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You Can’t Kill My Love: A Kashmir Holocaust Love Story
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“Being deeply loved by someone gives you strength, while loving someone deeply gives you courage.”

–Lao Tzu

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED to all those 400,000 Kashmiri Pandits who were forced to leave their homes in Kashmir never to return.
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Prologue
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NEW DELHI, 2016

I am sitting on my sofa and watching politicians and journalists who call themselves “liberals” lie on television. Lying through their teeth.

Lies, lies and more damn lies. 

Whenever I hear them speak, I can feel the heat moving up to my head and my heart pounding with anger. 

Yes, anger—because these liberal people speak as if terrorism is not a big issue. That terrorists are not BAD people. That they are just guys like you and me who for some strange, unknown reason, have “wandered off the right path.”

So please don’t call them terrorists—they are only “militants,” militating against what? They can’t (or won’t) explain.

I know these politicians and journalists are anything but compassionate. And yet they want to fight terrorism with compassion. 

Killing is not the right solution, they say.  Ad nauseam.

For terrorists (yes, that’s the word I will always use), we were and always be—infidels, who deserve to die. But for liberal politicians, terrorists will always be victims of circumstances. How noble!

And what about us? The hapless citizen-refugees? 

They say, please come back. We are nothing without you. 

But they refuse to call us refugees. Instead, they call us “migrants,” as if we migrated, like migrating winter birds, of our own volition. That’s why their voice sounds so phony to me. 

It’s all lip service. What have they done for us? How many of them have ever visited families of those who lost their loved ones? And what action plan do they have to ensure that no terrorist attack happens in the future?

I watch quietly. I want to speak the truth. I have a lot to say yet find few words to frame my thoughts. In disgust, I switch off the television and throw the remote on the table with a bang. 

I can smell my favourite dish being prepared in the kitchen. Lamb cooked with yoghurt and mint, the smell always reminding me of “home.” Home, where my mother used to cook this lamb curry for lunch, when I as a young boy used to come back from school famished.

My wife keeps her memory alive. And of my home. And my culture.

“Lunch is ready,” she says. Her voice almost singing. 

I get up from the sofa looking forward to my lunch. That smell of lamb always makes me so hungry as if I’ve had nothing for days. 

I move towards the sink—like a ravenous wolf rushing to devour its prey. While I excitedly wash my hands, I look myself in the mirror. Some of my hair have started to grey even though I am only 44 years old. My skin too has lost that youthful look. 

But what really startles me are my eyes. That innocence of that 17-year-old is gone. Forever. Those eyes have seen a lot in the past 27 years. Those painful memories....

I wipe my hands on a towel and then move to the dining table. My wife looks as pretty as ever. Her dark hair still has that original red-brown tinge she was born with. And she sure has done much better with aging. 

We both take our seats. I pour some boiled rice on to my plate and some hot lamb-yoghurt curry on top of it. My wife does the same. 

We eat silently. My wife doesn’t ask how’s the food. She doesn’t need to. She believes that whenever the food is great, people eat quietly solely focussed on the food. And I think she is right.

I stare at the Delhi November sky from the window in my dining room. It is black. NOT because of clouds BUT because of smoke. The sky colour reminds me of a scene from Terra Nova where the earth is being destroyed by pollution and people walk around wearing gas masks. 

Well, Delhi feels like a gas chamber. And you do need some kind of a mask to go outside. No, I’m not kidding. It definitely feels like the end of the world.

A few days back, I developed some terrible chest infection while out for my morning jog. I still cough as if I’m going to die. Damn Air Pollution.

Sometimes I wonder what am I doing here.

Our house, corrected flat, is a typical middle class structure that Delhi is littered with. Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, depressing yellow walls.... Outside, you’ll find cluttered neighbourhoods and streets so narrow, so narrow, that you’ll not find any space to park your little hatchback.

My house, 27 years back, had a nice river view. The garden had a majestic chinar tree, a tree very similar to maple, its leaves pointed in every direction. My garden smelled of roses. That sweet smell...

What am I doing here?

There was no other option.... NO CHOICE. None whatsoever.

I still remember the day. The sky colour was grey just like today. I remember fire, smoke rising up in the air. Men wearing black masks carrying AK-47s. The thud-thud of bullets. And my mother screaming, Run... run for your life. And men screaming “Allah hu Akbar!”

“What’s the matter?” says my wife.

Her words drag me back to the present. 

“Huh?”

My wife looks at me and senses what I have been feeling. She says nothing for a few moments. And then she tells me, the umpteenth time.

“You need to tell your story.”

I shake my head. “But nobody wants to listen to my story.”

“The world will. People who suffered September 11 will. People who suffered in Paris, London, Nice, Madrid will.”

That’s so typical of my wife. She is good with rhetoric and she is convincing. These were the qualities that had attracted me to her in the first place.

Yet I remain quiet.

“You need to tell your story. Our story.” She stressed on the word “our” this time.

I nod my head. 

“Do it because I love you.” 

Meal over, I hug her. 

“I will,” I say and we both cry hugging each other. I kiss her many times and we both keep crying. So many years have passed but we cannot still acknowledge the truth. 

The truth—we can buy a house anywhere in this world but we can never go back to the place where we originally belonged. 

My wife brings my laptop and I open it. 

It is painful to tell your story. Painful to relive those events. I wish I could forget what happened. But I need to remember. I need to recall the exact details. 

My “critical voice” takes control of me. It tells me my story is not important enough to tell. Then I remember my mother who used to say that the stories we think are unimportant are the most important stories of our life.

So, I am writing this story because I love my community. I am doing this because I love my family. 

I am writing this for the girl who was my first love and will always remain so. 
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KASHMIR, MAY 1989

My name is Sanjay Tikoo. And I hate my name. In school, they always made fun of me. Some called me Chicken Tikka or worse Takloo which meant being bald. 

I was born in 1972, a year after Pakistan was defeated in the war of 1971. And Bangladesh was born. Just like me.

I belong to a community of Kashmiri Pandits, a small minority of Hindus who lived in Muslim dominated Kashmir.

My ancestors are the native Kashmiris, the original inhabitants, who lived in Kashmir from the time when it was supposed to be a huge lake inhabited by a huge serpent-demon. Till Sage Kashyap split the hills around Baramulla to drain away the waters and slayed the demon. 

That way we are quite like the Native Americans, till Columbus and his descendants drove them out to small “reservations.” But there is one more, very important, difference. 

Unlike native Americans, our ancestors were no warriors. In fact, they were intellectuals, quite like the Jews of Europe. They were priests, advisors to kings, philosophers, and historians who documented the history of Kashmir with details of every king who ruled my native land, every temple that was built and so on and so forth.

My ancestors started suffering persecution only when Muslim invaders came to Kashmir some six hundred years ago. During Muslim rule, my ancestors were either beheaded or forced to convert. 

Yet, for centuries, we learnt to just tolerate and survive.

***
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WHAT CAN I TELL YOU about the place I come from?

Kashmir is a huge green temperate valley surrounded by snow covered mountains on all sides. Located in the extreme north of India, the landscape is dotted with majestic pine trees, lakes, exotic birds and snow. In summer, Kashmir seemed like a vast sea of green. And in winters, like a large chunk of vanilla ice-cream topped with chocolate brownie mountains.

Summers are usually packed with visitors who come to Kashmir to escape the sweltering heat of the plains. During the tourist season, it is unlikely you would find a vacant room in any hotel. And tourists would be everywhere—in all shapes and sizes. 

It looked as if the tourists owned the place, and we natives were the outsiders. 

Occasionally we would spot some foreign tourists, who looked... odd to me. Men had long hair and a beard and a funny hairstyle. Women too. Once I saw a green-haired woman and wondered why her hair was green.

I came back home and told father about the green-haired woman. That was the first time I heard the word “hippie.” Father tried to explain the hippie movement but it made no sense. I couldn’t get over the fact that looking odd was some sort of a rebellious act against conventional mores, that you could then claim to belong to a more “liberal culture.”

***
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MY GRANDFATHER HAD migrated (sorry, chased away) from Baramulla to Srinagar in 1947. He was only 25. He told me how fond he was of the house where he grew up. He had a nice apple orchard where he enjoyed plucking and packing apples in the autumn. 

When India was partitioned, some armed tribals (actually Pak Army men dressed as tribals) from Pakistan invaded Kashmir. They shot dead anyone and everyone, especially non-Muslims, who refused to leave their homes. They left their dead bodies lying in a pool of blood. They raped any woman they came across, including nuns in a local church. They took away whatever money and jewellery they could lay their hands on. In fact, they took so much time revelling in their plunder that Indian Army could meanwhile land in Srinagar and chase them away.

My grandfather used to narrate many such bone-chilling tales. His family had just escaped Baramulla, in time, leaving behind everything. In Srinagar, they were homeless, living at the mercy of their distant relatives. Grand-pa and father worked in a pharmaceutical shop, saving every penny they could. They took decades to save enough money to build a house. 

When grand-pa told me stories about how they escaped in 1947, I always felt relieved. These were the curses of the partition in which millions had perished all over the Indian sub-continent. 

That would never happen in independent India, in my time, I firmly believed.

***
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MY HOME WAS LOCATED in a street in Habba Kaddal, in old Srinagar town. Every morning when I woke up, I was greeted by the sight of the meandering river Jhelum from my bedroom window. In school, I had seen some old water-colour paintings of Thames in London, and the sight of the muddy Jhelum was like... well... just like the paintings I had seen of the muddy Thames.

The houses in Habba Kaddal had an ancient look. Most of them were constructed in the 19th century and the brickwork was almost black. I know, I know, ancient is a very relative term. Some of you would be living in houses four hundred years old while others would be living in houses constructed just ten years ago. 

Ours was a two storey house with four bedrooms and three bathrooms. The ground floor had—a kitchen, drawing and dining room. And all the bedrooms were located on the first floor. There was a small garden outside our house.

In summers, I would run around in the garden smelling roses, which for me, always meant the beginning of summer. And the time when you could finally shed your heavy “pherans,” the long and shapeless woollen gown that Kashmiris wear in winters. 

In winters, the mountains behind the river, became white with snow.  

This was my world. I had known no other world. I loved the way the scenery around my home changed with the seasons—lush green in the summers, golden and red in autumn and absolutely white in winters. I couldn’t imagine living in any other place. 

Since my childhood, this was the only home I knew.

I had never visited any place outside the Kashmir valley and had no idea if there could even be a life outside my native place.

***
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I HAVEN’T TOLD YOU anything about my family, eh? We were five—me, my father, mother, grand-pa and my little sis Shireen. 

Father worked as a doctor. He was living up to our community tradition—of being an intellectual and a professional. Like I said before, Kashmiri Pandits, like the Jews of Europe, considered themselves intellectuals and took to professions such as medicine, engineering, teaching, accounting, architecture and so on.

Everything was white about father even though he was only in his late 40s. He kept a white beard, white moustache and white hair which made him look like Gandalf from the Lord of the Rings. Except that my father’s hair and beard were shorter. 

Father was always serious. He rarely smiled. And whatever he said, he said it with a purpose. His talk always began like, “how’s school?” or his favourite one, “what’s the news today?” 

He wanted me to remain aware about my surroundings. That I should always be up-to-date. That meant opening the newspapers every day, and telling him what the news was, at the breakfast table.

It wasn’t that father was some kind of a dictator. Or that we had a bad relationship. But he had his own way of doing things. 

Father wanted me to either become a doctor or an engineer, but I never knew what I wanted from life. 

Our community, and later on I learnt—most of India—thought of only two professions for boys. Medicine or Engineering. Engineering or Medicine. The options began with those two words and ended with those two words. There was no other way around it.

Call it a simple world view or a stupid one. But you know something—this view drove me mad. Why? Because I was not at all inclined towards either medicine or engineering. 

Maths flew over my head. And I wasn’t interested in anything remotely related to engineering—whether it was the construction of a bridge, or understanding how a car works!

The same with medicine. In school, I made all kinds of diagrams and never understood why our internal organs looked so complicated. Stomach looked like... some kind of bag... or water bottle... I am not sure. And intestines looked like... pipes or wires... again I am not sure.

Well, you would have got an idea of how interested I was in these two subjects.

***
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MOTHER WAS A TRADITIONAL housewife. Her routine every day was more or less the same. Buying vegetables and meat, cooking and cleaning—everything you would expect from a traditional housewife. 

During winters, I climbed up the roof top and helped her remove snow. 

Mother was quite the father’s opposite. She was warm, compassionate and caring whereas father, I suspect, hid his emotions. 

Mother had a different world view. She believed that I should have the right to choose whatever I wanted to do. Mother was understanding but in father’s words, she was indulgent.

Whenever I was hurt, I always spoke to mother. She was good in cheering me up. Father wasn’t good with emotional talk. 

I was once called a coward by some school friends. I don’t know why. I knew my Muslim friends weren’t descendants of Genghis Khan but why was I labelled a coward?

Agreed that I was probably polite to a fault. And lived in a world of my own. For me, books were more real than people. But did that make me a coward?

True—our community wasn’t a martial race like the Afghans. But did that make us coward?

The first time I had heard the word, I came back home deeply upset. Mother had one look at me and sensed something was wrong.

“What’s the matter, son?” 

I said nothing.

“Did anyone say something in school?” She reached right to the point. She knew I always became upset whenever someone said something bad about me.

“Mother, am I a coward?” I think I sounded quite stupid.

Mother smiled as if she knew what must have happened.

“And why do you say so?”

“Some of my friends called me a coward. I was just wondering why they said it.”

On hearing those words, mother gave me a warm hug. 

“Do not take people seriously. You are a gentle boy. Some people mistake gentleness for cowardice. But always remember one thing. Strength comes from within. And I know you are a very strong boy.”

Her words were warm and inspiring. 

“Somehow I always feel that you’ll do something great in life. That you’ll be the voice of our community,” she said sounding like it was some gospel truth. I don’t know what made her say that. She seemed to believe in my abilities more than I did myself.

Somehow, I always believed that pen was a mightier weapon than a gun. And that it took more courage to pick up a pen than pick up a gun.

***
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I HAVEN’T TOLD YOU anything about the most beautiful person in my family—my little sis. Her name was Shireen. And she was the best little sis I could ever imagine. Her smile was so charming and she had inherited my mother’s beautiful brown eyes that brimmed over with the same warmth.

She always looked up to me and I was her guide and her mentor 24 x 7.

I helped her with homework but she always asked questions that stunned me. And for which I had no answers.

“Why is A written as A and B written as B?”

“Why do birds fly in the sky and fish swim in the water? Why can’t birds swim and the fish fly?”

“Why is the sky on top and the earth below? Why can’t we call the sky earth and the earth sky?”

“Why are winters always cold and the summers warm? Can summers ever be cold and winters warm?”

And there you go...

If you ever heard anyone asking such questions, it would most probably be my little sis.

At 7, she was amazing. She asked questions for which I struggled to give an answer. She was inquisitive yet courteous. Oh, don’t get her wrong. She wasn’t irritating. My sis was the loveliest being on earth. She was a rare combination of—intelligence and sensitivity.

Teaching her, I learnt a lot myself.

***
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LET’S TALK ABOUT SCHOOL. Or suh-kool as we Kashmiris pronounced it. We had our own way of speaking and teaching English, which was different from the rest of the world. 

Want to know how Kashmiri English sounds? Then let’s begin.

Our neighbours were referred to as “neighbourers.” There you go, even the Microsoft Word highlights the word in red. 

And we always pronounced the “ed.” For example, asked was pronounced as ask-ed and fixed as fix-ed. 

And we also pronounced the “st” completely. Puzzled? Stance was pronounced as suh-tance and stand as suh-tand. 

So, every morning we went to suh-kool, suh-tood in a line, ask-ed a question to our teachers while she fix-ed the problem. When we came back from suh-kool, our neighbourers watched. 

It all sounded so natural till I went outside the Kashmir valley in my late teens for college and oh-oh...

***
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LET’S TALK ABOUT CULTURE a bit. In most cultures (at least the ones I know), the conversation usually begins with “how are you?” or “how you doing?” or “howdy?’” And the answer usually ends with “fine” and then people move on to discuss something else.

In Kashmir, it’s not so simple. The conversation usually begins like:

“Ware chhuwas? (How are you?) Khosh peth? (Enjoying life?)” Yes, the emphasis is on enjoying life.

You answer with “yes” or “fine.” And then you are bombarded with a list of questions.

“How is your mother?”

“How is your father?”

“How is grandfather?”

“How is your sister?”

“How is your health?”

“Is everyone else fine?”

And when you have answered all the questions, the cycle begins again. Till the cycle is completed three or four times. After that, they will come to the point. I know to outsiders (depends from which culture you come from), this practice may come across as annoying and repetitive, but to us it always denoted warmth and empathy, and a genuine concern for our well-being. 

***
[image: ]


WE KASHMIRIS KNEW VERY little about the world and even about the rest of our country. For us, every outsider was either a Punjabi or a Madrasi. And all foreign tourists, no matter which country they came from, were Amriki, oh sorry, Americans. 

There were only two kinds of places in our world—the mountain and the sea. Mind you, I deliberately use the word “sea” in singular. Because for us, Kashmiris, there was only one samundar or sea. No Atlantic, Indian or Pacific—what the hell is that??? 

So, if an earthquake happened in Indonesia, we Kashmiris believed that the earthquake happened in the sea!

***
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WHEN MY UNCLE CAME back from Meerut, a small town in Northern India, he said, “Meerut is not a nice place to live.”

“But why are you saying that?” Father inquired.

“People lock their houses in the night. And murders happen frequently. The law and order is terrible,” my uncle replied with a lot of frustration in his voice.

And my family members listened to his tales, in horror. In the 1980s, theft wasn’t even discovered in the Kashmir valley. And murders didn’t exist in our dictionary. 

No one locked their homes either at day or at night. People would walk into your homes first, without knocking or looking for a call bell and then enquire if so-and-so is around. 

There were no grills on our windows. And when someone told us about a murder or theft happening in some other place, we believed that would be a dangerous place to visit.

***
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ARSHAD, ASIF, IQBAL and Ashraf were some of my suh-kool friends. Every Friday, after suh-kool, we used to play cricket matches. Arshad called his team “Pakistan” and I called my team “India.” 

Most of the time, Pakistan won. Sometimes we won but not so often.

I still haven’t introduced you to my best friend. Meet her in the next chapter.
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RESHMA MATTOO... WAS the most charming girl of our neighbourhood. She was my exact opposite. Whereas I was placid like the Dal Lake, she was like the storm that could turn anything upside down. In the same Dal Lake. 

We studied together till class five—where after—she had to go to an exclusively girls’ school and I to a boys’. Except during picnics when our schools organised trips together. And we could meet again.

Our schools adjoined each other. From the first floor windows, I could have a nice view of her school. It looked classy with grey bricks and a tin roof. There was a nice green space in between. Reshma told me that she too could see my school building from her first floor window.

When we were young, she was easily the smartest kid of our class. When our teachers asked a question, she was the first to raise her hand and answer before anyone could even think of a solution.

I always felt that my friends such as Arshad, Iqbal and Ahmed, who all lived in the same neighbourhood, were jealous of her. They called her Ms. Encyclopaedia Britannica. In today’s world, I am sure, she would have been referred to as Ms. Google but, well, there was no Google in 1989. 

And mind you, Reshma wasn’t the one who took insults lying down. But she never became angry. Never. Her reply always had a tinge of humour. 

“At least it is better than being an empty bottle of Limca which you are, dear Arshad!” she would say.

For those of you who are from outside of India, Limca was an Indian soft drink, similar to Seven Up, but had a lemon flavour and a grey-white colour.

Anyways, whenever Reshma called Arshad an empty bottle of Limca, I couldn’t help but agree with her more. 

Arshad, in my opinion, was more like an empty toothpaste tube. No matter how much you squeezed him, very little could come out as reason. His dream was independence for Kashmir. Whereas for me, Kashmir was better off being part of the Indian union. 

But Reshma Mattoo—she was my best friend. Her energy, wit and thinking on feet were the qualities I was attracted to. Oh no, she wasn’t my girlfriend, if that’s what you were thinking.

Reshma too seemed to be attracted to me—that’s what I liked to believe. 

But what did she see in me? Ah, that I wasn’t sure of.

***
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WE SPENT HOURS CHATTING, from music and movies to our teachers, relatives, and friends... and she didn’t mind a few intellectual discussions as well. 

Oh yes, and she was a bursting cornucopia of really stupid jokes. The jokes were so stupid, so stupid, that you had to find them funny.

“What do you call a kid with no arms, no legs, and an eye patch?” she asked once. 

I was dumbstruck.

“What?” 

“Names!”

“Names?”

There you are! It took a while for the “joke” to sink in. And I didn’t think it was funny at all. Or maybe my sense of humour was still so undeveloped. 

In the middle of a conversation, she would ask questions like:

“Is there a hole in your shoe?”

And I would stare at my feet thinking probably a rat chewed it all up.

“No!” I would say. My voice sounding as if there was probably a hole somewhere which I couldn’t spot.

“Then how did you get your foot into it?” she would say with an evil grin!

As usual, it always took some time for the joke to sink in and I would always respond by saying “hey, shut up!”

She once said, “Two bears were sitting in a bathtub.”

I said, “Okay,” sounding vague. Since when did bears start bathing in a tub, I wondered. But, if that happened in my bathroom, I would have definitely freaked out!

“The first one says, ‘Pass the soap.’ The second one says, ‘No soap, radio!’” 

She would say nothing after that.

“That was it?” 

She squealed with laughter. “Yah that was it!”

I said nothing. I may have had a confused expression on my face which she found funny. 

Reshma laughed non-stop.

“What’s the matter? Why are you laughing?” I said sounding even more confused and intrigued.

She laughed more. “Silly boy! You didn’t get the joke!”

So, that was it. Reshma was pulling my leg for not understanding her joke.

Perhaps that was the purpose of the joke. 

Make fun of the person who does not get the joke.

Whenever she laughed, I couldn’t help but stare at her. Her front teeth were crooked, yet there was something so charming about it. 

Even in a simple white Salwaar Kameez (that was the school uniform—sorry—no skirts in Kashmir, please!) she looked... well... I am running out of words now... beautiful... oh, beautiful may not be the correct word... charming... but I have said that before... attractive... nayyyy, she wasn’t that attractive... but then you know of beauty lying in the eyes of the beholder, etc. etc....

***
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MOTHER ADORED RESHMA. Whenever Reshma visited our house, she never forgot her manners. For grown-ups, she was an all-time favourite. I think she knew how to please older people. 

She would help mother set up the table even though she was the guest. Reshma also took a keen interest in mother’s cooking. She asked mother a lot of questions and mother didn’t mind answering them. 

Reshma even helped her with stirring, boiling and frying things while I watched from the outside hearing the clanking of pots and the pressure cooker whistle. 

Father was very impressed with Reshma’s general knowledge. She knew the capitals of all the states of India and most of the world. She knew Greenland belonged to Denmark and that La Paz was the capital of Bolivia!

***
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THERE WAS MORE TO RESHMA than I could describe. When she came to my house, we would, after a while, get down to painting. My sketches were crude but Reshma’s... 

She had won many awards in school for her paintings. There was one painting she had drawn in my house which we had framed on the wall just above the staircase. 

It was the picture of Dal Lake surrounded by green and brown mountains and white clouds reflected in the lake’s waters. At that time, I only saw it as a beautiful painting but now... thinking back, I think it also reflected her childlike innocence. 

Reshma was also a good teacher and had taught Shireen to paint pictures just like hers. 

***
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EVERY WEEKEND, OUR suh-kools (schools) would take us to a trip to Pari Mahal, the medieval structure on the top of a hill in the Cheshma Shahi (Royal Spring) area. Literally the abode of fairies—this was the beautiful 16th century structure overlooking the Dal Lake, where Dara Shikoh, the eldest son of the Mughal Emperor Shahjehan, used to spend his summers deciphering ancient Sanskrit texts.

Our suh-kool (school) buses used to drive us till the Dal Lake. From there we used to climb straight to the Cheshma Shahi garden and invariably take a break at its spring to drink its pure chlorine-free water. 

From there, it was another half-an-hour and a good 1,000 feet high climb to Pari Mahal. In all, we would have trudged over 8 kilometres (5 miles) from the point our bus left us at the shores of the Dal Lake. And the climb made all of us pant. Especially our teachers.

I enjoyed walking in the woods, with the cool summer air gently ruffling my hair and the deciduous trees smiling at me. It was the best time to meet my long-lost friend—the giant Zaberwan hills. I couldn’t imagine how some of my school friends and teachers hated the walk so much. They considered it a torture, can you believe that?

“I don’t have the courage to climb up,” said Reshma.

“Then you are, a complete sissy, a bayyybieeee...,” I said teasing her.

“I’m not a sissy. And I’m not a baby,” Reshma retorted and started running up. Startled, I too joined her. We left the others far behind, running gleefully in the woods. We slowed down when it all became quiet and we could no longer hear our other suh-kool (school) mates. 

There we were, all alone—I and Reshma. We walked smelling the unique scent of the forest and hearing the chirping of crickets. The noise of the crowd was replaced by the noise that crickets made talking to each other—so loud that it sounded like a jungle orchestra. 

“It’s so nice to be away from the crowds,” said Reshma. Her voice had a sense of relief.

I looked at her and nodded my head. I couldn’t agree with her more. After that we walked quietly—spotting a long tail bird that looked like a kite and listening to, what was that, the cuckoo bird? Ah, the sublime joys of experiencing the beauty of nature. 

The final climb was the steepest and I could feel my heart rate rising. We pushed hard till the medieval structure—with a grand central arch and brown brickwork popped seemingly out of nowhere. The structure looked like it was from the Arabian Nights and I half expected Aladdin standing there to welcome us. 

***
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PARI MAHAL gardens comprised six terraces one above the other. The crumbling medieval structure evoked all kinds of feelings—spooky yet charming, peaceful yet disturbing, haunting yet beautiful, quiet yet speaking to us in some medieval language that we were left to decipher. 

We wanted to spend more time with each other in relative peace. The best way to do that was to climb to the highest terrace—a sure-fire way to ensure that nobody can dare reach you. 

We took the medieval uneven stairs to climb clumsily to the uppermost terrace. At the top, we were greeted by the sight of the entire town of Srinagar and the Dal Lake. We could also spot a few houseboats which looked like mini golden houses constructed on the lake. The sky was a light blue, and the clouds were hiding behind the mountains as if they were playing hide and seek with us. 

“Wow, this is the sight I always wait for,” said Reshma with her mouth wide open. 

The view always took our breath away, literally. No matter how many times we had seen it or experienced it... the sight always felt new... fresh... and like nothing seen before or after.

“Me too!” 

“Do you know this was the place where Prince Darashikoh used to study?” I asked her.

Reshma nodded her head. “I know. I wish this was our school. Imagine coming to study to this place every day. I would have always looked forward to going to school then. There would be no Monday blues or... Friday greens.”

“Friday greens?”

“Yeah, I invented that,” she said with a “greeny” grin.

“This is the perfect place to read a book.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said. Her voice sounded like she was getting lost in thought or engrossed in the beauty all-around us.

The word “book” reminded me of something. And I quietly stared at the scenery thinking if the world is such a beautiful place, why horrible things happen to good, beautiful people.

She looked towards me and her expressions became serious. May be because I looked serious. 

“Is everything alright with you?”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah—sort of. It’s just that the phrase ‘book’ reminded me of a book I had been reading.”

“Which book?”

“Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl.”

“Oh, I see,” she said in a typical Reshma voice which was her subtle way of saying, why bring up this topic now?

I don’t know why I was bringing up such a morbid topic. I should have been enjoying the beautiful scenery and the weather but instead I was thinking of genocide and mass murder. What was wrong with me?

I became quiet all of a sudden. 

“You want to talk it out,” she said in a compassionate tone. “I’m willing to listen.”

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure why am I bringing up this topic now. And worse why I am even thinking of such things when... I should actually be enjoying myself.”

“There is no right or wrong way to think. And who says you cannot have a sad thought while experiencing something beautiful. Sometimes our saddest thoughts reflect the true beauty within us.”

Her words were inspiring, and I felt like opening up. 

“Why is that terrible things happen to people who were good? And how can some people be so evil? The Jews in Germany did nothing. They were just like anybody else,” I started. 

“In fact, reading Anne’s Diary, I felt a close connection with her. She did nothing wrong. Yet, the Nazis put them all out of business... and forced them to live in ghettos. She was separated from her family members who were taken to Auschwitz. Most were gassed en masse... For a moment, I thought this couldn’t be possible. How can anyone be so cruel... so heartless... so merciless....” 

I trailed off. She looked at me with her warm brown eyes. She held my hands in her warm hands which startled me. A bit. 

“Horrible things happen to good people when good people choose to do nothing. Anne was brave. She fought her battle with her pen. And in doing so, she became an inspiration to millions of people around the world.”

I was stunned when I heard this. Reshma had just echoed my own personal beliefs. It wasn’t only me who believed in the power of the pen. She too? How was this possible?

“There is nothing to feel ashamed about what you think. You have a beautiful heart. Things that don’t trouble others, seem to trouble you. That is because you want to understand evil. You want to make world a better place to live in. You want the world not only to be superficially beautiful but intrinsically beautiful. And this is the quality that makes you different from others. And this is why you are my best friend,” she ended with a grin.

Her grin was so infectious that I too had to smile. 

“Anyways, enough of serious talk. Does February march?” she said.

I was puzzled. “The what???”

“Answer me in yes or no. Does February march?”

I became quiet trying to gather my thoughts. “No. Arrr... I’ve no idea.”

She laughed. “April may?”

“April may?”

Oh no, she was back on her Reshma trip. 

The tranquillity of the place was broken again. That crowd noise was back. The noise of suh-kool children giggling and screaming. And it was getting louder as every second was passing by. 

“Everyone is here. It’s time to go,” I said. 

Reshma looked at the sky. “I hope the evening sky remains like this.”

“Huh?”

“Meet me in the evening after dinner, say at 9:30 pm. I want to show you something.”

“Show me what?”

“Something... It’s special. But you must do as I say.”

“Okay,” I said hesitatingly. Leaving house by 9:30 in the evening seemed a little dodgy. 

She moved towards me and whispered the plan in my ears. For a moment, I was stunned but in the end, it all started sounding exciting.
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“TURN LEFT,” SAID RESHMA. Her voice was full of excitement like a typical teenager.

I turned left. “Where are you taking us? Father will kill me if he finds out that his scooter is missing.” 

Yes, you heard it correct. Father owned a scooter and after dinner, without telling him, I had rolled the scooter out of my house, kick started it and drove to Reshma’s house which was a few blocks away. In technical terms, this could be called a theft. But it didn’t look like theft at that point of time given that we were such silly teenagers.

The engine rattled as if it was admonishing us. Wait, till you get back and I’ll tell your father what you have been up to....

“Yes, you are in big trouble!” Reshma laughed. She was so casual about the whole thing. How come this girl wasn’t scared about her parents finding out that their daughter was missing?

“What do you mean? I thought this place was close by and we won’t get caught—”

“Keep moving straight. We are reaching our destination.”

I shut up and focussed on driving the scooter. Reshma was on the back seat gently hugging me. 

“Where are you taking us?” I asked for the second time. My tone indicated I was annoyed.

“Just a few more minutes.” She answered in that same casual tone.

Her answer drove me mad. Why couldn’t she come straight to the point? 

The road was empty. We were on the Boulevard and the Dal Lake was on the left side. 

“Okay. That’s it. Stop!”

I stopped. 

“Just park your scooter here,” she said pointed to the pavement along the Dal Lake. 

I did that. We got down. There was no one around and the sound of crickets chirping on the hill side and the water lapping on the lake side were the only dominant sounds. 

“This is the place for which we took so much pain?” My voice sounded surprised at the best and annoyed at the worst. 

Dal Lake was the landmark of Srinagar. Every tourist who came to Srinagar, visited this lake, usually for a Shikara ride. We all knew what a Shikara was, which was a flat-bottomed boat with heart-shaped paddles, a very typical thing you’ll find on any picture postcard depicting Kashmir. 

There was nothing new about the place for us Kashmiris. So why did Reshma think this place was special?

“Ssssssshhhhhhh come with me,” she said as we stepped on to the pavement. “Look at the night sky.” 

I looked up. It looked normal. “Yah—so what?”

“Do you see the stars?” Her voice was sounding almost romantic.

“Yes, I do. It’s a clear night and the stars are nice and sparkling.”

“Now look at the reflection on the waters.”

I looked down. The waters at the night reflected the night sky. And with it, all the stars too were reflected in the water. In the distance, we could see Hari Parbat, a fort constructed during Akbar, the famous Mughal Emperor’s time—its light shining in the dark. And its reflection too was reflected in the Dal.

The sound of water gently hitting the walls of the Boulevard added to the background music.  I had been to this place many times during the day time—well mostly during the day time—but never saw it from Reshma’s perspective. 

As the stars danced in the waters, I got a glimpse of what heaven could be like. There was no one around. No one. Just me, Reshma and the dancing stars.

It was indeed a beautiful night. No, actually a picture-perfect night. And spending the night alone with Reshma made it even more beautiful. Or perhaps it was Reshma who added to the beauty of the night... I didn’t know.

We watched the lake silently for quite some time, both of us lost in our own world. I looked at Reshma. Her hair was glistening in the dark and it added another layer of charm to her which I hadn’t noticed. 

“Our school life is coming to an end. Any idea what you’ll be pursuing at the college level or what career will you choose?” she said breaking the silence.

“I don’t know... Father wants me to pursue either engineering or medicine. So, I... guess it would be either of the two.”

“What do you want to do?” Her question sounded as if she was repeating herself.

“I’ve already told you. Either engineering or medicine.”

“You told me that’s what your father wants you to do. I asked what YOU want to do.”

I was dumbstruck as usual. Reshma had a peculiar way of surprising me with her questions and... of course, jokes. 

“I don’t know,” I said sheepishly.

“Okay, let’s put it another way.... What are you fond of?”

She was persistent, and it was clear that the conversation would not end any time soon.

“I don’t know.” I just repeated myself. My voice sounding vague. “I love to write but... that in itself cannot be a profession.”

“We are not talking about profession. We are talking dreams. What would you want to write?”

“A story or... a novel, perhaps.”

“Perhaps?” She sounded intrigued. “Any idea for a story?”

“Not right now.” I grinned. “I’ll let you know when I get an inspiration.”

She nodded looking a little amused. 

“How about you? Any plans for the future?” I asked her the same question just to understand her thought process.

“Yes,” she said quite confidently. “I want to pursue a degree in psychology.”

“Psycho-logy?” I asked laying emphasis on the words “psycho.” 

“What’s that?”

I knew what psychology was... vaguely... but wanted to hear more from her.

“Oh well, psychology is the study of human behaviour,” she said trying painfully to explain the definition.

To her surprise, I burst into laughter. 

“What’s so funny about it?” 

“Nothing. Do you think you excel in understanding human behaviour?” 

Hearing those words, she hit me gently on my shoulder. 

“Well, I can sure try.”

“Okay, then let’s see how good you’re at it,” I said and made a face. 

“How do I look?”

“Constipated!” she said spontaneously. 

“Hey shut up!” I said and pulled her nose while she made fun of me. 

We looked each other in the eye and it seemed as if time had come to a complete halt.

Then she did the unthinkable. Which no other girl had ever done that to me. 

She came close and kissed me. Her warm lips locked against mine. She took me completely by surprise. In turn, I kissed back.

I had only seen men and women kissing each other in movies but this was happening to me in real life. Father never kissed mother. At least not in front of me. And in Kashmir, I never saw men and women even holding hands in public. It just looked... off...

The lip lock ended as soon as we were out of breath. Kissing a girl didn’t seem bad. In fact, it felt good. Loved, to be more precise. But it also felt like I had just lost my virginity, whatever that meant.

Then she gave me another shock. She said the words:

“I love you.”

Funnily her tone was very casual as if she had uttered those words without giving much thought to it. Not that I was an expert in love. At least not at seventeen. 

To me, the words “I love you” sounded very filmy. Something which a hero always said to a heroine. 

I’m not so sure what Reshma had in mind when she spoke those words but for me those three words had little meaning. 

Yet I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. Those words made me feel like a Hindi movie hero. And I wasn’t the one who was going to kill the thrill. 

So... as not to miss an opportunity... I too uttered the words:

“I love you too.”

This is what happened in movies. The hero, on a romantic night, filled with stars, takes the heroine in his arms and says, “I love you.” The heroine looks at him and says, “I love you too.” The only difference—was that the roles were reversed here. 

Heroine Reshma hugged Hero Sanjay on a romantic night on the Dal, kissed him and said “I love you.” Hero Sanjay didn’t miss an opportunity and said, “I love you too” while the stars happily danced on the Dal. 

It was a perfect romantic scene from a movie. Complete in all respects. 

That night made me laugh even till this day. Saying “I love you too” was like saying “Thank You” or “Same to you.” Nothing more, and nothing less. Call it a teenager’s etiquette, if you may want to. 

“I want to spend the rest of my life with you. You’re all that I need.” She sounded as if she had rehearsed that line from a movie. Especially when she almost sang the last word “need” as in neeeeed.

Now what used to happen in the Hindi movies of the 1980s was—guy loves the girl, girl loves the guy and the biggest obstacles in the way—there you go—were the parents.

“Do you think our parents will agree to our wedding,” I said in a funny tone as if it was a line from a Hindi movie.

“Ummmm... let me guess... both of us come from a similar family background. You’re not rich and I’m not poor... Plus father and mother think highly of you. They keep saying, ‘Sanjay is such a good boy.’ So, I don’t think there is going to be any problem.” 

Okay, this wasn’t a typical dialogue from a Hindi movie. This sounded more like Reshma’s twist on it.

She looked at me twirling her long hair with her fingers. “How about your parents?”

“Yeah—mother thinks you’ll be a great cook. And father thinks you’re intelligent too. And a great friend. So, it should be Okay from my side too.”

“Oh yes—and nobody is a psycho in my family. I mean... Mother isn’t the kind who would hide letters from me. In fact, she’ll be the first one to ask me to write a letter to you. Plus, our family members are close friends and not enemies,” she burst into a laughter.

“Yah—I think you are right,” I nodded in agreement.

We spent the next few minutes smiling, laughing and talking on those lines. Then we hopped onto the scooter and drove off.

Thinking back now, that night was more funny than romantic. Little did I realise then that—that night was also the most beautiful night of my lifetime. 

Especially before the storm that awaited us.
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I DROVE RESHMA BACK to her house. As soon as we saw her grey gate, she asked me to stop and got down from the scooter.

“Good night,” she said cheerily and flashed me her pleasant smile before quietly disappearing through a side gate.

“Good night,” I said and waved. 

I drove back to my house. The rattle of the scooter engine on that lonely stretch of the road was raising my heart rate. I was thinking of excuses, with my mind conjuring all kinds of possible scenarios—to explain my sudden disappearance. None of that sounded convincing.

Finally, I reached the gate of my house—the huge green gate that looked black in the dead of the night. I killed the engine ten metres before the gate, got down, and quietly slipped in dragging my scooter with me. 

I parked the scooter from where I had taken it—the exact same location. I went back and closed the gate. As quietly as possible.

I was expecting father to come out and scream at me for disappearing like that. But surprisingly no one came out. I moved inside the house through the side door. The moment I entered, I heard some commotion. They must be talking about me.

As I walked upstairs, I saw father come out of nowhere. He looked surprised to see me which was expected. 

“Son, hurry, your daadu has just collapsed.” 

This wasn’t expected and sounded terrible, more terrible than father screaming at me for disappearing with his scooter.

I rushed up. “Where?”

“In his room. We managed to take him to his room.” 

I ran straight to grand-pa’s room taking the corridor and turning right. Grand-pa was lying on his bed. There was a small wound on his forehead. The wound looked fresh and was obviously sustained due to a fall. Grand-pa was staring at the ceiling, his face expressionless. 

I immediately sat next to him and asked, 

“How’re you feeling, daadu?”

He looked at me. “A little weak.”

“You should have been careful!” Those words came out automatically, out of my mouth, as if it was some sort of grand-fatherly love.

He smiled weakly. “My days are numbered. I have lived my life. Now the future is in your hands. Your generation will decide whether our culture survives or perishes.”

I was shocked to hear this. Why was grand-pa being so morbid? And how can you be so certain about your own death?

“Please don’t say this. Say that you’ll live,” I sounded emotional saying this. Way too emotional. 

Grand-pa grinned. “Everyone is expected to die at a certain point. My time is up. But you’ll have to promise me something.”

I nodded not knowing what to say next. 

“Our ancestors have lived in Kashmir for thousands of years but for the last six hundred years our culture has been under constant threat. During the Afghan rule, Kashmiri Pandits were tied up and thrown in to the Dal so that they couldn’t swim and die a painful death. Others were confronted with naked swords and asked to convert. Those who resisted were put to death immediately. For others, a cow was slaughtered and its meat fed to them. Then their sacred threads were snatched away and those cruel Muslim marauders revelled in weighing those sacred threads to claim how many Hindus they had killed or converted that day.”

There he went again. Grand-pa was very fond of history and especially persecutions. 

“No, no, no, take it seriously, my boy.” I think he read my facial expressions and somewhat guessed what I was thinking.

I nodded. After all you should respect another person’s point of view especially when that person is your grandfather.

“Son, when I was your age, I used to think the same way. But then 1947 came and our beautiful valley was raided by those Punjabi speaking so called Pakistani tribals. I still remember that night... We heard gunshots and people screaming... We ran outside, taking a few possessions and hid in the rice fields.... We saw smoke.... Our houses were set on fire.... I even remember people being lined up, our people, and shot one by one.... We were lucky that we escaped.”

Grand-pa’s voice started to break. A tear or two fell from grand-pa’s eyes on to his cheeks. 

“We couldn’t do much.... We just watched haplessly, our own people being murdered in front of our eyes. We were such a tiny minority that we couldn’t even think of picking up arms, or organising an army to fight the invaders.”

I felt sorry for grand-pa. Really sorry that he had to suffer so much in his own lifetime. At that time, I couldn’t imagine what it was to see your loved ones murdered in cold blood in front of your eyes.

“We couldn’t save Laxmi... my younger sister.”

Grand-pa started crying. 

I just held his hand and let him cry. 

Gathering his voice back, he continued, “My grandfather, your great, great grandfather, taught me the Durga sapt shati. One day you’ll realise the power of its chant. Before dying, I want to pass on this knowledge of our ancestors to you. Would you co-operate?”

I nodded.

That night I spent learning the Durga sapt shati as grand-pa repeated those seven hundred mantras in the honour of the evil-destroying Goddess Durga several times. And I repeated the mantras with him, feeling its power. My daadu had entrusted me with a responsibility and I was quite honoured. 
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GRAND-PA PASSED AWAY after a few days. This was the first time I had witnessed death. His face looked peaceful. He looked as if he was still sleeping. Very much like himself. 

I was glad that his death wasn’t traumatic. He had suffered a lot in his lifetime, more than I could ever imagine. I didn’t want his death to be painful. And fortunately, it wasn’t.

His body was wrapped in a shroud and we carried his body to the cremation ground. The priest uttered a few mantras in Sanskrit, which I didn’t understand. He then sprinkled holy water on grand-pa’s face. 

For a moment, I thought grand-pa’s face winced, which happens when you sprinkle water on the face of a person who is sleeping. But it was only my imagination.

His body was placed on a pyre and we covered it with logs of pine and sandal wood. Father carried a torch, and he lit the pyre from the bottom. The pyre caught fire and slowly flames blazed in all directions. 

Smoke rose in the air and I could smell a very nice fragrance—of burning sandalwood. We Hindus believe, the body is perishable, but the soul is immortal. 

I looked up at the sky and thought I saw my grand-pa smiling. 
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THE NEXT DAY WE CAME back to the cremation ground to collect his ashes. The pyre was gone. Only the ashes remained. 

The priest warned us to be careful—as the ashes were still hot. He sprinkled water on the ashes and to my surprise the water evaporated quickly without wetting the ashes.

We then bent down to collect the little, that was left of my grand-pa. The ashes were all put in a bronze pot and duly consecrated with holy chants.

Father travelled to Haridwar with the bronze pot and released grand-pa’s ashes in to the Ganges. Just as my beloved Dadu had wished.
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WATCHING A FUNERAL procession for the first time—was a unique experience for me. Mother thought it was the most morbid thing to watch. I thought I would be saddened by the sight. But guess I was wrong... The sight was very... peaceful and comforting.

I felt as if grand-pa’s soul was on its way to the heaven while his dead body, the empty vessel, was simply reduced to ashes. So pure and hygienic. 

I could feel Dadu’s blessings showering on me from all directions. Natural death didn’t feel like death. It felt like... liberation. 

And I was glad his end came when it did—the pain and suffering that awaited our family would have been too much for him to bear—especially when I knew what he had already been through.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

5

[image: ]


EVERY SUMMER, I AND father used to visit the Kheer Bhawani shrine near Ganderbal. The temple there was built (or re-built?) around 12th century A.D. and was considered the most important temple of the Kashmiri Pandit community.

There was a huge chinar tree in the middle of the shrine complex and I would often see pilgrims resting under the giant tree.

The temple was constructed over a sacred spring that was believed to change colours foretelling the nature of events to come. Father once told me that whenever Kashmir was invaded, the colour of the spring turned black. 

Black meant that Kashmir was about to go through very troubled times. 

Like any other story, I found it fascinating, but didn’t really believe in it. 

It was a sunny and warm day. We paid obeisance at the main shrine complex and took a round of the spring. Suddenly my eyes fell on the waters. 

They looked... murky? Or black? Are we in trouble? No, no, no... that can’t be. I must be imagining things.

Just then, I heard some commotion. One man became hysterical. It was clear I wasn’t the only one who had noticed the black colour of the spring.

“This is a bad omen. Something bad is going to happen. Please goddess, don’t be angry with us,” a man in a brown kurta implored and prostrated on the ground.

The words sent a chill through my spine. I never believed in superstition but the whole incident was way too eerie. 
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BY JUNE 1989 ONWARDS, we started experiencing something weird. I noticed a flag painted on a hill in the Badami Bagh cantonment. It was a strange flag with a white triangle on the left-hand side. The upper half of the flag was green and the lower half was red with the words “JKLF” written in bold letters just above the flag. 

JKLF? What the hell was that? What did those letters mean?

I came back home. Father, as usual, was reading his newspaper. He looked like a typical intellectual with his rimmed glasses, trimmed white beard and silver hair. 

Father looked up at me. “How was your day?” That was his typical way of starting a conversation. 

“Father, what is JKLF?” I asked without bothering to answer his question. 

He blinked as if it was an odd question. “Where did you hear the word?”

“I saw the letters painted in bold red on a hill in Badami Bagh.”

Father looked at me as if he didn’t know what to say next or where to start.

“I’ve heard some rumours about the organisation. Apparently, it is an organisation wanting independence for Kashmir. I’m afraid I know nothing more than that.”

Father sounded vague. Independence for Kashmir seemed weird to me. We were happy in our world. We were living in a free country. Why did some idiot wanted to be “liberated?” For what? And from what? 
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SOON I STARTED COMING across pamphlets. Thousands of them, in every street in Srinagar asking Muslim women to comply with Shariah or Islamic laws. Strangely, they also asked Hindu women to wear a tilak on their foreheads so that they could be recognised as Hindus from a distance. 

My relatives started reporting a series of bizarre incidents. My cousin reported that he saw a group of men running up and down the 300 stairs of the Shankaracharya temple as if they were exercising. Another relative overheard a shopkeeper saying, “Insha’Allah our next ration will come from Islamabad.”

We Kashmiris, Hindus or Muslims, generally have a laid-back attitude to life. So why have some men suddenly become interested in physical exercise? Why are some shopkeepers hoping that they would soon be a part of Pakistan? These questions kept haunting me.

Newspapers reported that the police had caught a truck laden with explosives and fire arms. The kind of sophisticated fire arms, they had never seen before. The report added that the police thought they had captured a set of Kalash rifles. 

Kalash rifles? What the hell was that?

Years later, it dawned on me that they were actually Kalashnikov rifles. The same rifles which the Afghans used against Russians and vice versa. 

The policemen in Kashmir like the policemen in any other part of India were largely without weapons. Most of them carried a baton. When needed, they were trained to use the British-era .303 rifle which was so difficult to load and fire. Sten guns were gradually being introduced but in riot control exercises they would often jam. As for pistols, only officers were entitled to carry them. 

Kalashnikov style semi-automatic weapons were beyond their comprehension. Did it spell doom for my Kashmir? 
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WE WERE FREQUENT VISITORS to a Shiv temple on the banks of river Jhelum. Its brickwork was black attesting to its hoary heritage. The priest was reciting hymns that appeared to release a special kind of energy in the atmosphere. The Shiv lingam looked huge and majestic and so full of divine power that devotees would immediately prostrate in reverence. 

Just then, I saw a girl entering the temple with her parents. Her hair was open and in the sunlight, it appeared to have a shimmering brown-red tinge. Her smile radiated limitless energy. She was enthusiastic about life, and her choice of bright yellow Salwaar Kameez indicated that. 

Reshma! It had to be her.

For a few moments, I kept looking at her. And she kept looking at me. She raised her eyebrows questioning why was I staring at her. And I did the same, funnily. The priest kept on chanting and I felt that the gods were showering their blessings on us. My hands were folded in prayer and so were hers.

I smelled something strange. Like kerosene, or petrol, I wasn’t sure. I thought my mind was imagining things. So, I ignored the smell and focussed on the beautiful atmosphere I was immersed in.

It was almost the end of September. The
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