it asking God to provide me with guidance and hope through the book. I spent my time in the company of Kahlil Gibran, Leo Tolstoy, Goethe, Stephen Hawking, Fritjof Capra, Dostoyevsky and Ernest Hemmingway.

Inspired, I decided to pen down my own story to comprehend the course of my life. I wanted to understand the mistakes I had committed. I compared my life with that of my cousins to figure how they got it right and I got it wrong. I filled reams of paper with philosophy and poetry. I tried to understand life in terms of principles of physics. I attempted to create connections between metaphysics and quantum physics. An extract from my diary from that time reads 'Entropy of a system increases with time and that is what happened with the Universe. A singular original sin multiplied to create the current sinful society."

This was the first time I looked inwards. My whole life, I had escaped my emotions and thoughts through drugs, parties, men and sex. For the first time I introspected my life as it was - the abuse I experienced as a child and the mistakes I committed as an adult. There was no escaping my feelings now. I went through the entire spectrum - anger, grief, hurt, sadness, guilt, shame...

I wanted to bestow my life with new meaning. I wanted to dedicate my life to a cause. What could it be? I possessed no skills or talents. With each stage of the introspective process, the meanings changed. Maybe I will start an orphanage? Maybe I will get a corporate career and be rich so I can serve the poor? Maybe I should join the jihadis? 

I was reading a fair bit about conspiracy theories. I read conspiracy theories against Muslims. For a period of time I became a victimized Muslim. I owed my community and religion. I felt angry at Israel, America and the rest of the Western world for waging wars in the Muslim world. I seriously considered this option for a few weeks. I fantasized about running away from home and becoming a gun-toting militant avenging the wrongs done unto my people. What better way than that to redeem myself? 

Then that faded away and something else took its place.

After much insistence, Mom agreed to buy me a computer. This brought some excitement to my otherwise monochromatic life. The desktop computer was set up and we got an Internet connection that was as fast as a snail.

Mom learnt that Jammu & Kashmir Bank was planning to computerize its databank. She suggested that I approach them for the project. I was a nervous wreck, stammering even while speaking to an executive. Somehow, I managed to secure the project.

I started work on the databank and it kept my mind busy, making life a little easier. When the project ended a month and half later, I was excited about collecting the payment of Rs.15, 000. I had been fantasizing about that day when I would have the money in my hand and could make a run to freedom. My anthem was, “Run away if you want to survive." In my excitement I did not plan well. I penned a quick farewell letter expressing my love for Mom and Bunty, sharing how I needed to do this for self-preservation, that I would return one day loaded with money that would offer them a gateway to a new life.

My hands were trembling as I received the money from the manager. I took an auto home and kept the driver waiting outside the gate. I picked up my bag which I had packed in the morning and was walking out when unfortunately, Shafi arrived. The bag in my hand spilled the beans. I begged him to let me go. Ignoring my plea, he went out, paid the waiting auto and called Mom to let her know what I was up to. That was the end of my escape bid.

The books, the writing and the introspection had stabilized me a bit. I was no longer fighting frequently with Mom. I had resigned to my fate. Maybe this is what adaptation meant. You’re under siege, you get tired, you lose your will to fight, you surrender, you abandon and eventually forget the vision you started with and accept the present as your reality. It is also known as the Stockholm Syndrome -  the abused starts feeling sympathy and compassion towards the abuser over time. 

I borrowed inspiration from Viktor Frankl, the Jewish neurologist and psychiatrist who escaped alive from a Nazi concentration camp. He did it by keeping his vision alive. While I strolled in my little garden, I kept my vision alive - a free and happy life in Delhi and Manali. It kept me going. I loved Viktor's quote, "What is to give light must endure burning."

Six months passed. I wanted to re-build my life. The pain of Manish abandoning me subsided with time. Time is the biggest healer. I experienced that firsthand. I was ready to move on. Meanwhile, Mom and Shafi kept sharing prospective matches from the marriage market. Twice a week, a middleman visited our house with a list of potential suitors. There were proposals from the richest business families in Kashmir as well as doctors, engineers and software professionals settled in the West. 

Shafi said to me many a time, "Your life will be sorted. Get married to a rich guy, enjoy your life."

It was a tempting proposition. Wealth always appealed to me. However, there were too many fears. "Is there anyone who can accept me as I am? Will I need to hide my past? Will I be able to do it? What happens if the truth comes out? How much will I have to change to live up to the other person's expectations? What compromises and adjustments will be required? Will I have to play the role of a good Kashmiri Muslim wife? Will I be able to give up on my experimental and wild ways? Will it be fair to the other person to have a wife like me, with a past like mine?  Unable to find answers to these questions, I played safe and rejected all the proposals. 

Mom stayed the course, "You don't have to reveal your past. The past is over. You can start on a fresh slate." I wasn't so sure. 

There was another voice that said, "I am willing to destroy myself several times over rather than subjecting myself to the dictates of this patriarchal society. I am willing to subject myself to a lifetime of humiliation, uncertainty, heartbreak and destruction rather than giving in to a comfortable and complacent lifestyle."

I made a deal with Mom, “I will get married on one condition. Before getting married, I want to take a vacation by myself. I want to go to Ladakh. I am not going to do drugs anymore. I have realized their disastrous consequences on my life. But I want to travel and spend time by myself.” After some coaxing, she agreed. The travel idea was born out of my consistent visualization of seeing myself in Manali. I bought some basic essentials – clothes, bag, etc for the trip.

We all went down to Pahalgam. The Amarnath yatra was on. My plan was to join the yatra from Pahalgam to Sonamarg via Amarnath on the four-day trek and from Sonamarg leave for Ladakh. ShabRoz, our milkman's son was to accompany me. We called him Day-Night as that is what ShabRoz means when translated to English. 

I spent a day with my family in Pahalgam before embarking on The Yatra with ShabRoz. He carried my rucksack. The Yatra was a disaster. There were long snaking lines of people causing people jams on the narrow treacherous mountain paths. There were mounting piles of human excreta, plastic, cooking fuel and non-biodegradable rubbish everywhere. Old people were being carried.  Young boys were drinking and smoking dope. Commotion filled the air. It was one big noisy and filthy carnival. As I came down on the other side to Sonamarg, a wide expanse of lush green meadows greeted my sore eyes. I was relieved the Yatra was over - for me. 

I sent Day-Night home the next day while I boarded a bus for Kargil. Later, I was informed of the tales ShabRoz had shared at home, "Didi is fearless. She walks fast ahead of everyone else and ventures where no one else does." 

Shafi had arranged for me to stay at the Tourist Bungalow in Kargil. I found Kargil a crowded, boring and orthodox town and wanted to move on as soon as possible. There were no direct buses to Leh, so I was forced to spend the night. I engaged in a conversation with the Manager over dinner.

 “What brings you to Kargil all by yourself. We don’t get Indian girls traveling in these parts all by themselves, let alone Kashmiri girls.” 

“I love traveling and Ladakh has always held a certain charm for me.”

“In that case you must go to Zanskar valley, it is known for its ethereal beauty. You’ll need to start very early though. It takes 10-12 hours to reach Padum, the main town in Zanaskar. The roads are bad. ”

The direct bus to Zanskar plied only twice a week. I took a bus to Sarkoo, the closest village to which a bus was available that day. It was a few hours from Kargil. 
	
I had no idea that elections were scheduled in Ladakh the next day and public transport would not be available. The Kargil manager had booked a room for me at the J&K Tourist Bungalow in Sarkoo. A French couple traveling with a 7 year old kid did not have a place to stay. They were scheduled to start a trek next day all the way to Kashmir. I offered to share my room. Throughout, I kept observing their mannerisms and behaviors, hoping to emulate some of them. Following an early dinner, they stripped down to their bare minimum before sleeping. They left early next morning. An adventurous yet stable family - that enhanced my self-vision.  

I set off to explore the village. Sarkoo was tiny, green and fertile. There was one village shop selling all the necessary products and one dhaba (eatery) that doled out simple dishes. As I explored the village and the fields, I ran into two Australian men at one of the village houses. One of them sat in deep meditation on the terrace. I greeted the other guy who seemed to be in a trance, captivated by the landscape. A few minutes of conversation led to smoking good hashish with him. I had not doped in a long while and the quality maal against the scenic backdrop catapulted me into a happy dimension. I was gliding. I chatted a bit more with them before strolling down to the beautiful Suru river where I sat by myself throwing pebbles into the stream. On the way back, I ran into Ladakhi women carrying heavy haystacks. I chatted with them asking questions about the local culture.

They shared how their men didn't do any work, how they lazed the whole day, while the women cleaned, cooked, looked after the children and went into the jungle to get wood. I tried carrying one of the haystacks but had to give up even before I started.

I asked around for possible means of transport to Padum and found out about a truck leaving the next day. In the process I ran into a Korean couple who also wanted to get to Padum. Together, the three of us boarded the truck early morning. The drive to Padum took eight long hours. There were no villages or pitstops on the way. But we were greeted with awe-inspiring vistas, including Suru Valley, Parakchik Glacier and Drang Drung Glacier with the Suru River for company. We were far from civilization - in the middle of nowhere. There was a sharp nip in the air as we moved towards Penzi La, the solitary mountain pass on the way to Zanskar valley. Marmots scurrying around were the only sign of life now. 

This was freedom. The mountain air, the snow capped peaks, the treacherous meandering roads, the truck ride with no one telling me what to do and how to think – not even how to sit or stand. We reached Padum in the evening. Once again I had a booking at the Tourist Bungalow, courtesy Shafi. I walked down the main road dotted with small eateries and settled for one. There I met Francois, a middle-aged average looking French traveler who had been traveling around the world. He was trekking to Phutkal Monastery the next day and asked if I wanted to join him. I immediately agreed. 

The next morning, wanting to prove myself worthy of his company, I rushed to meet him at 5.30am sharp as decided. We had a quick breakfast at the cafe where we had met the previous evening before setting off. Man, he ascended the cliffs like a mountain goat, almost running up the sloping tracks and through the wilderness, while I struggled to keep pace with him. Francois pointed to a tall peak and told me, "How about I take you up there and leave you there till you shed your weight." I had already shed a significant amount of weight in Srinagar. I had been dieting and doing whatever exercises I could at home. Francois's words made me feel shabbier about my body. I constantly felt inferior about my possessions - my body, clothes, backpack, journey plans, etc. None of it matched up to that of these foreigners.

What is freedom?
No one to tell me what to do
what to eat, what not to eat
what to think, what not to think
what to be, what not to be 

I wanted freedom - of a different sort
Someone I looked up to - to tell me
what to eat, what not to eat
what to think, what not to think
what to be, what not to be 

We crossed wind weathered rocks and ancient Tibetan Petroglyphs on the way. The entire route, we ran into just one person. We reached the Monastery in late afternoon. The monks offered us salted tea and some local bread. Without losing much time, we set on our walk back. It was dusk by the time we got back. We took a quick bath at our respective hotel rooms and then met for dinner. 

We agreed to meet again the next day for a walk to a different part of the mountains. Francois made his move while I was struggling to climb a steep rock. Offering me a hand, he pulled me to himself and kissed me hard on my lips. We stayed entangled in a kiss for the next few minutes. "Wow, a French kiss certainly did feel different." We resumed our walk as if nothing had happened. Francois was a focused trekker and photographer. 

We stayed in Padum for another two days exploring the entire region before setting off for Kargil. Francois had an early morning flight to catch to Srinagar from Kargil. I planned to take the early morning bus to Leh. We stayed together at the Tourist Bungalow in Kargil. 

The chemistry was strong. The heat was on. Without the need for any ‘moves’, we cozied up to each other. Settling into the comfort of each other’s arms, we undressed subtly. We made love - soft, slow, steamy and sensuous love. My body did not shrivel up as he touched me. My knees were not in a vice-grip when he reached my insides. I did not feel anxious. Not being stoned out of my senses, I could feel it all. I was alive to every sensation, every touch, every whisper, every caress. The myth about French men being great lovers was confirmed.

I had not been with a man in over 6 months. I was coming out from months of captivity into newfound freedom. It was my first time with a white man. It was also a feather in my cap – a white man desired me and I equaled him in bed. I had always put white skin on a pedestal – white superiority is ingrained deep. 

Francois parroted what I had heard innumerable times before, 'You seem to be born in the wrong country. You are more Western than Indian."

Was I really Indian? Did my mother ever sleep with a white skinned tourist? I had asked myself these questions several times in the past.

I took the early morning bus to Leh. Once again I pretended to be an NRI, to avoid unwanted attention that came from being an Indian girl traveling by herself. I ran into a Belgian gang – two girls and a guy – on the bus. At one of the stops, they decided to get on the roof of the bus. I joined them. They were carrying raw peas, which we peeled and ate along the way. They had been working on a local farm and were now on their way to Leh. I followed them in Leh as they knew a good guesthouse. Their energy levels amazed me as they hauled their heavy backpacks up slopes and stairs, while I huffed and puffed behind. The guesthouse was a 2 km walk from the bus stop through the busy markets. 

A family that stayed at the back of the house ran the place. The Belgian trio knew about this guesthouse through some friends. The three of them shared a room, while I got a room to myself for Rs 100 a night. The bathroom was shared. There were other people staying there too. It was community living - together we played games, smoked dope, relaxed on the patio, exchanged books, went for walks and dinners. I had my space yet didn't feel alone. I was in the right place. 

Two days later, the two Australian guys I had met in Padum also landed at our guesthouse. Someone played the guitar, others sang. I spent the days with the Belgian gang – braiding hair, sketching, painting, and playing board games. In the evenings, we walked barefoot to the Shanti Stupa with everyone carrying their musical instruments to watch the Sunset. We jammed to the darkening hues of crimson. We then walked back to a cafe for dinner. It was a beautiful life. 

I looked up to these free and fair spirits to show me the roadmap of life, the 'What, How and Why" of life. 

How did they manage to be so free? How did they manage to have so much fun? How were they so experimental? What all did they do and explore? Their happy-go-lucky lives fascinated me.  I followed them around like a puppy, eagerly awaiting the next lesson or experience. I felt privileged and special to be a part of this crowd. I diligently tried to emulate them – dress like them, behave like them, talk like them. I was always conscious of my behavior and words around them, trying hard to match them. They on their part marveled at an Indian girl traveling alone and leading a hippie life. 

Isn't life about this? Being free, exploring the world and having fun without a care? I want this life. I want this freedom. 

I met Alex, a 26 year old good looking reclusive French traveler at the guesthouse. He woke up early in the mornings, much before the others to go for walks and returned as others were waking up. He didn't dope or drink. He was the sweet, gentle, quiet type. Finding myself attracted to him, I approached him. The next day, we went for a walk together. One evening deciding to get dinner together, we went to a local Ladakhi restaurant. I ordered Thupka which I wasn't able to finish. He asked if he could get it packed as he could have it for breakfast the next morning. It left me astounded. Here was a French medical student asking for my leftovers. It was an important lesson in traveling, austerity and humility, one that stayed with me forever. From then on, we started spending more time together. He played the guitar and sang for me, including the famous French song Vooleh Vooh. 

Alex moved into my room. It was common among foreigners to share rooms. Even though I had never shared a room with a male before, that too a stranger, I acted chic about it. He was a medical student.  We split the rent. He became fond of me, but not in love with me. In my heart, I prayed he would profess his love for me and take me to France with him. I wanted to experience the phoren life. It did not happen. Instead, he announced his plans to leave for Paris. Impulsively, I decided to accompany him till Delhi even though I was running out of money. 

We took the jeep to Manali and stayed in Old Manali for two days before boarding a bus for Delhi. My daydream was interrupted often by anxious thoughts. I have no money. Where will I arrange for money from? I can't tell Alex about it else he will doubt my intentions. What the hell am I doing here with him? Why the hell am I going to Delhi? What if Mom finds out? I will be screwed. What is wrong with me? I will meet Manish and the gang in Delhi, maybe borrow money from them. It will be exciting to meet them.

In Delhi, we stayed at a small guesthouse in Pahar Ganj. I was almost out of money by now. I left Alex to go see my friends telling him I would return in the evening only to return two days later to meet him one final time before he left. 

Caught in the grip of heroin, Manish was barely recognizable when I met him. We tried to talk, to hug, to have some physical intimacy. I would’ve been better off trying to connect with a wall. More than anything, I felt sad for him, for his pitiable drug addicted state. He was neither delighted to see me, nor enthusiastic to hold on. He was not even clingy – he had a substance to cling to now. Though we were still making feeble attempts to resuscitate our relationship, the writing was on the wall – it was over between us. 

The candle burning, its flame dying
Flickering in its final moments
I try hard to keep it alive

Back in Pahar Ganj to see Alex off, I realized there was nothing long-term possible between us, so what was the point of sticking to him? He was distraught at my changed attitude as I revealed the truth about myself - about being a Kashmiri and in Delhi to meet my friends and boyfriend. Earlier I had sold him a different story - about being an NRI on a holiday. He felt cheated and hurt, particularly as he seemed to carry a different impression of Indian girls - that we are simple and straight. 

I stayed at Sumit's house for the next 2 days using heroin with him. Aah … the familiar relief and bliss … I had missed that. Sumit had a new name for me, "SherKhan" (Sher meaning Lion). He explained, "You are a strong and independent woman who can handle whatever life throws at her, the biggest challenges and hurdles. You are a lioness."

He also repeated what he told me on innumerable occasions earlier, “You are born in the wrong country at the wrong time. Maybe you do have Western genes.” Remarks like these never failed to delight me. 

I had to get back to Srinagar. Manish lent me some money with a frown and a taunt. I started backtracking the route I had followed to Delhi. I took the return bus to Manali and stayed at the same guesthouse where Alex and I had stayed. The Nepali caretaker at that guesthouse had become a friend. I asked him to score heroin for me. It wasn't readily available. I learnt the mountains had lots of charas and ganja but hard drugs were difficult to find. Nevertheless, he did manage to get me some heroin. A day later, I took the jeep for Leh. 

In Leh, I stayed at the same guesthouse. The place didn't feel the same anymore without the Belgians, the Australians and my French knight. I had told Mom I was going on a long trek and would be out of contact. I called to inform her that I was back from the trek, planned to stay around for another 7-8 days and needed some more money. The money was arranged promptly through Shafi's contact. 

The next morning, I took a jeep to Panamik in Nubra Valley. I was frightened to see the entire village deserted. I checked into the first guesthouse. Luckily there was someone at the reception. Upon enquiry I learned that The Dalai Lama was delivering a sermon at the next village - Diksit and everyone had gone to attend that. I was relieved to meet an Israeli girl traveling solo at the guesthouse. We hitched a ride with an army truck (the only available transport) and joined the congregation keenly listening to The Dalai Lama. I even got to meet His Holiness at the end of the discourse. 

Two days later, I went trekking in Markha Valley. These were day treks, from one village to another. I would start in the morning and reach the next village by early evening. Most villages had guesthouses that hosted tourists. They had common dining areas where one got to interact with the other tourists in the evenings. Along the trek, I invariably ran into foreigners - including slim, fit and fashionably dressed young girls, who never ceased to give me the inferiority complex. I would find peace in the next puff of the joint being passed around.

I breathe as I look at the mountains, lakes and streams
I choke as I count what lacks in my life

Finally satisfied that I had explored all of Ladakh and with my money having run out, I decided it was time to go back home. I boarded a bus to Kargil where I stayed overnight at the same guesthouse. From there, I boarded another bus to Srinagar.
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"If you are an addict, you are either using, clean or dead. There is nothing in between." | The Old Proverbial Recovery


Mom was delighted and relieved to see me back home. I claimed some moral ground. “I told you I won't run away. I kept my promise. Im back."

A few days later, I decided to test the waters with her, “I have been thinking about myself. I want to rebuild my life, pick up the threads and start over. This trip allowed me the opportunity to mull over things and decide what I want to do. I am hardly employable right now. At best, I can join a call centre or get some entry-level job. I want to enroll for a Masters course overseas. With a foreign degree, I will have the chance to leapfrog into the thick of action. Please support me this one last time. I won’t disappoint you.” I meant it. 

Mom agreed to give it a serious thought. After several discussions over the next few days, she assented. My joy was overflowing. There was something exciting to look forward to – a new purpose. I started spending long hours on the Internet researching and short-listing Masters courses in the UK. The Masters in Corporate Communications appealed to me. Deciding to use the services of a professional consultancy, Mom and I made a plan to travel to Delhi. 

Since I had been manipulated in to coming back to Srinagar, I had left my entire luggage in Delhi and never reclaimed it. Most of it was lost including my original education credentials - my 10th, 12th, graduation and MBA certificates. We had no choice but to apply for fresh certificates. It was going to be a long haul.

Having cherished the experience of staying at Pahar Ganj with Alex, I decided to book a hotel room there. I convinced Mom to stay in Pahar Ganj on grounds of locational convenience and better value for money.

The next month was spent coordinating with the consultancy and applying to various Universities in the UK. In parallel, I also visited and contacted the institutions where I had studied and the concerned boards to apply for duplicate certificates. I was constantly exchanging e-mails and phone calls with Pune University. We made several visits to my former University - Jamia Millia Islamia. The head of the English Department furnished a recommendation letter. Later back in Kashmir, I went back to my old school, Presentation Convent. The Principal provided me with another letter of recommendation. 

While Mom continued to remain wary of Pahar Ganj's seedy environment, I was enjoying myself. At home with the hippies in the area, I pretended in my mind I was one of them. I was living a slice of the hippie lifestyle, bit fantasy, bit real. 

Old habits die hard. I don't remember how and when I started drinking Corex again. Under the influence of the codeine, it didn't take me long to get in touch with Manish. He was a block of ice - emotionally inaccessible, distant and cold. His heroin use, spiraled out of control, had rendered him emotionless, detached and mythomanic. His bubble wrap was impenetrable. That was the last nail in the coffin of our relationship. If I had any doubts, they were settled. The world of heroin had swallowed him completely. He was no longer the person I had known and loved. He didn't seem to need or want me. That dejection provided me further impetus to focus on my ambition. 
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Over the next few weeks, I started receiving responses from Universities I had applied to. Some regrets, some seeking additional documents or information, and importantly, a couple of acceptances. Duplicate certificates from my school boards and universities were also in the works. With assistance from the consultancy, I set about working on the finances – scholarships and student loan applications. Things were shaping up – I would set sail soon to new horizons.

I decided to pay Sumit a visit, to inform him and the rest of the gang about my decision to study abroad and to say my goodbyes. I reached his house to find him  with some friends predictably busy chasing heroin. Watching them chase the dragon at such close quarters, I succumbed to the temptation. ‘After all, I was leaving soon – one for the road – old times sake!’

I asked for maal and they gladly spared some. Puffing the familiar bitter and pungent fumes, waves of euphoria spread through my body. Instant nirvana! All anxiety banished! It had taken just a minute, just a drag. Heroin, the love of my life was back in my life, in my veins, in my being. I was back.

Mom was blissfully unaware of this development. I started spending long hours in the bathroom, making excuses like stomach trouble. She had no inkling of what was transpiring.

Around this time, Bunty decided to pursue a course in graphic design and editing. He enrolled with an Institute in Patel Nagar in West Delhi. He found an apartment on rent in the neighborhood and we moved there with him. It was my first time living in West Delhi. 

The apartment was crooked. The central lobby had bedrooms on both sides. The bedrooms had grilled windows looking out into the lobby. We had not put any curtains on the windows yet. Soon after we moved there, I was chasing in one of the rooms when Mom saw me through the window on her way to the toilet. Once over the shock, she started shouting and crying, asking me to stop. Through the night, she kept begging me to open the door. Her pleas fell upon the stone I was at that time. Her howling only served to irritate me. Why couldn't she let me be in peace? 

We were scheduled to return to Srinagar the next day. We boarded the bus for Jammu. We sat in silence. Mom, reeling from the shock and crying of the previous night and me in my own trip. When the bus stopped for a tea break, I made a dash for the toilets. I needed a fix. A bus full of schoolgirls had also stopped. There were only two toilets and I had occupied one of them. The girls kept banging on the door but I stayed put. Mom kept shouting out to me in desperation, “Come out, the bus is about to leave.”

I took my time. Mom managed to hold the bus back, and we got on just as the driver’s tolerance was running out. The rest of the drive continued in absolute silence, Mom's eyes wet. Unknown to me, Mom had asked Shafi to receive us at Jammu. We loaded our bags onto the car and drove towards Patnitop, where we made an overnight stop.

The next morning, Shafi dug out packets of heroin from my bag. Slapping and beating me, he said, “You will never change. Once an addict - always an addict. Your mother is a fool to believe you will reform, spending all that money to send you abroad. She should listen to the voice of collective wisdom and simply get you married.”

In that instant, I hated Mom more than ever, for repeatedly using Shafi as her ally against me - my biggest enemy against me. What right did he of all people have to hit me? What had he done for me except give me pain and suffering? I hated Mom. I hated Shafi. I hated the world. More importantly, I hated myself for being part of this family that peddled violence. 

With some time and abstinence, I managed to convince Mom that my drug use had been a mere slip and that I would not use again. I started traveling to Delhi frequently to co-ordinate with the consultancy to follow through on the admission process and securing the finances. On these visits I stayed with Bunty in the Patel Nagar apartment.

I would take a shared Tata Sumo till Jammu and from there catch the bus to Delhi. I sat, slept and smoked in the bus driver's cabin. I would convince them to let me do so. I made friends with many bus drivers, chatting with them on the way.

On one of these trips, I experienced an ethereal moment.  As I looked out of the window on the way from Srinagar to Jammu, I felt mesmerized by the grandeur of the nature that passed us - the majestic mountains, the humble trees, the joyous vegetation, the playful crystal clear waters of the streams and the villagers going about their work in their various moods. It was picture perfect, evoking a new feeling within me, a feeling of contentment and safety. I am not alone. God has created nature so I don't ever have to be alone. All these creations - the trees, mountains, streams, people are always there for me. I just need to reach out and connect with it. I am provided for wherever I go. It was a transformational moment. An awakening.  I had never felt like that before. Definitely not while sober. 

On another occasion when I had to travel to Delhi, Abba Hazoor told Mom that his Murshid (Master/Teacher), Majeed was driving down to Jammu in his car and could give me a ride. I left with Majeed, his driver and bodyguard in the afternoon. It was early evening when we reached Anantnag. Majeed decided to make an overnight stop at Anantnag and continue the next morning. The Srinagar-Jammu highway was not deemed safe for night driving.

We checked into a local motel. After dinner, Majeed asked me to press his legs. As I sat on the bed massaging his legs and chatting with him, he suddenly started stroking my hair. He moved his hands to my shoulders, gently caressing them. My body froze. As he fingers slowly traced a path downwards, I broke out of my stupor and screamed. 

My scream startled him. He stopped abruptly. I screamed again. I was disgusted, "How can you? You are Abba Hazoor's Peer, revered by everyone. You are just a disgusting, filthy old man. Keep your hands off me. Else, I will scream and gather a crowd." 

He tried to justify, "You are like my child. I was only caressing you." 

I saw fear in his eyes. He stayed off me after that. I lay wide-awake on one corner of the bed for the rest of the night. We reached Jammu the next day and from there I took a bus to Delhi. I told Mom about the incident over the phone. She begged me to stay quiet about it worrying it would mar my reputation. I didn't tell Bunty about it. Internally, I smiled. Once again the exposure of the hypocrisy woven into our social fabric gave me a little victory.

I had obtained all my certificates by now and had managed to secure part scholarships from two Universities in the UK. I had completed formalities like obtaining the mandatory life insurance. My education loan was under process. I was all set to leave for the UK.

It was happening. Finally a new hope – a new dream taking shape. I would go to school in the UK, rubbing shoulders with students from all over the world. Sharing interests and perspectives, stimulating the instincts and the intellect. I did not know anyone there. I would be among so many strangers. I had no familiarity with the place or the culture. I had no support system. I would have no access to drugs – the only support system I knew. Education in the west was academically demanding – you couldn’t bunk classes, dodge work and hope to graduate. My euphoria started giving way to fear and anxiety. How would I survive?

I was taking the utmost care to hide my drug use. I had stopped carrying any heroin with me to Srinagar. While in Delhi, I used regularly with Sumit and the gang.

One day while we sat using together, Sumit proposed to me, “You are the angel of my dreams. I have had visions about us sharing a bond for seven lives. We have to be together in this life as well. If you are with me, I can give up drugs and we can start on a fresh slate.” 

My head was fuzzy, even doubtful but I agreed. 

The die-hard caretaker in me invoked my power to rescue others and was willing to sacrifice for the greater good. The little girl in me was scared of the difficulties of embracing Western life and culture, and taking on academic pressures anew … scared I wouldn't be able to score heroin in the UK.

My affinity for martyrdom and my fear of the unknown connived to prevail. I dropped the plan of going to the UK and instead embraced the familiar misery. I started spending more time with Sumit. We went to Pushkar on a mission to quit heroin. We tried to have sex there. Khanna turned out to be practically impotent because of all the heroin use. I had lost all interest in sex by now. 

I remember presenting a feeble excuse to Mom, "I am afraid. What if I don't get a good job when I complete my degree? I won't be able to repay the education loan. I don't want to take such a risk. It is better I look for a job here."

Mom was aghast. "How can you say that after all our efforts? Did that not occur to you till now?"

Many years later, I read about prodigies of dysfunctional families suffering from what is known as the "self-sabotage syndrome". It is the fear of success and not failure that impels one to sabotage their life, dreams and efforts. I believed I was dreaming the impossible, un-dream-able dream. I could not possibly realize that dream. It was way too difficult. The easy way out was to relinquish that dream and live with what I was familiar with - the familiar misery. 

As one spiritual coach and author describes it, "Fear of success is more insidious.  It is deeper, and it plays out more subtly – fulfilling our agenda to destroy our chances for happiness.  We might be motivated to do so to keep the peace for fear of causing conflicts with those who’re envious of us.  Or we might be afraid of the responsibility that comes from expressing and sharing our gifts with the world (a kind of obligation to uphold our integrity).  We might even be resistant to giving up our unhappiness for fear that it may be “game over” for us, if it’s the only thing we’ve ever known."

http://theamyrarecords.com/2014/07/fear-of-success/

AIIMS to Patel Nagar auto incident

Bunty was hosting Abba Hazoor at our apartment in Patel Nagar with his entourage of family and followers for the winters. Other local fans soon joined the crowd. He was good at building a community of followers. His marketing skills impressed me. Our house turned into a zoo full of diverse fan specimens occupying every nook and corner. A dozen or more people slept on the open terrace above. There were people sleeping in the living room. There were people, people, people everywhere. Amongst the followers were three Polish tourists - two guys and a girl - also staying over. They too were enamored by Aba Hazoor.

One night when Sumit came to drop me late at night, I invited him to stay over. Around 9 people were sleeping in the living room. We joined them. As the others appeared fast asleep, Sumit and I made out with my brother sleeping 4 feet away from us - illicit adventures had always attracted me. "Do it in their face" - the kinky feeling!

Things started deteriorating at a cosmic speed between Sumit and me. Born out of convenience rather than connection, our namesake relationship was like a house of cards. He was a narcissist, grandiose, opinionated, insecure and critical human being. He secretly believed he was an Avataar of a Hindu God. He routinely narrated passages or anecdotes from the scriptures building a context to himself or his life. 

He was suspicious of all his friends, kept them under surveillance, pointed out their faults, and the ways in which they used him. Barring his mother, he did not seem to hold the female gender in much regard. As he told Manish on previous occasions, “Most females are available. It is about what you have to offer and how you market yourself.” He considered himself a superior human being with superior values and intelligence. I found myself increasingly at the receiving end of his narcissism and chauvinism.

On Holi, Sumit and I went to his friend’s house in Sujan Singh Park to celebrate. We drank glasses of Bhang thandai. On the drive back, I heard a screeching sound. I looked out of the window to find the front tyre flat. I told Sumit about it but he kept driving even as the rubber burnt and we could smell it melting away. I could see the exposed metal under the tyre. He continued to drive like a maniac ignoring my pleas. By the time, we returned to his house, I was nauseous with all the Bhang and the panic of the drive and simply crashed.

The next morning, I woke up to Sumit accusing me of flirting with other guys, and of being an addict incapable of quitting drugs. He ordered me to leave his house. I felt humiliated. He had proven his point - he had gotten me and was now dumping me. I was just another conquest – another link in his chain of evidence to support his gender theory. It was also a taste of my own medicine – the way I had established my dominion over men in the past simply to dump them. 

I left in silence. However my fractured ego and fear of loneliness made me call him repeatedly through the day. His refusal to take my calls further hurt my ego and me. I was lost … again. I had broken up with Manish. I had given up my plans of going to the UK. I did not have any other friends. I was dependent on Sumit for the heroin. And worse, he had proved his point. 

That morning, Bunty had left for Ajmer with his Polish friends. I took out his white Maruti Van. My driving experience was limited, having driven only a couple of times before, usually with Manish sitting next to me doling out instructions. Shaky, nervous and angry, I managed to drive to Saurabh's house where I ran into Rajat. Saurabh and Rajat were friends from NIFT, having a get together over drinks. I joined them and got drunk on fire cocktails.

Late at night, I drove to Sumit's house in my drunken state. His colony gate was locked. I repeatedly reversed the car, smashing it into the gate, trying to break it open. I heard people shouting and felt scared, so I accelerated and fled the scene. I saw a car full of agitated Sardars chasing me. Frightened and confused, I sped the car. Passing South-Ex, I drove down into the newly constructed tunnel near AIIMS. The Sardars overtook me and cut me off. I had to ram the brakes as the car came to a screeching halt, but not before hitting the sidewall. Shards of glass from the shattered windshield flew all over. I was bleeding from multiple cuts on my body. Thankfully, my face was saved. I had no idea what was happening, who these guys were and why they were chasing me.

My first thought was they wanted to rape me. I shouted for help at the top of my voice. There was no one around. The guys looked threatening as they ran towards me and demanded I open the locked car door. When I refused, they banged on the door. I opened the door and fell at the feet of the first guy in front of me, “Please don’t harm me. I apologize for anything I may have done. Please leave me.” I howled.

A call centre cab came to a halt. Upon seeing the accident and the commotion, two young girls walked out and enquired, “Are you fine? Do you need any help? Are these guys troubling you? Do you want to go to a hospital?”

I was hallucinating about these guys being gun wielding goondas. If I opened my mouth, they would harm these girls as well. I said, “No I am fine. Just had an accident, not hurt too bad though. I think I will just drive back home.”

As the girls turned and started getting back into their cab, spasms of fear shook me, and then gave way to some sanity. I ran towards them, “Please stop, please stop. Don’t leave me alone here with these guys. A friend of mine lives close by. Will you drop me there? I will call him now.” 

One of the girls offered me her mobile phone. I dialed Rajat’s number which I somehow remembered. He agreed to meet me in Gautam Nagar. The girls dropped me there and left. Rajat was shocked to see my state. We drove back to the accident site in his car. My van wasn't there. Our next stop was  the nearest police station where we found the car. We also saw the Sardars speaking to the cops. 

It turned out that these guys were taxi drivers. They had been sleeping at their taxi stand, which was bang opposite Sumit’s colony gate. While reversing my van, I had repeatedly smashed one of their cars. They were chasing me for compensation. 

I did not have any money to offer them. Rajat negotiated with them and gave them some money he was carrying. Dawn was breaking and I had sobered down. I thanked Rajat and told him I could take care of things from here. I drove back to Sumit’s place in what was left of the still resilient mobile van. I was angry and wanted to vent out at him.

I rang the doorbell and was surprised when his mother answered the door. I had never seen her there before. I asked for Sumit. She told me “He is not home.”

Showing her the wounds and scratches on my body, I told her “Look what he has done to me. Your son is a bastard and does not deserve to live.” Saying that I fled from there.

Next, I called Badal and narrated the incident to him. He asked me to come over, so I drove down to his house in Sainik Farms. His mother and sister were shocked to see me in that state. I took a nap. I woke up a few hours later, took a bath, applied antiseptic to my wounds, had some food and left. The South-Ex road seemed to be jinxed for me. Right before the South-Ex flyover, the van came to a stop. I realized the van was out of gas, so I got off the van and pushed it across the flyover all the way to the closest petrol station. I cannot forget that day, pushing the banged up white Maruti Van across the flyover by myself.

I did not try to meet Sumit Khanna ever again. I also decided to quit heroin. 

I started bonding with Rajat and we hatched a plan to start a business together. Rajat belonged to a well off family living in Green Park. His father had given him an independent apartment on the 1st floor of their house. He was into design, mixing music and photography. He rented out his studio to upcoming photographers.

Manjari (Rajat's girlfriend), Rajat and I made a trip to Palampur. Vedu owned a house in Palampur and offered it to us for the stay. It was an ancestral house located next to Gopalpur Zoo enroute to Dharamshala. Filled with books, photographs, antique furniture and precious items, it was a symbol of ancestral wealth. 

Once again, I felt intimidated – a victim of my circumstances. "Of course such people can follow the life of their dreams. They can do whatever they wish. They are blessed. I don't even have a home. What are the possibilities for me? God is so biased, blessing some with fortune and robbing others even of basic dignity." Seeking an immediate fix for these feelings of doom, I reached for the bottle of alcohol we were carrying.  

Late in the evening, we saw a bear hovering at a little distance from the house. Exercising caution, we ran inside. We spent the rest of the evening drinking, scanning books from the vast library and playing board games. I was abstaining from heroin. The next day we took a bus to Macleod Ganj. It was a tourist haven - set amongst the mountains and populated with Tibetan people and hippie tourists. We hiked for a bit, bought and smoked good quality charas and ate European food at one of the cool cafes. Charas flowed so freely in these mountains that you didn’t  “score” it - you just “bought” it.

In the evening Rajat and Manjari took the bus back to Delhi, as per the original plan. I decided to stay back for another two days. This environment, the connection with nature and the freedom of being beckoned me. I wanted to stay there – in the place and in that state. 
 
Back in Delhi, Rajat and I christened our new Digital Marketing company – Mandala. Mandala's vision was to provide the full spectrum of services from website design to audio-visual content development. We formulated a business plan and developed marketing collateral and started presenting our value proposition to a host of businesses. 

Things did not work out as planned. The response we received was way below projections and we soon gave up. It was the nature of our affliction. When people don't believe in themselves and their dreams, they give up easily on things that do not work out easily. We questioned and judged our dreams and ourselves and then questioned God about our destiny.

Rajat and I played blame counter-blame. After several arguments, we ended up having a major fight. Once again, I was on my own without a compass.

While I kept heroin at bay, I was gobbling bottles of codeine, smoking pot and drinking alcohol. My blood pressure was haywire. I’d randomly check my BP at chemist shops only to find it shooting up to 180/110. Once, I developed an idiotic skin rash that erupted randomly all over my body. I imagined an insect had crept up my bloodstream raising its ugly head in different parts of my body.

Nothing deterred me from using drugs though. The thought of being without them had once again become unimaginable for me. 

I decided worldly things were not working for me, that there was something wrong with my destiny and stars. I needed to look for answers beyond. I immersed myself into the study of metaphysical subjects instead. I had developed an interest in the subject during my house arrest in Srinagar. I placed my bet on the occult. I had brought my computer from Srinagar and had Internet access. I started reading about various metaphysical practices - Reiki, radionics, hypnosis, runes, wicca and black magic. I still have some of the 100s of pages on Solomon’s black magic and other supernatural subjects I had printed. 

I wrote in colored chalk on the walls of my room, covering them up with every new term and concept I came across. I obsessed over developing my psychic powers, using white magic or black magic or whatever shade worked. I wanted to attract things I desired to me. Maybe through radionics I could learn the art of distance healing. Maybe, I could be an inventor or a healer. Metaphysics could help me cultivate a harmonious relationship with the Universe, bring me closer to God and the cosmos. I was reading books like The Alchemist and Conversations with God. I made several trips to the electronics market in Old Delhi to buy things like magnets and aluminum strips to build radionics devices as explained on the Internet. I was experimenting with candle light magic to attract money into my life. And it did!

A young Sardar family residing in our neighborhood in Patel Nagar had grown to be ardent followers of Abba Hazoor. Husband and wife turned up each day with their three kids to spend hours in the seer’s company. Gentle, simple and caring people, they were going through some financial difficulties and wanted Abba Hazoor to help them out. They often brought home cooked dishes for us. On other occasions, we went over to their house for meals. Summer was enveloping Delhi, and Abba Hazoor demanded an AC of them. The AC was promptly presented the next day. 

During a short trip to Srinagar, I witnessed Shafi spending counterfeit notes. I asked for a few notes to test market in Delhi. It was a secret between him and me. Back in Delhi, I started successfully spending the counterfeit money at cafes, autos and shops. On the only occasion a shopkeeper doubted the note, I made a victim face.

I saw the opportunity in the Sardar’s continuing financial crisis despite his appeasement of Abba Hazoor. I showed him the fake currency notes and told him, “The going rate is 10 to 1. In exchange for 50,000 rupees, I can arrange 5 lakh in counterfeit notes. These don’t appear fake in anyway. I have been spending them everywhere without attracting even a tad of suspicion.” I took him to the market to demonstrate how easily shopkeepers accepted it.

Fully convinced, the Sardar handed me 50,000 rupees a few days later in his desperate bid to change his fortune. I was elated. I would not have to depend on mom for money for a while now. 

I did not have the counterfeit money to give to the Sardar in exchange. That was not part of the plan to begin with. I knew Shafi would never give me the counterfeit money. It was one thing to hand over a few notes but a totally different ballgame trafficking a large amount. I wasn't even sure if he could arrange that, and I didn’t bother to ask, in order not to invite further questions. All that mattered was that I had cash for now.

I kept eluding the Sardar. I would hide or disappear each time he showed up. A few weeks later, the Sardar raised a hue and cry. He approached Abba Hazoor who advised him to call my Mom to complain. Mom got mad at the Sardar."How dare you involve my young daughter in a racket like this? How could you have even spoken to her or approached her for something like this? I thought you were a simple, respectable fellow." In addition to his money, the Sardar ended up losing face in front of everyone.

Did the candle light magic attract this money to me?

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Badal and I had started hanging out together. We were both trying to stay off heroin and decided to get out of Delhi. We believed a change of environment would help, so we set off for Rishikesh.

We found a guesthouse for Rupees 100/- a night near Laxman Jhula. We spent our time chatting with the Sadhus and smoking pot with them - on the banks of the Ganga and by the sides of the streets. We would find sadhus sleeping next to dogs on the footpaths and the ghats. We would sit next to them, have long conversations with them and share their chillums.

Three days later while strolling along the riverside from Laxman Jhula to Ram Jhula, we found a group of sadhus sitting outside a hut. We stopped to chat with them. We found out that one of them was a Mahatma and he lived in that hut with two other disciples. The Mahatma invited us inside his kutia (hut) for chai. It was a two-room hut. Over some quality pot and chai, we became good friends with the Mahatma. By the evening, the Mahatma invited us to stay with him. An opportunity to save money and experience the ascetic life! We readily agreed. 

The Mahatma and his disciples had naively believed my story of being an NRI from Canada. The NRI angle never failed to impress. I had warned Badal not to discuss my Muslim roots since I was afraid of a backlash in the puritanical Hindu region. Badal did have a loose tongue. 

Our sleeping quarters were an underground cave right outside the hut. Badal and I would scramble to find our way into the cave at night.

Each morning, we walked the few feet to the Ganga. Draped in a sarong, I bathed in the refreshingly cold river waters. We then sat for meditation. On some days we washed our clothes in the river. The riverbank was lined with rishis and yogis engaged in meditation, yoga or simply bathing and chanting. It was sheer no-frills delight and we were really enjoying ourselves. This was the pure, simple life I wanted away from the hustle-bustle and demands of living in a city. 

I cycled around town on a rented bicycle. We went for long walks. I watched the foreigners enrolled in various long-term spiritual and healing courses. They had the freedom and money to pursue all they wanted. Oh, how envious I was. That is what I wanted to do. I wanted to learn these arts. 

One day, we found out that the Mahatma and his disciples were doing smack behind our backs. We exchanged shocked looks. “Holy Jesus! We had been trying to run away from the drug and it has found its way to us even here."  

It is difficult to stay away from heroin when it is right in front of you. As we said to the Mahatma, "Asambhav!" (Impossible). It was party time again for us. One of the disciples who scored the maal for the Mahatma started scoring additional maal for us. We started suspecting him of  skimming off the transactions.

One day, playing detective, I followed him on my bicycle to figure out his source. Since, he was on foot, I had to paddle painfully slow, take stops and hide around corners. I wondered how the rural folk manage to cycle so slow. I managed to memorize the complicated, torturous routes he took through the entrails of Rishikesh despite my drugged brain. I suppose the drugs have a way of selectively using the limited fuzzy faculties available for self-preservation and propagation.

Badal and I exchanged hi-fives. We had discovered the source. Hip, hip, hurray. The next day, we promptly arrived at the peddler’s house. A young girl opened the door.

“Yes?” she asked

“Is your father home?”

“What business do you have with him?"

“We can only discuss that with him.”

“Ok, wait here.”

In a minute, a short, burly man with a long and thick moustache appeared on the door.

“Yes?” he asked

“We are staying with Mahatma K.” said Badal.

“I know the Mahatma. Who gave you my address and what the hell are you people doing here at my house?”

“We are staying at the Mahatma's house. We have been using heroin with him and Baba. We understand that Baba scores from you. The Baba was not available today and we really need to use. So we thought of approaching you directly.”

He scanned us from head to toe. “Where are you people from?”

“I am Badal. I am from Delhi. This is Pearl, visiting from Canada.”

"Hmmm. All right come in. I am Manoj.” He made way for us. We entered a long dimly lit hall where we saw two girls and a man sitting on a charpoy in the corner.

“Follow me." He ordered. We followed him into a small, dark room. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I observed paint chapping off the dirty walls. There was a steel cupboard in the corner, a charpoy, a TV set, a table and a window with the curtains drawn. There was hardly any light in the room.

“Sit on the charpoy,” he told us. “Lata please get some water for us.” He planted himself on a stool next to the charpoy. Once again he looked at us with inquisitive eyes trying to figure us out. 

“You guys are not undercover agents, are you? Because if you are, I am going to screw your happiness a 100 times over.”


“Please don’t mock us. Do we look like agents to you? We are suffering from withdrawals and need a fix. We have come to you in desperation. Please give us some maal. We are in a very bad state.”

At that time, Lata walked in carrying a tray with two glasses of water, which she offered to us. We gulped down the water and kept the glasses back on the tray. Lata immediately walked out of the room without saying a word. 

“Hmmm! OK. I do believe you. You know the price – right? How much do you want?”

“We want a gram. Baba told us it is Rs.600. We are running out of money, so wondering if you can discount the price for us?” said Badal, hiding the fact that Baba sold the maal to us for Rs 900 a gram. 

“Hahahaha! You have some cheek, walking up to my house asking for maal and a discount in the same breath. No one has done that before. Never have I allowed any strangers inside my house before. I do not trust strangers.”

Manoj then turned silent, as if in deep contemplation. After a gap that felt like an eternity, he said, “OK, let's take care of your withdrawals first and then we will think later.” He walked up to the steel cupboard to retrieve a box. Resting the box on the table, he took a packet from it and handed it to us. “Here you can use one packet right now since you both do look sick to me.” Lata was summoned back into the room. “Get us the foil.” In less than a minute, Lata returned with aluminum foil, matchbox and a candle. 

He laid out the paraphernalia on the table before us. “Here you go! Satiate yourselves.”

We pounced on the stuff without loosing a minute. We would realize later that his generosity was borne from trying to establish that we are real junkies and not some undercover cops.

Sensing that we were pros at using heroin, he relaxed. He pulled out two more packets, cut his own foil and started using with us. This was potent stuff. In a few minutes, we were walking together hand-in-hand through the Garden of Eden, like Adam, Eve and the Serpent, or God himself, consuming more of the Apple.

"I like you people. You are simple. Let me introduce you to my family."

We followed him back into the hall. “This is my daughter Geeta, and her husband, Shyam. They got married recently. You are fortunate you get to meet them. This is their first visit after their marriage.”

“That is my other daughter Lata who brought the water. Lata go and make some good strong tea for everyone.” Lata said a disinterested Namaste and sauntered off to make the tea. We made some polite conversation with Geeta and her husband.

The tea arrived and we finished it quickly. Back in the dark room, we chased some more dragon and bought a gram from Manoj.

We said our thanks and good-byes to the entire family before leaving. We could not believe our luck. We had located the pusher, bought excellent maal at a low price and got to smoke free maal with him. 

On the next visit, he made it clear that only I was allowed to visit. Badal was not welcome since there were womenfolk at his house. 

When I went to his house the next day, we ended up using together again. He told me, “You know you are like my daughter. I like your spontaneity and direct approach. You can use as much as you want to while at my house. I will charge you only for the maal that you take with you. Now that I have called you my daughter, you are free to come back and use with me.”

This was an unbelievable offer. Free heroin! Who had ever heard of anything like that? I loved my Brown Sugar Daddy!!

Manoj confided in me “I am the only dealer of heroin in this area. I export to other countries like Canada and Australia. The firangs establish contact with me and I courier it to their addresses. It is a smooth operation that makes me good money. When you go back to Canada, I can send you maal from here.” 

So, I started cycling down religiously to his house everyday to get the maal. Badal would be pissed with me as I would take hours to return. 

There was more heroin available than we could use, so we started stashing away for the rainy day. It couldn't get any better. I thought to myself, "I think we should just continue to live here in Rishikesh.”

Back at the Mahatma’s house, we shared some of our maal with him.

In a couple of weeks we had enough heroin in and with us and decided to venture beyond Rishikesh for a while. We were enthralled by the series of stories we had heard about the mystical landscapes and places of pilgrimage in that region. The next day, we took a bus for Uttarkashi, which is a mid-way stop on the way to Gangotri. We stayed at the beautiful Yoga Hostel there. The next day, we were in Gangotri, the source of the mighty Ganga. 

The ferocity with which the Ganga fell over the huge boulders was enough to humble the Gods and Godmen alike. It was freezing cold. Gangotri was hibernating in off-season and the entire village had moved downhill barring a few restaurants and a hotel where we were stayed. While exploring the area, we came across a hut with a light inside on the far edge of the village. We walked in and found a Baba with long hair, clad in a white gown bent over a book, deep in concentration.

“Namaste Baba.”

“Who are you my children? What brings you here?” We were surprised to hear the Baba speak impeccable English.

“We are visiting. What are you doing here by yourself in this freezing weather?”

“I have been living here for a few years now. I stay here throughout the year. I don't venture beyond this village. I like the peace and solitude. I am done with my worldly duties. I seek only to read, understand and translate the Vedas. I have been making slow yet good progress. It is my dream to translate the Vedas into English before I die.”

“Ah, I have always wanted to do that. Give up the material life and retreat to the hills.”

“No, my child! It is too premature for you. I have already discharged my worldly duties and responsibilities. I completed my studies, worked with corporates, got married, had two fine children and raised them to be responsible and productive human beings. They are now leading independent lives. It is only after I fulfilled my karma that I am doing what I do now.” He reasoned on, “You on the other hand are too young to contemplate something like this. Go and live your life. Enjoy it to its brim and maybe one day when you are old like me, you will still wish to retire to the mountains. Till then, banish the thought.”

I felt disappointed with his moralizing – it never escaped that generation, no matter the space and life stage one was in. We chatted about spirituality and morality for another hour. In fact he was the one listening, while we dished out the gyaan. I gifted him the book I was carrying, ‘Conversations with God – Part 3’. 

“Here take this book. It explains things in a simple way.” He seemed intrigued and accepted it humbly.

The "White man of Gangotri" as I fondly remember him has stayed alive in my memory. 

The night temperature kept dropping on us despite the bottle of Rum we downed. We snuggled together to keep each other warm. It felt nice to have an intimate platonic relationship with a man minus the sexual threat that usually pervades such interaction with the opposite gender.

We continued to chat for a while under the blankets.

“Badal, I am inspired by that Baba. Life here is so peaceful, away from the urban stresses. I wish I could stay back here.”

“Why don’t you?”

“Hahaha. Because my folks will be here faster than word reaching them. They will thrash the poor Baba for misleading their daughter. Plus the shock of their daughter retreating to a Hindu pilgrimage place is too much for them to digest.”

“That is true. A fatwa and an honor killing will restore the peace eventually.” We broke into laughter. “Maybe the time is not right for you as the Baba said. Wait for your chance sweetie.”

“There is nothing back in Delhi for me. The shrine of my love lies in ruins, the bird of my dreams lies featherless, my soul weeps in distress. Only dark bitter hopelessness awaits me in Delhi. There is purity and innocence in the air here that my spirit craves for!"

“My brain cells are frozen and I can think no more. My tongue is turning into an icicle and cannot move. I think the best idea is to just go off to sleep for now. Let’s hope we can find the kingdom of magical dreams.”

“This is the life Badal. Let us keep traveling. All we got to do is think of a source of money, the pot of gold. If we can find that, we will be free birds, free to think and act the way we want to,” saying that I drifted off to sleep.

The next day, we caught an early morning bus and got off at Gangnani, a small village on the way back to Rishikesh. The Baba and some locals had recommended the place to us for its hot sulphur springs reputed to cure diseases. We checked into a small motel, dumped our bags, and freshened up. I lit the ritualistic agarbatti to drive out any negative energy. 

The motel owner advised us to pay a visit to the cockroach Baba who lived a mile away. 

I asked him, "Cockroach Baba! That's funny! Why do you call him that?"

He replied, "You will find out. It is worth a visit. Trust me."

We carried our clothes and towels to the hot water pools. After half an hour of treating ourselves to the luxurious waters of the sulphur spring, we reluctantly pulled ourselves out. We dried ourselves and changed into fresh clothes. It was getting quite chilly. 

We took out our stash. I rolled a joint in silence. We sat there pondering over the big questions of life, the marvels of nature and the ecstasy of our trip. Life felt perfect. We were free to roam the world, there was still enough money in our pockets, the dope was good and we were now on our way to meet the Baba who would obviously treat us to some more good dope and a hot cup of tea. What more could we ask of life!

We zipped up our jackets and I put my favorite cap on. We walked in silence in the direction that the motel owner had pointed. It was a beautiful walk. The sun was setting, the noisy flock of birds were announcing the end of the day, village women were returning with bundles of hay and wood, children were still playing in small groups, there was smoke billowing from the huts.

We reached the Baba’s hut in that ecstatic zone and knocked lightly on his door.

“Come in,” said a faint voice.

We walked into a small single room hut with a tin roof and wooden planks for walls. The floor was well-polished mud. The Baba sat in a corner nursing the fireplace-cum-stove-cum-lantern on which sat an old pot. The light being dim, it took us a while to register the grim interiors. The wall at the back seemed to have wallpaper on it. On a closer look, I realized the wall was covered with cockroaches, thousands of them. 

“Please sit down. How may I help you?”

“We are staying at a hotel nearby and the owner told us about you. We thought of paying a visit.”

“That's good. I do not get many visitors at this time of the year.”

He stoked the fire some more, then asked, “Are you married? Did you come on a yatra?”

The question always made me uncomfortable and I gave Badal a dirty look.

“No Baba, we are friends. We are travelling and are just coming back from Gangotri. We loved it but it was too cold for us to stay back there. Several people told us about the hot water baths in Gangnani and we decided to check it out on our way back.”

“Well visitors are always welcome. Would you like to have some chai?” He was already adding water to the pot without waiting for my response.


“Chai is always a welcome thought Baba, especially in this weather.” The thought was warming. I mustered enough courage to point towards the cockroach covered wall and ask, “Baba what is the story behind the cockroaches?”

“The story is right in front of you.” He smiled in wisdom. “A couple of them came to live here and I allowed them to be. Soon others followed their brethren, and they multiplied. I think they feel cold outside. We live in perfect harmony. They do not trouble me and I let them stay.”

“But don’t they plunder your food supplies or disturb your sleep or crawl all over the place?” I also realized that while normally bugs of any species including cockroaches give me the creeps, I continued to sit there in comfort.

“It is one of God’s miracles child. They do not come off that wall. They understand that is their territory. Insects and animals are wise dear, wiser than human beings. I leave some food next to the wall and they are happy with that. They never venture beyond.”

“What an example of humans and insects living in harmony!” I said to Badal on the way back to our motel.

“Why they have to indulge in such a spectacle is something beyond my comprehension?” he responded sounding cynical.

“Each Baba has a niche, a strength, that is why they call him the cockroach Baba. He understands the language of cockroaches." I replied to his cynicism. 

We spent the next day hiking around the area exploring local villages before taking a bus towards Yamunotri. Enroute, we made several stops interacting with local people and Babas. We exchanged gyaan, chillums and warmth with them. 

A few days later, we returned to Rishikesh to find the Mahatma all set to leave for Badrinath. The temple at Badrinath was closing for the winter and he wished to make his yatra before that. We decided to join him and reached the temple on the last day of the season. After the Mahatma offered his prayers, we joined a few other Babas sitting in one of the small caves outside the temple. It was freezing cold. They had lit a fire and were huddled around it. A foil with maal was being passed around. What a perfect location to breathe in the dragon cloud! 

We stayed at Joshimath on the way back. Mahatma had the maal but was being miserly with it. He would bring out the smallest piece of foil and would ration the maal. We were out of money. In the evening, Badal and I walked to the local market looking for a goldsmith. I sold off my gold ring set with a gemstone that my mother had gifted me for good luck.

It wasn’t worth a lot, but enough to pay off the guesthouse and reach Rishikesh. We went straight to Manoj’s house with the remaining money but the peddler was not home. His daughter was in a foul mood, she took the money and brought us some maal.

We borrowed 10,000 rupees from the Mahatma. I told him, “Baba we need the cash desperately. I am waiting for my money transfer to arrive from Canada. Let me give you a post dated cheque for my local bank as a guarantee."

Soon, we were running out of money again. The Mahatma was threatening to deposit the cheque in his account. We knew there was no money in the account and the scam would be discovered. 

We got in touch with our respective families. My mother through my stepfather arranged for a manager at a local branch of J&K Bank to give me some money. We were happy again. We could vacation longer. 

Badal’s sister arrived with her boyfriend instead of the money. They stayed at the fanciest hotel in town and entreated Badal to return home.

“But Badal,” I said, “I have the money. You also take some money from your sister. Let us go to Goa. I have never been there. It will be quite an experience. Have some sense of adventure.”

But Badal was a little overwhelmed with his sister’s loving act of coming down to see him. “No let us go back. Let me meet my mother. From Delhi, we will catch a train to Goa.”

I didn’t resist much – familiarity lends its own sense of comfort. We left for Delhi with his sister and her boyfriend in their SUV.

(Badal’s fight with his family over selling the house, how we duped his friend)

[bookmark: _Toc370567694]Sliver of Hope (2005-6)

After finishing some errands in New Friends Colony, I decided to grab lunch at the community centre. I was walking towards a familiar joint when I noticed a book sale. Forever mesmerized by books, I walked up to the stall and started scanning the shelves. I started browsing a random page from a randomly picked novel. A female character made references to something called Alcoholics Anonymous. It piqued my interest and I bought the book.

That night, I read the book cover to cover. The novel's protagonist was a woman whose husband, an alcoholic had found sobriety in Alcoholics Anonymous, a group for people seeking relief from the grip of alcoholism. I researched about the group online. Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) turned out to be an international fellowship of men and women who have had a drinking problem, and are looking to become and stay sober by way of practicing a twelve-step program.

Enamoured by this discovery, I continued my research. I thought to myself, "If something like this exists for alcoholics, something similar is bound to exist for drug addicts." Lo and behold! I found a sister fellowship -Narcotics Anonymous (NA) for people seeking recovery from drug addiction. The discovery was light pouring into the bowl of the midnight sky. Now wondering whether this fellowship had a presence in India, I Googled up an obscure Angelfire page that displayed the fellowship's Delhi helpline number in the bottom corner.

Excited, I called the number. 

A male voice answered, “Hello. Narcotics Anonymous!"

Heart racing, I asked, “I have been reading about NA and found this number on a website. Do you have meetings in Delhi?”

“Yes, we do. We also have women attending the meeting. Do you have a problem with drugs?”

“I think I do. Can you share some details about these meetings? Where are they held? What are the timings?”

“Well, we have a meeting happening this evening. If you are in South Delhi, you can come to Father Agnel School in Gautam Nagar. The meetings are held from 7.00pm to 8.30pm. Do you know where Gautam Nagar is?"

Of course I did. The entire thing was ironical beyond belief. The meetings were held under my very nose - in the very locality where I had spent last 8 years using drugs. My Communications Course was held inside that very school. Faheem’s and Sumit's houses were adjacent to the school. And NIFT, where I met my using gang was also close by. Like they say in Hindi, Chirag Taley Andhera (darkness under the lamp) 

“Oh! I know the place well. I will be there. Who should I ask for?”

“My name is Varun. I will be at the gate to receive you. See you then. By the way, what’s your name?”

“I’m Pearl … Yes … P-E-A-R-L” I spelt it out. “See you Varun. Bye for now.”

I got off the auto outside the school gate at 7.10pm with hope, cynicism, anticipation, curiousity and fear playing musical chairs in my heart. Two young guys stood outside the gate.

“Are you Pearl?” asked the fair skinned, good-looking guy with average height. He appeared normal to me, nothing close to a drug addict. 

“Yes I am. You must be Varun?”

“Yes. Welcome to Narcotics Anonymous. Please follow us. The meetings are on the first floor.”

Anxiety sent electrical pulses through my body as I followed them. I didn’t know what to expect. Though I had read a fair bit about these meetings, I still had no idea of how they worked. I was somewhat relieved to find that the guys who welcomed me spoke good English and appeared decent and polite.

I held my breath as I followed Varun into a classroom. There were around 20 men sitting inside. I was starting to feel intimidated when I spotted two smartly dressed girls. Thank God there are women here, even if just two. 

It gave me a sense of relief even as their presence made me painfully aware of my appearance. They look smart in their fashionable clothes and make-up while I on the other hand have put on weight and am dressed shabbily.  I thought to myself.  All eyes turned to me as I walked in.”

One of the guys sat facing all the others – I learnt later that he was chairing the meeting. Another guy was speaking, or rather ‘sharing’. Varun pointed out an empty seat to me and whispered into my ear to turn off my mobile phone and focus on listening.

The chairperson asked a member to share his life-story and another to share on the disease of addiction for the benefit of the newcomer, that was me. I was both surprised and relieved to hear about the concept of disease. The person sharing was describing addiction as a disease. A weight lifted itself off my chest as I realized that I was not an immoral, corrupt and bad person as others had led me to believe about myself. . I broke down when I heard that. 

Really? Could that be true? Could it be true that I was not a bad person? That I did not have a defective moral character? That I was just suffering from a disease over which I had no control? That all my actions were a result of that disease? Could it be possible? 

As other members shared about their experiences, challenges and feelings, I wept silently. What kind of place was this? Were these people speaking the truth? Were they really addicts who had found a new way of life? Most of them didn't even look like addicts. They seemed responsible family people. They were offering me a different lens for my life and addiction though. 

Listening to another guy share his life-story left me perplexed. It sounded like a set up. He was telling me my own story, replacing the characters, places, circumstances and importantly, replacing me with himself. The sharings went on for another hour.

I was baffled to hear these people talk about how they suffered from the disease of addiction, what atrocities they had committed during their drug using days and how their lives had transmuted in recovery.

I scanned the room. I had never seen so many sober addicts before. There were people of all ages. They all seemed to be cheerful and jovial, cracking jokes and laughing at themselves. From what they shared, I could make out most of them were leading responsible and productive lives with jobs and families. I was awe-struck. What was this? How can drug addicts be like this? There was something they were hiding. Was this a sham, perhaps a cult?

My cynical mind imagined all sorts of dark motives behind the existence of such a fellowship. What was their purpose? What philosophy were they propagating? What were they trying to accomplish? Was this some brand of a Christian organization? I wasn't willing or able to trust. 

After announcing the end of sharing time, the chairperson said, “We have come to the most important part of the meeting. There is a newcomer amongst us.” Looking at me, he continued, “Will you please come over here?” I walked to the front of the room. I was handed a token, a meeting card and a pamphlet. Two members, including one of the girls came forward to hug me. The rest of the members clapped in the background amidst cries of “Keep coming back. It works. ”

People stood up in a huge circle holding hands and chanted a prayer in unison. 

God, grant me the serenity
To accept the things I cannot change
Courage to change the things I can
And wisdom to know the difference!

The meeting ended. Members were now hugging each other exchanging pleasantries. 

Several members came forward to hug me and repeated the advice “Keep coming back. It works.”

Members pulled down and carefully folded the banners. The pamphlets, literature and the banners were kept in a cupboard in the corner. Everyone started walking out. Once outside the school gate, members stood chatting and smoking cigarettes. Some members volunteered more detailed information about the program and the fellowship. 

One of the senior looking members introduced himself as Wendy and asked me, “Where do you live? How did you come?”

Still not trusting these people, I lied, "Near CP. I came in an auto."

He replied, "Oh, I live in Patel Nagar. I can drop you home." My heart skipped a beat. I lived in Patel Nagar. He could actually drop me home but I did not trust him so I stayed quiet. 

On the way, I was wondering what prompted this white-haired guy to offer me a ride. What could he want from me in return? Maybe, he is a just a lustful old man. 

Wendy shared some of his experiences in the fellowship. He gave me further information on how the program works. I shared some of my drug history with him. He dropped me off near Gole market, my imaginary address, without asking me for a coffee or my phone number. “Good play” I thought.

I had heard someone in the room mention, “The disease is cunning.” And so it is. Despite the relief I found in the meeting that day, I did not go back to NA for a long time. To add to my skepticism, I suffered from self-doubt. “These guys made it. You can’t. They have the willpower. You don’t. Besides they seem to belong to well off backgrounds.”

* * *

Once Bunty completed his Maya course, there was no reason for us to continue living in West Delhi. We didn't look favorably upon that part of Delhi. It was a significant step down from South Delhi where I had lived throughout. West Delhi was for the loud and gaudy Punjabis. 

We rented a 2BHK apartment in Gautam Nagar. We were back to where it had all started. Mom decided to pay us a visit at the new apartment. She had recently bought a second hand Maruti 800 as a present for me. I discovered later that it was a stolen car, bought at a deep discount from a gang of car thieves through a relative. The gang had got new papers made for it. This sort of stuff was just normal in my family. I figured we formed the customer base for such gangs to thrive.

She and Shafi drove the new car down from Srinagar. Shafi put me through extensive driving tests. The grand finale was to drive through the congested and narrow by-lanes of Old Delhi alongside rickshaw pullers and trucks. I passed with flying colors, read ‘no scratches’ and became the proud owner of my first car.

I was mobile now. I was also back to using heroin. I started hanging out with Jim, an ex-NIFT professor, an extremely creative and dynamic guy, who had screwed up his life and career because of heroin. We shared a common hatred of Sumit Khanna. Sumit had insulted him in the past.  

The old adda in C.P. near the railway station had closed down after several police raids. We discovered scavengers and balloon sellers in C.P. selling maal. We went down to C.P. everyday to score. One day we drove there in withdrawal, not having used since morning. We found a scavenger woman in the inner circle of C.P. and stopped the car next to her.

“Maal hai?” (Do you have the drugs?) I asked.

“Yes!"

“We want 10 packets. But first let us see what you have. Give us a sample.” Some dealers were known to pass off fake or shitty stuff as real. So with unknown peddlers, this was a standard safeguard.

“Take this”, she thrust a packet into my hand through the half open car window.

I handed over the packet to Jim. He tasted the maal. “Hmm, this seems fine. Give us nine more packets.”

Putting the nine packets on my lap, she said, “Give me the money.”

I exchanged a quick surreptitious look with Jim, and, without glancing in her direction, I pressed the accelerator hard.

As the car sped, I realized to my horror that she was hanging on to the half open car window. “Stop, give me my money. I won’t let you guys run off like this. Give my money you bastards!” She screamed.

I was scared. We were in the inner circle of C.P., a busy market area infested with cops. As I brought the car to a screeching halt, she fell off the car. I accelerated again. Peeking at my rear view mirror, I saw her running after the car flailing her arms wildly. 

After a few minutes, I stopped the car outside Bengali market. We exchanged celebratory hugs. "Free Maal. Yippee"

Jim brought some free silver foil from one of the sweet shops. We found an isolated corner and started chasing. 

Our C.P. adventures continued for another couple of weeks till Jim and I fought over a trivial issue, and I was on my own again. I would drive down to C.P. and often not having the patience to reach home to use, I would start using at red light stops. I received curious glances from people in adjacent cars who managed to catch a glimpse of my activities.

It was getting difficult to find a steady source of drugs with all the cops snooping around the area. One day desperately looking for maal, I spotted a crippled beggar, who roamed around on a wooden board with wheels. I asked him "Do you know where to find maal?" He replied, "Give me the money. I will arrange for the maal. You park your car around the corner." I decided to take the risk and handed him the money. Sure enough 10 minutes later, a man came to deliver the maal. I tied up with the beggar for maal after this. An unlikely suspect!

I would stop my car at the red light where he begged to hand him the money. Onlookers would assume I was giving alms. I would then park my car a little ahead. His accomplice would return in 10-15 minutes with the maal. It was a perfect arrangement.  On one such late evening trip, the accomplice told me, “Madam even I want to use. I am suffering from withdrawals.” I asked him to hop into the car and then drove down to a quiet corner to use. After we both  took a couple of hits, he shared his story with me,  “The beggar and I were train robbers. Once while getting chased by cops on a moving train, he jumped off the train and lost both his legs. I am now a thief but do train robberies once in a while.” This revelation added a sense of adventure to my using expedition with him. “Wow!” I thought, “A train robber! A real bandit!!” 

Around this time, a German guy named Jack came to stay with us. He had met Shafi during a cycling trip to Kashmir and had stayed at our house in Srinagar. Shafi suggested that he stay with us in Delhi. I became friendly with Jack and told him about my drug use and adventures. I even took him with me to C.P. one day to score and introduced him to my buddy, the train robber.

As winter approached, Abba Hazur came over to stay with us once again with his entire contingent. One evening, he discovered the foil, pipe and the packet of maal hidden under the mattress in my room. He called me. Showing me the paraphernalia, he demanded, “What is this? I have known your father (he had known my real father). He must be turning in his grave right now knowing that his daughter is engaged in all this filth. You belong to such a good family. It breaks my heart to see you doing this.”

Abba Hazur knew half the people in Kashmir including many of my close relatives. My parents would roast me alive if they came to know that I was using again and that this man had found out about it. Their reputation would be charred.

Feeling like a blind fool of fate and circumstances, I responded in terror, “This does not belong to me. Jack was sitting in my room last night. Maybe he left it there. Do you think I would be doing shit like this? What is it anyway?” I feigned innocence. 

I was hoping Jack would be sensitive to the delicacy of the situation – that he would have the presence of mind to protect me by taking the blame. After all I had developed a bond with him. When confronted he responded, “This belongs to Pearl. I saw her using it.”

It felt like the last nail on my coffin. This time my parents would not spare me. There was no route for flight. My survival instinct vaulted into fight mode.

“Jack, you bastard, you have been staying in my house and eating my food. You abuse our hospitality by bringing this shit into our house! To top it, you have the balls to accuse me! How dare you?”

Abba Hazur interjected, “Pearl I know it is you who has been using this. Do not blame it on Jack. Have some self-respect and accept your wrongs.”

I was seething with anger and fear. “Who the hell do you think you are? How can you speak to me like that in my own house and rise to this outsider’s defense?"

In that split second, I heedlessly pulled out my trump card, “I know your entire lot inside out. Your own guru is a sham and a debauched man. He tried to sexually harass me under the facade of offering me a ride. Of course, you are his follower. You will follow in his footsteps. Your motive in blaming me is clear. I want you out of my house right away.”

The barrage of insults and the assault on his guru was too much to handle for Abba Hazur . He shouted out to his wife. She came running down the hallway. “Pack all our stuff. We are leaving immediately,” he yelled at her.

My brother was terror-struck. His guru was God for him and his God was being insulted and abused by his own sister. He tried in desperation to stop him but Abba Hazur would not listen. His ego had been wounded irrepairably. Before leaving, he did call up Mom to narrate the incident to her. Jack left for a stroll.

My brother was hell’s fury personified. I had thrown his God-like guru along with  his entire contingent out of the house.

“You bitch, you slut, how dare you speak to Abba Hazur like that. You people have screwed my entire life. I am even ashamed to tell anyone you are my sister. He was my only hope and now I cannot even face him.” Saying this, he lunged forward to attack me.

We were all afraid of Bunty's anger. He could be crazier than a wild boar in a stampede when he lost his sanity. A trait he inherited from his violent father perhaps.

A few days earlier, Bunty had slapped Naaz, our old servant so hard that the blow damaged his eardrum. I had wanted to call the cops. "So what if it is my brother. I believe in fairness." I told Mom over the phone. She pleaded with me not to take any action. Shafi offered financial compensation to Naaz.

Now standing there, his face bloodred with anger, his mouth foaming, Bunty now lurched forward screaming for my blood. Naaz intervened, holding Bunty back. He got beaten up again in the process. 

I screamed back “How dare you try to put a hand on me, you son of a debauched and immoral father? You think your father could get away with hitting my mother and now you can get away with hitting me. Well you are wrong, I am calling the cops.”

The next day, Bunty left to stay with the guru, who had moved to another disciple’s house in Malviya Nagar.

My repressed anger and fear had surfaced – this time channeled into a fighting machine. I was willing to hit hard in self-defense. I had taken enough shit from all these people. It was time to give back – attack was the best defense	. With my freedom, mostly the freedom to use drugs, at stake, I was willing to use all ammunition at my disposal. Whether it was telling Abba Hazoor about his guru or Bunty about his father, my survival instinct was in command. Who were they to moralize with me? Did they think they were moral and righteous? Let me show them their place. Naaz pleaded with me not to escalate the matter.


* * *

Ever since I had moved back to Gautam Nagar, I had started spending time at the Barista in Green Park reading books. There, I often bumped into Narcotics Anonymous members. They would turn up in groups especially after their evening meetings for coffee. Sometimes, a member would approach me. “Why don't you come for the meetings?”  

I would say, “I am trying.”

Once a member said to me, “Do you sit on the shit pot in the morning or do you ‘try’ to sit on it?” The point was driven home!

Shaken up after the Abba Hazur incident, I decided to attend NA meetings once a week. The meetings were held literally next door to my house.

A few days later, Mom came down to Delhi to interrogate me about my drug abuse. I apprised her of my discovery, Narcotics Anonymous - the wonderful program I had found for recovery from substance abuse. I shared details about the program and about how it was helping me stay clean. Mom was not convinced. The facts were lined up - I did not have a job, drugs had been found in my room and my lifestyle betrayed utter irresponsibility.

Jack was leaving for a trip to South India – he was volunteering for relief work post the tsunami. He suggested to Mom, “Why don't you let Pearl accompany me? She loves traveling and exploring new places. This will be a good break for her. I will have opportunities to counsel her about this. I really think you should let her be for a while.” I was excited by the idea. Travel and adventure were my lifelines. And volunteering to help tsuanami hit communities felt even more exciting. I honestly believed that a trip with Jack could keep me away from drugs. Jack was an adventurous and health conscious guy who abstained from all intoxicating substances. 

Adopting the mantle of a traditional mother, Mom expressed shock at Jack's suggestion. “I cannot allow my daughter to go alone with a stranger. I do not think that is the right solution. No, Jack she cannot accompany you.”

Jack left on his adventures. I was heart-broken. 'Why couldn't I have accompanied him? It would probably have worked for me. Why couldn't I ever do fun and exciting things without putting up a fight? Why does everything have to be a battle for me?"

While Bunty had accompanied Jack on some of his adventures in Srinagar, my gender had once again proved to be my trap.

In a few days, Mom went back to Srinagar, I went back to my old lifestyle. I started hanging out with Badal though I continued attending one NA meeting a week. Badal was dead against the NA program. He told me, "I lost a dear friend to NA. We were very close till he found NA after which he did not want to hang out with me anymore. A few years later he died. This NA is a cult that completely brainwashes people. I don't want to lose you to it PK." Attending NA meetings created acrimony between Badal and me. 

I found out that my ex-peddler, Parma had been released from jail and was attending the Hindi speaking NA meetings. This offered me additional incentive to attend the meetings.

I met Parma outside the meeting and set up a routine with him. I would diligently attend the latter half of the meeting. When the meeting ended, I waited outside the school in my car. Parma would hand over the maal to one of the sober members, Moin. Moin would hop into my car. After driving a little distance, the maal would be exchanged for money. Our smooth little operation worked for several weeks till ...

It so happened that some members became suspicious of why Moin, a clean member met me, a using member regularly after each meeting. The group called an emergency business meeting. I was requested to be present at the meeting.

Parma and Moin were questioned. They denied all allegations against them. I was questioned next. I told them, "Yes, I am still using. I do sometimes score from Parma but that is from his home. Why do I need to come to the school and attend meetings for that?" My testimony led to charges being dropped against both of them.

Later, Parma thanked me profusely for defending him and expressed his gratitude by way of free maal and future discounts. The school rendezvous however ended with that incident. A few weeks later, I learnt that Parma had been admitted to a rehabilitation centre.

The NA members reposed faith in me and repeatedly advised, "We understand that you cannot trust yourself. You have to place your trust in the program and the meetings. It worked for us. It will work for you. Give yourself a chance. Give this program a chance."

“For the program to work, you have to attend 90 meetings regularly. After that decide for yourself whether this program is for you or not."

“It does not matter whether you are using drugs or not, just attend the meetings and listen to what is being shared."

I was full of cynicism. The question that plagued me most was, 'How can something so inconsequential like attending meetings and sharing like a dumb moron – making honest confessions - make me sober? I had tried so hard to quit drugs. It had not worked for me."

Another member told me, "For starters, you need to stop hanging out with your using friends. Disassociate from your old using friends and using places. Do not have anything to do with anyone or any place where you used. Start hanging out with members instead."

I did not believe I could ever be sober, even as I was sick and tired of my drug abuse. These NA members were showing me a new vision and hope of life. I wanted the life they were leading - a happy life full of laughter. There was a tangible attraction to it. I decided to give this program a chance and follow the advice of these people.

My first opportunity to practice the program in the outside world came the next day when Badal showed up at my house. 

My servant informed me, “Badal is at the door.”

“OK.” I took a deep breath before walking to the door. I knew what I had to do but was all nerves.. 

“Hi Badal!"

“Hi! Listen Pearl. I had a fight with mom and need a place to stay for a few days.”

“Hmm, but you cannot stay here Badal.”

I had to summon all my courage to say “No”. It was probably the first time in my life I had said “No” to someone on his face. I was shaking within.

Badal was shocked. “I have helped you whenever you needed help and this is how you treat me when I am in desperate need."

“I appreciate whatever you have done for me. But Badal, my mother is flying down tomorrow. So you cannot stay here.”

I could not say ‘No’ without making an excuse.

Badal left angry and disappointed. My first victory! Probably I could do it. Probably I should give this program a chance.

It was not easy attending meetings though. While the small English speaking meetings had well educated members, they were held only 3 times a week. On the remaining days, I needed to attend the large Hindi speaking meeting groups that were attended by all sorts of people - rickshaw drivers, street janitors, the unemployed, the illiterate. Of course there were well employed, educated and well to do people as well who attended these meetings. It was a motley mix.

Another source of bother was the gender bias. There were only three women in the entire Delhi fellowship, including me. We were the recipients of a whole lot of unwanted male attention and gossip. The male members wanted to hang out and chat with us and do us favors. One had to be on guard at all times. A significant number of these members were young guys with little recovery. It is a well-known fact that after quitting drugs, sex and relationships become the next addiction. 

I started interacting with the other two girls in the fellowship - Lali and Parul - both less than a year sober. Lali worked close to my house in Hauz Khas and Parul in Vasant Vihar. At lunchtime, I picked them from their respective offices. We had naariyal paani together after which I dropped them back to their offices. 

Around this time, another bunch of newcomers started attending meetings. Amongst them were Navin and Nivi, two young boys who had just come out of a rehabilitation centre after a 6-month stint. I started hanging out with them as well. Navin was a software engineer and Nivi an HR professional.

I heard horror stories about rehabilitation centres from them and others. Their respective families, tired of their drug use, had gotten the rehabs to forcibly pick them up against their will. (Yes, this happens in India :-( )

This rehab centre followed the Therapeutic Community (TC) charter, a strict disciplinarian program that employs punishments, contracts, and extreme peer pressure. 40 guys slept together on the floor in a common hall at the centre.

One member reported, “We were made to clean toilets with bare hands."

Navin told me about Kambal Pittai, “If you broke a rule, the Counselor commanded the other boys to throw a Kambal (blanket) over you and then hit and kick you in a free for all.”

Nivi told me about the Kursi Saza (chair punishment), "You were made to sit on a chair facing the corner wall , away from everyone else. You sat there all day, and no one was allowed to talk to you. You were not given any food, and only allowed pee breaks."

Food and cigarettes were rationed in these rehabs. Sometimes, even asking for an extra roti could attract punishment and get you blamed for greed. You could not call your family or friends and of course you could not go outside the four walls of the centre. It sounded worse than a prison. Many had tried escaping - a few had succeeded. 

PS: TC programs are illegal in US and Europe now.

Somehow these rehabilitation centres did seem to succeed in keeping people sober. I met a number of sober members in the meetings besides Navin and Nivi who were prodigies of these rehabs. Most of them did not want to relapse from the dread of being sent back. It was the fear of going back to the rehab, not the love of life that worked the miracle for them.

Of course it did not work for everyone. There were people who were admitted to rehabs over and over again without any results. There were people who had sobered after repeated visits and others who had stayed at a rehab for over a year. There were all sorts of people. No one could predict what would work for whom. 

Navin had a using friend Rohit, a buddy from his engineering college. Rohit's mother had him institutionalized at rehabilitation centres several times without success. She had even locked him inside his room for a month but to no avail. Upon persistent suggestion from Navin, she brought him to an NA meeting. Rohit quit using drugs after his first meeting and never picked up again. 

I started bonding with members, especially Navin. We started hanging out before and after meetings. Navin was overweight (over 100 kgs) with average looks. He lived in Vikaspuri in West Delhi. He was gifted with an exceptional sense of humor. He could make fun of anything and everything. He was an atheist and considered nothing sacred. Once, he swore by his mother's wrinkled tits. I found his company fun as he could make me laugh instantly with his repository of bon mot and humor. He had an uncanny ability to pull me out of any dark space. 

Once I asked him, 'Why did you start doing drugs?"

He shared his story, "My father was a professor. We were raised in Africa. We returned to India around the time I joined engineering college. I was disappointed and appalled by the education system here. Each time, I asked a question, I never received a satisfying answer. In fact, I was asked to shut up. I had to find solace somewhere."

Navin had almost died of Tuberculosis during his using days. As he recovered, he started using drugs again. That is when his mother, scared for his life, got him forcibly picked up by the rehabilitation centre guys. 

Nivi's mother was an army widow who had raised her two kids with hardship. Nivi's sister had committed suicide a few years earlier sending the entire family into throes of depression.

Lali had been rebellious since childhood. Her father was a retired Army officer while her mother worked for a media company and traveled around the world. Her brother who had been in the Army was martyred in active service in Kashmir. 

There was Shamshad, the auto driver who invited me over to his place. He shared a single room hut in a slum in the farthest part of North Delhi with his wife and five daughters. When I visited him, I found the family concerned about the leaking roof. He shared how he could not make enough money to provide for his children's education and health. I gave him some money. 

There was good old Dhroova, 60 years old who lived in a sprawling mansion in New Friends Colony. Married to the daughter of an ex-Ambassador and with three kids, he was the grand old man of NA with more than 18 years of sober time under his belt. 

There was Shuro, an IIM pass-out with several years of sober time, who now worked with as a top ranking executive with a HR company. People sought him out as a sponsor as they found him practical and wise. Then there was Krishna, also an IIM pass-out, who ran his own company.

There was Arjun, another rich old-timer member. Dhroova, Shuro and Arjun were the sponsor triad – the three sought for sponsorship.

There was Somveer, Himanshu, Bhupi - Jats from the nearby Arjun Nagar area. There was Dr. Gautam who was in the process of setting up his own rehabilitation centre in Neb Sarai.

Old timers hung out regularly after meetings over coffee at Barista. They customarily invited us to join them. Around 10-15 members could be found at the Barista after meetings. They told us, “'After-meetings are as important to recovery as the meetings themselves. This is where we develop the real bonds."

Members started inviting me for fellowship dinners, get-togethers and outings beyond the regular after-meeting coffee. I was told, "The therapeutic value of one addict helping another is without parallel."

They invited me despite knowing that I was still using. They demonstrated faith in me. Members celebrated their clean birthdays as well as real birthdays. I started interacting more frequently with them. These after-meetings, get-togethers and dinners enabled the development of a new bond with these strangers, a new lifeline for me. Laughter and cheer always prevailed. Members cracked jokes and pulled each other's legs. More importantly, they laughed at themselves. That was an immense relief in an otherwise serious world. I guess that as addicts come from a background replete with darkness and stress, they need the laughter more than others to survive the harshness of their minds and realities. Some of them had lost more than what I could imagine.

I heard crazy stories in these meetings. Someone shared, "I used to pass out in gutters." Another said, "I had lice in my underwear." A shocking story came from the Mumbai fellowship about a member who had his arms chopped off so he could stop using and even then he could not stop. There were stories of members abandoning their families, of being abandoned by their families, of not having seen children in years, of squandering all money and wealth, of contracting life threatening diseases, of rendezvous with death and so forth. There were stories of crime. There were ex-convicts including a murderer in the meetings. There were also medical, engineering and management graduates disappointed in life and themselves. All brought to these rooms united by a common thread: the disease of addiction.

These members were willing to accept me as I was. They knew who I was and where I was coming from. They had struggled or were struggling with demons similar to mine. They understood my pain and challenges. They did not judge me. Patiently, they reposed their faith in me, day after day, month after month. While I lacked faith in myself, they somehow did not. All they asked of me was to "Keep coming back". They told me, “Let us love you till you learn to love yourself."

Of course not all NA members were that benevolent or accepting, at least not at all times. Once out of genuine concern, I told Lali, "You are looking thin."

"You are looking fat.", she retorted. While I had commented out of concern for her health, she was being plain nasty and rude.

Then there were some NA members who judged and questioned me. “You just come here to party. You have no intention of cleaning up. Been attending meetings for so long now without wanting to be sober."

Their remarks hurt.

There were others who preached the program like a religion, quoting from the program texts and prescribing a strict regimen of meetings, sponsorship and step work.
There was advice I did not agree with. One of the old timers, Arjun invited me over to his showroom in Defence Colony. We engaged in a long chat over lunch. After I had finished narrating my life story to him, he commented, "It seems like you want to be Mother Teresa. Give up that fantasy. Accept that you are no Mother Teresa."

He then sent me on an errand to collect samples for his showroom. Later he told me, "By doing service for others, you learn to do things for yourself."

I felt used and vowed not to allow getting used like that again. 

......................................................................................................................................

We had a fight with our landlord. He was ballistic that an entire entourage had stayed at the house when Abba Hazur had been around. He was also against cooking non-vegetarian food in the house. Bunty had decided to move back to Srinagar. He had plans to start his own editing studio. The lease for the apartment was almost over. With Bunty gone, I no longer needed such a big apartment. Mom and I decided to move out. 

I got in touch with property dealers who showed me several apartments. I wanted a cheap place. Mom was adamant that I move into a nicer place in a posh locality. We found a decent studio apartment in Hauz Khas. I resisted till the end since the rent was on the higher side. Mom won.

We were loading our belongings onto the truck when I approached the landlord for refund of the security deposit. He simply refused to return it. He reasoned, “You have damaged my house. Look at what you have done to the walls. Who is going to repair that? I am not going to refund even a single penny.”

We were taken aback. There was no ‘damage’ – just a few scratch marks, old paint peeling and holes where nails had been put into walls to hang things. I retorted, “You have two months security deposit with you. You can’t keep it all. The repairs will cost a small sum. We can get that done for you.”

The argument ended with a volley of abuses. I was in tears. Seeing me cry, Mom's blood started to boil. She threatened the landlord with dire consequences and then consoled me, "Stop crying and don't worry. Wait and watch how I teach him a lesson."  That was Mom in her lioness Avatar. 

After moving to the new house, mom and I went to the Hauz Khas police station to lodge a complaint against the landlord. She called Shafi and got him to pull a few strings. The result was the next day, the landlord not only returned the money but also apologized to us. Mom told me, "I told you he will come crawling on his knees begging for mercy. How dare he make you cry?"

I loved our new apartment. I had fought with mom over it due to the high rent. Mom believed in taste, refinement and aesthetics. I believed in saving money. But now I came to love it. It was a Barsati set on the second floor of a bungalow, with a huge balcony overlooking the Hauz Khas market. The landlord was a decent Sardar who stayed on the floor below with his wife and two kids. The apartment offered loads of sunlight and ventilation - two things I love and value! In the coming months, it transformed into a party hub for my NA friends. 

I coaxed Mom into accompanying me for an NA meeting. I wanted her to understand the disease perspective of addiction - understand that I suffered from a disease, not a moral deficiency. I did not deserve punishment – I needed love and understanding. I wanted to offer her hope by showing her I was not alone in this battle and that there were many others like me. That these people had successfully transformed their lives, that there was hope for me!

Alas! I took her to the large Hindi meeting rather than the relatively sophisticated English speaking group. She was taken aback by the mixed crowd of auto drivers, shopkeepers and street addicts sharing in uncensored Hindi laced with curse words. “Is this what I raised you for? So that one day I find you in this kind of a place!” She broke down. This was not what I had hoped for. How could I suggest to her to not judge a book by its cover?

Fortunately, Lali and Parul were present at the meeting. They chatted with her, offering her consolation and hugs. 

Lali said to her, “Aunty please don't cry. Look at us. We are educated girls from good families. We did go through the drug addiction phase but now we are successfully rebuilding our lives."

I had heard from members about the concept of sponsorship. A sponsor is someone like a mentor. You choose a member from the meeting whose recovery attracts you. The NA pamphlet describes a sponsor as "A member of Narcotics Anonymous, living the program of recovery, who is willing to build a special, supportive, one-on-one relationship with us. A sponsor is not necessarily a friend, but may be someone in whom we confide."

One evening after a meeting, I asked Krishna to be my temporary sponsor till I found someone to sponsor me long term. He agreed. Krishna was a quiet, shy and extremely intelligent guy with seven years of sober time. He ran his own company and lived in Alaknanda with his sister. Both his parents had died a few years ago. We had nicknamed him "Suicidal Krishna" because he barely smiled and frequently shared his suicidal feelings.

The program suggests, "Call someone when you have a using thought before you set off to buy your drug." It is assumed that the other member you speak to will be able to talk you out of using. 

From then on, each time I went to score, I called him. "Krishna I am going to score." He would try to deter me but in vain. After getting high, when the drugs started to wear off, I would call him again and cry over the phone "Krishna I used again" and I would break down. This saga continued for a while. I kept harassing him till one day he questioned me as to why I called him at all if I wanted to use in any case. 

Krishna was a smart and sorted guy, the kind who could make a difference in my life, hold out the light for me. I was enamoured by his wisdom and stability. Of course, I proposed to him. Being wiser than I thought, he declined without emotion. He put it very simply. "The program recommends not to have relationships with newcomers. For newcomers, it is suggested to not initiate a new relationship for at least a year."

The rejection infuriated me. That evening I screamed at Krishna’s sponsor in front of other members after the meeting, holding him responsible for advising Krishna to stay away from me. However, I quickly gathered myself. While I continued to be resentful towards Krishna and his sponsor, I mellowed down. I still wanted him as my sponsor. Going forward, I called him on many different rescue missions. One day late at night, my car ran out of gas. I called Krishna. He came rushing to help me.

My health was deteriorating. My blood pressure fluctuated wildly. I started choking from debilitating panic attacks. I would disassociate completely and become frightened. I had to go to Srinagar to attend a function but I cancelled the trip. The thought of sitting in a closed airplane for an hour – the likely claustrophobia - made me paranoid. Each day became a living hell. I used drugs to find relief from the panic attacks only to experience aggravated attacks after the drugs faded off. I was trapped in the space between using and not using. There was no level ground between the high and the low – I was seeking that which did not exist.

It was a Catch 22 situation. I experienced a panic attack, then rushed to find drugs for relief. There was a placebo of relief on taking a hit that lasted a few moments. Once high, the panic attack aggravated and then I would wait for the hit to subside so I could find relief from the panic attack. It became cyclical. Initially I was so frightened and disoriented that I checked myself into hospital emergency rooms several times. I thought I was having a heart attack and would drop dead within minutes! They would keep me in the ER for a few hours, take my blood samples, conduct an ECG, give me anti-anxiety medicines and painkillers and then discharge me without any indication of what was wrong with me. Perhaps they detected drugs in the blood test but treated the subject as taboo. After a while, I realized the futility of going to ER’s. Looking the other side didn’t make the problem go away.

It escalated to 3-4 attacks per day, each lasting 1 to 2 hours. It started with a weird flip-flop in my chest as if my heart was doing somersaults. This was followed by shortness of breath, chest pain, intermittently unreliable vision, nausea, diarrhea, and a strong sense of impending doom. For the most part, these symptoms appeared without warning.

Over time these unpredictable and uncontrollable occurrences led to intense and sustained anticipatory apprehension. Fear begets fear, and I was experiencing fear of fear. I was trapped at a dead end. There seemed to be no way out. I had suicidal thoughts. But the thought of dying also made me feel claustrophobic and paranoid. I became terrified of death too. 

Thankfully, Navin started hanging out with me. He offered his support. His presence took the edge off the brutal attacks. He listened patiently to my sob stories for hours. Knowing that someone caring and understanding is by your side can make a big difference, even during panic attacks. 

As a newcomer himself, Navin had been advised to stay away from using addicts. Like a true addict he spent more and more time with me in the face of that advice. Several times, I got him to accompany me to C.P. to score drugs. Cops were swarming C.P. those days. I had studied their pattern – the cop car came around the spot every 15 minutes or so. We would park around a corner waiting for the cops to finish a round. We then dashed to the peddler, scored the maal and sped away within that time. Navin drove the car while I got high on the back seat. A disastrous situation for a recovering addict as the temptation of the drug can be overwhelming.

The fun of using heroin had evaporated though. The stairway to heaven had mutated to the highway to hell. I was spiraling down the black hole of debilitating withdrawals and terrifying panic attacks. Yet, I found myself incapable of stopping. The fear of panic attacks, even a slow death did not deter me. Each night before sleeping, I promised myself I would quit heroin the next day. Each morning I renewed that promise to myself. Then there would be the committee meeting in my head. Sometimes the using side won the argument. “Let me just use a little bit today – just take the edge off. I’ll wean off and not use tomorrow.” Other times, the debate got so heated that I needed to use just to shut off the voices. Invariably within the next few hours, I would find myself driving down to C.P. to score again. That was the cycle of insanity – doing the same things over and over again and expecting different results. 

Members advised me, "The program is ‘Just for Today’. You have to quit the drugs today. Tomorrow is never going to happen."

One evening sitting outside SDA Barista, incited by their suggestions, I emptied my heroin packets on the ground (it is powder). An hour later, I started feeling stupid – even regretful – I had thrown away perfectly good maal and I needed a hit now. Once the members left, I went back to the spot and started scooping dirt from the ground in my bid to retrieve the heroin.

I realised I needed a break, a safe space - where I did not have access to the drug. I could not quit at home with freedom to go around. A rehabilitation centre was the likely answer. I discussed it with Krishna. He said, “Do what you need to do, whatever you think will work for you." 

While Delhi had several rehabilitation centres, there were no facilities for females. A rehab run by a senior NA member offered to make room for me as a special case. I would be the only female patient staying there. Women addicts were fewer in number, and the ones who would come out of the closet and seek treatment could be counted on the fingers of one hand. Our social set up did not allow for that.

Much like I had been willing to do whatever it took to use, I was now willing to do whatever it took to stop using. Members assured me that it took a lot less effort and will power to abstain than to use.

Krishna came to pick me up in the evening. My bags were packed and I was ready to leave. I bid adieu to my tearful mother.

Outside the centre, I told Krishna, "I want to use one last time. I have maal on me.”

Despite being a fanatically righteous NA member, Krishna understood and allowed me to use in his car. High and tripping, I entered the rehab with my bags. 

The rehab was housed in a small two-storey house in Neb Sarai. I was allotted a small, secluded room on the ground floor and was not allowed to interact with anyone except the counselor. I found that doubly depressing. The kitchen, dining and common area and the counselor's office made up the rest of my floor. The boys stayed on the floor upstairs. From the little interaction I had with others, I gathered that everyone was going through different stages of physical and emotional withdrawals. Everyone looked either depressed or hysper. I snatched little bits of conversations with one of the inmates who helped in the kitchen. He was a bus driver. All of us were on medication for pain, blood pressure and anxiety in addition to specific medication to help withdraw from our respective drugs of choice.

Mom came to see me a week later. She brought me tucks but broke down upon seeing me in that state and place. She had been going to the Nizamuddin Dargah everyday to pray for me. She had tripped and fallen on the steps of the Dargah on one occasion.

I had planned on staying at the centre for a month, but I became almost suicidal within a week. It was tough passing the day without much to do or people to interact with. Without the numbing calm of drugs, it was even tougher facing my own emotions. The counselor, a gentle man spent time with me, listening to my tales while sharing his own. He himself was three years sober. His family had thrown him out 15 years back and had he not seen them since. He was also in treatment for schizophrenia. 

There was only so much he could do. One evening, I demanded, "I want to leave right now." He tried to counsel me but it only served to aggravate my anger. I created a scene, shouting and banging the doors. He called the owner/director of the centre, an old time NA member. Mahipal drove down from his house at 10 o’clock at night. He spent the next hour counseling me. He suggested, "Stay just for today. If you wish to leave tomorrow, you will be free to leave." I heard that sentence repeated for the next one week. After 15 days, I could no longer deal with the silence and depression of the rehab and left. 

Walking out of the centre, I made a commitment to myself to stay clean. I didn't want to go back there. The next day, before I could catch myself, I gulped down a bottle of Corex. I did not tell anyone about it out of guilt and shame. 

I started attending meetings, hanging out with members and reading the NA literature on a more consistent basis. I stayed away from heroin and dope. I limited myself to bottles of Corex. The scare of being trapped in the panic filled space between doing heroin and not doing it kept me away.

I woke up each day telling myself, “I am not going to use today.” But the obsession was overpowering. Invariably I would down bottles of cough syrup through the day. It had been 9 months since I had started attending NA meetings. My doubts returned to plague me. The program does not seem to work any wonders for me like it has done for the others.

"Motherfuckers, you told me 90 days 90 meetings. I have been attending meetings for 9 months now. It doesn't seem to work for me." I questioned members.

“Keep coming back. Don't give up till the miracle happens" they responded in unison. “You’re here for a reason. No one walks through the doors of NA accidentally.”

I felt like driving a farm tiller through their huddle. 

I didn't know what to believe. I kept going back for the friendships I had formed. My history of poor health and panic attacks, which I was trying to avoid, provided further impetus.

I accompanied Mom on her regular trips to Nizamuddin Dargah, where she prayed for me. Soon, I started going there on my own. I spent hours immersed in the meditational trance of the qawwalis, begging God and the Sufi Saint to save me. Invariably I found myself wailing to the qawwalis. They softened me down – left me teary-eyed. There was something mystical about the place – a certain energy that breached my defenses, percolated my spirit and calmed me down.

Gradually, I managed to start staying clean for a day or two, even three days at a time.  Nevertheless, I kept going back to using. 

Each time I sobered up, the gears between my ears went into overdrive, "I am 29 years old. I have lost the best years of my life to addiction. What hope is there for me? I am a failure. I have made nothing of my life. I have no career or accomplishments. It is too late now. I am not even good looking anymore. I am just a fat slob. What is the use? I cannot deal with the outside world and life anymore. I am unemployable while people my age have achieved so much in their lives. They are so far ahead. All my classmates and friends  are married and well settled. How can I ever hope to catch up?"

Once I managed to stay clean for five days and joined a yoga class in my neighborhood. Looking around in the middle of an asana, I noticed all the fit and hip women. I became painfully aware of my own weight and appearance. I couldn't deal with it. I told the teacher I was going to the washroom and I drove away to get my fix. I never went back to that class. 

I threw a fit each time Mom asked me to accompany her to the market. I felt shaky figuring what to wear and how fat and ugly I would look regardless. Faced with the stylishly clad anorexic girls in the neighborhood, I prayed for invisibility. I ended up fighting with Mom and feeling worse about myself.

I blamed destiny and questioned God. "You could have given me something. You didn't give me a successful relationship. You didn't give me a fair chance to build a career, or wealth to take away that need. At least, you could have given me a slim body so I did not have to be conscious about my looks all the time. That would have taken away half my misery. But no! You had to thrust it all upon me. Make sure that I have no relief on any front."

Crying uncontrollably, Mom asked me once, “Where has my daughter gone? The cheerful girl who used to smile,  who used to spread laughter around her. That daughter is lost. I want my daughter back.”

The truth was my self-esteem was at its nadir. I hated the way I looked. I could not bear the fat ugly slob staring at me from the mirror. How could I ever attract attention with those looks? How could any self-respecting person love me with those looks? How could I be a part of the cool and hip gangs with those looks? How could anyone take me seriously?

I was a complete failure in life, having not achieved anything. I was still dependent on Mom for survival. I had tripped on every ladder including business and employment. I had squandered up a fantastic opportunity to study abroad. I was way behind in the rat race. I could never make it. I had lost all confidence. All I was good at was drug use, and now I needed to quit that too.

I cherished and envied the sense of humor, wit and intelligence of my friends in NA, for I possessed none of that. At times I was scared of interacting with others for fear of being exposed as a plain Jane bereft of the ‘cool’ factor.

I realized I did not know much about the world. My experiences were so limited. I had not watched the right movies. I had not listened to the right kind of music. I had not appreciated the right art. I had not read the right kind of books. I had not sampled the right kind of food. I had not traveled to the right kind of places. How could I hope to belong?

As drugged fuzziness started giving way to longer periods of clarity, the victories I had prided myself on came back to haunt me as degenerate acts.

With my history of casual affairs, sexual encounters, and a failed romantic relationship, I saw myself as a morally deficient person. I felt guilty of all the wrongs I had committed - the lies, the thefts and the manipulations. I felt ashamed of who I was as a person. Guilt and shame pervaded my spirit making me incapable of feeling anything else. I believed it was too late for redemption, that I had already lost my life. I was too old. I had failed myself and I had failed Mom. The wise Boba was right as always – I deserved to die. 

In the meetings, I heard members share similar stories and feelings. They all seemed to be plagued by low self-esteem, guilt and shame. They had anger against their families and themselves.  They felt guilty for the wrongs they had committed and were committing. They perceived themselves as losers and frauds – definitely not a high self-opinion. What distinguished them was hope … they had hope.

Most of them had somehow managed to let go of their past and reconstruct their lives. They had become responsible and productive members of society who successfully dealt with the daily challenges of existence. Subconsciously their journeys gave me much needed hope and inspiration. Consciously, I ascribed reasons to their success - Lali was from a well-educated and liberal family, Navin was highly intelligent, Dhroova was wealthy, Shamshad does not have a choice. I still didn't fit. I found excuses to not belong, to lose hope. The doubts and cynicism bore heavy on my mind. 

"If I could do it, so can you." they told me, “Try to identify with the feelings instead of comparing circumstances.”

What saved me was the fun time with NA members before and after the meetings, and my budding friendship with Navin. The laughter at these hangouts gave me a break, even a high. Navin’s cheer and affection provided a comfort zone. I was evolving a support structure that kept me afloat. 

The old timers advised us about HALT - Hunger, anger, loneliness and tiredness. "These are your four enemies. Beware of them. Call a member or eat something or do something or take rest according to what you are feeling in the moment."

Wendy advised Navin and Rohit to "Stuff yourself with heavy, greasy food. The desire to use drugs minimizes on a full stomach." So each day before and after meetings, we stuffed ourselves with food. 

I was still using codeine. I drank a Corex bottle before the meeting, sat through the meeting like a zombie listening to others, and took a ‘pee-break’ in between to drink more of my Corex. After the meeting, I took time out with feeble excuses like, "I have to meet Mom." I then rushed to a medical store to buy another Corex before meeting members for coffee, dinner or movies. The members realized that and did not buy my excuses. But they did not castigate me either. That’s one thing that made me comfortable in NA. For the most part, no one criticized, eulogized or moralized. People hardly even offered unsolicited advice. They only shared their own experiences. And it was full of fun and laughter.

I had been attending NA meetings for a whole year now, and religiously for the last several months. I was working the program, following suggestions, praying desperately and hanging out with members. I was still drinking herbal cough syrups. They provided the placebo effect, the cerebral satisfaction that I had gulped down a bottle of sweet, medicated syrup. 

Finally it happened. It was February 02, 2006. I was one month clean. The miracle had happened. 
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