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  For Ameeta


  As we look at the Himalaya from such distance that we can see things whole and in their just proportion, the pain and disorder, squalor and strife, vanish into insignificance. We know that they are there, and we know that they are real. But we know also that more important, and just as real, is the Power which out of evil is ever making good to come… . This is the true secret of the Himalaya.

  Francis Younghusband

  Writing is, I suppose, a superstitious way of keeping the horror at bay, of keeping the evil outside.

  Paul Bowles

  The face of the landscape is a mask

  Of bone and iron lines where time

  Has plowed its character.

  I look and look to read a sign,

  Through errors of light and eyes of water

  Beneath the land’s will, of a fear

  And the memory of a struggle,

  As man behind his mask still wears a child.

  Stephen Spender


  A Note on the Himalayas

  The pronunciation and spelling of the word Himalayas has been a matter of dispute from the time it was first translated into English. In Sanskrit Hem or Him means “snow” and alaya denotes the “place of.” When I was a boy, we were taught to stress the second syllable (Himaalaya), rather than swallowing the vowel (Him’laya) as many people do. We believed this was the correct pronunciation, though it differed from the original Sanskrit. As for spelling, many purists assert that Himalaya, without the s, is more accurate and gives the mountains a singular grandeur. Common usage has devolved into the plural form that I have chosen for this book. My purpose is simply to avoid confusion among readers who may not be aware of the arcane nuances of this debate. In the end, of course, no matter how we transliterate their name, the Himalayas will always rise above the perverse inadequacies of language.

  Becoming a Mountain


  FLAG HILL

  Distant Prayers

  If the red slayer think he slays,

  Or if the slain think he is slain,

  They know not well the subtle ways

  I keep, and pass, and turn again.

  Ralph Waldo Emerson

  [image: image]


  Birthright

  The true face of the mountain remains invisible, though its southern aspect presents a familiar profile. Two corniced summits, with a broad intervening ridge draped in snow, fall away more than ten thousand feet into the valley below. From certain angles and at certain times of day, just behind the eastern peak, a pale, indistinct shadow becomes visible, the hint of something else beyond. This is the third summit, hidden but higher than the other two by a couple hundred feet. During the dry seasons—late fall and early spring—dark gray shapes begin to appear on the mountain. Avalanches have carried away the snow, and ice has melted, revealing the underlying strata of rock tilted skyward by interminable forces of geology.

  I have looked at this mountain all my life, sometimes at dawn, or midday, or dusk, even by moonlight, yet there is no way that I can accurately describe its presence, whether I use poetry or the contentious languages of religion and science. Both the mountain’s myths and its natural history have an elusive, enigmatic quality. I have sketched it in pencil, pen, and watercolor, but each time I have failed to express a convincing vision of what this mountain represents. Over the years, I must have photographed those twin summits several hundred times, but none of my camera images seems to capture anything more than a faint suggestion of the mountain, mere ghosts of light. I know that it stands there, but what it means is beyond my comprehension. Yet, constantly, I see myself in this mountain and feel a part of its immensity, as well as a greater wholeness that contains us all in the infinite, intimate bonds of eternity.
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  At the beginning of October 2012, we buried my father’s ashes in the cemetery on the north side of Landour ridge, facing the Himalayas. He and my mother had chosen our family plot years before. Two of my uncles were already buried there, on a terrace overshadowed with deodar trees. My father’s grave looks out upon a snow-covered mountain called Bandarpunch, the monkey’s tail, which takes its name from an episode in the Ramayana. This is the most prominent peak we see from our home in Mussoorie, a broad massif with twin summits rising 20,722 feet above sea level.

  When my father died, on June 19, 2011, I was attempting to climb Bandarpunch. Our expedition, comprised mostly of staff from Woodstock School, was organized by the Nehru Institute of Mountaineering (NIM), in Uttarkashi. Before I reached base camp, a wireless message came in from my wife, Ameeta, patched through on the radio at NIM. My father’s condition had suddenly grown worse. For a year and a half he had struggled with skin cancer, which had spread to his throat and other parts of his body. We knew that he was dying, but I didn’t expect it would happen so soon.

  During our last conversation, on the morning I left for Bandarpunch, my father could barely speak, though he told me to be careful on the mountain. He was worried about my safety, even as he faced his own mortality. We talked for half an hour over a poor connection following an early monsoon storm, the line rasping with static. My mother translated his hoarse words through their speakerphone. A month before, I had traveled back with them to their home in Wooster, Ohio, after my father made a final visit to Mussoorie. Dad joked that his cancer was a result of the Indian sun and the consequences of having white skin. He reminded me to take sunscreen with me on the expedition.

  Setting out for Bandarpunch, I wasn’t sure if I would speak to my father again. His last trip to Mussoorie had been an emotional visit. We gathered at Oakville, the family home my parents had bought thirty years ago, where Ameeta and I now live. It is a sprawling old bungalow built by a British officer around 1840, surrounded by twenty acres of forest. Until their retirement, when my parents moved to Ohio, they had lived at Oakville. Every year they returned for several months. In Mussoorie, my father went for a walk each day, religiously circling the ridge in view of the snows, but this time Dad’s legs were so weak he had trouble standing. I drove him around the top of the hill so he could see the Himalayas one last time.

  A year later, putting his urn in the ground, I felt an overwhelming connection to these mountains, this place that we call home. Once again, my mother had traveled halfway around the world, carrying his ashes, just as she first ventured here from Pennsylvania to Mussoorie, sixty-five years ago, to marry my father. Dad was born in Kashmir, in 1926, a child of the Himalayas. His parents were Presbyterian missionaries, and my father followed in their footsteps. He spent most of his life in the mountains, as a teacher and principal at Woodstock School, then later working with village communities in the surrounding hills, promoting drinking water projects, public health, education, and environmental awareness. Laying his remains to rest in sight of the high Himalayas seemed to finally close the circle.

  In one of our family albums is a photograph of my father as a young man, standing on the grass-covered slopes near the Darwa Pass, directly in front of Bandarpunch. The mountain rises up in the background like an enormous white tent. On our expedition, I carried a snapshot of my father, intending to bury it in the snow at the top, if I got there. But the wireless message pulled me back, ending my chances of climbing Bandarpunch. After I returned home, seventeen others in our group made it to the summit.

  Retreating from the mountain, I trekked back down to the road head at Sukhi. Along the way, I collected wild irises and pressed them inside my notebook, where they still stain the page. Alone on the trail, I wept and grieved, imagining my father in the last hours of life, sustained by my mother’s presence, my brother and sister-in-law, and the hospice nurses. After I finally reached the motor road, I hitched a ride to Uttarkashi and retrieved my jeep, which was parked at NIM. From there it is a four-hour drive to Mussoorie. I got to Oakville at eight in the evening. When I called Ohio, my brother Joe picked up the phone and told me that Dad had died a few minutes earlier, about the time that I reached home.

  Death brings out the oldest truths and does away with any pretense of sentimentality. Of course, I wish that I’d been able to reach the summit of Bandarpunch, though I have no regrets about turning back. Losing my father has been a far greater challenge than any mountain I might try to climb. Besides, most of the pleasure would have come from telling him that I’d made it to the top. I’m not a serious mountaineer and am much happier looking across at Himalayan peaks rather than testing myself against rock and ice.

  My father’s illness and his death made me intensely aware of our separation and the physical distances that we have put between us as a family. India and the United States seem farther apart than ever before. Wooster and Mussoorie are almost opposite points on the globe. My grandparents originally came from Ohio and Western Pennsylvania—and before that our forefathers emigrated to North America from Switzerland and Scotland—but I have never felt any strong associations there, no ancestral tug of war.

  I was born in Mussoorie. These mountains are my birthright. Our family has lived here for almost a century, since my grandparents first spent a summer in Mussoorie in 1916. Ameeta and I both studied at Woodstock School, though we had little to do with each other then. Later, we met again in Landour and were married. Our son, Jayant, was born here, and for the first few years of their lives both of our children were raised at Oakville. Shibani, our daughter, attended Woodstock as a boarding student. Even when we lived in other parts of the world—in Hawaii, Egypt, and Boston—we returned to Mussoorie for family visits every year. Finally, in 2004, Ameeta and I came back to India and made Oakville our permanent home. Yet, despite all this, I am conscious of my own dislocation, the foreignness of settling here in the foothills of the Himalayas. Sometimes it feels as if I have taken on an assumed identity. Earlier, growing up in India, I never felt that I belonged anywhere else, despite my American passport. Whenever I left the Himalayas, an instinctual urge pulled me back, a sense of surety that this was home. Only in recent years have I begun to experience doubts and discontentment, the uneasy, persistent ache of alienation.

  My attempt to climb Bandarpunch was driven mostly by a need to overcome the physical and emotional trauma of a violent incident that happened at Oakville three years earlier, when Ameeta and I were stabbed and beaten by four intruders. Even as I mourn my father, I find myself returning to those brutal memories. This is something I would rather forget. The indelible experience of our attack still evokes a sense of violation and loss … as if I have become a stranger within the sheltering mountains of my birth.


  Recovering Memory

  The image that keeps coming back at me is a disjointed pantomime of threatening figures silhouetted against the early morning light. One of them is waving a pistol. In that brief instant, the gun looks fake, as if carved out of wood. Only later do I realize it must have been a crude pistol, known as a katta, which fires a single twelve-bore cartridge. Behind the first attacker is a second man with a knife that is unmistakably real. Two of the men have knocked Ameeta to the floor. Her screams wakened me a few seconds ago. Throwing off the bedcovers and running to the kitchen, I plunge from sleep into a waking nightmare. None of the intruders’ faces are visible, only the flailing black shapes of their arms, like a demon with a dozen limbs.

  Even now those men keep rushing at me, again and again. I run toward them, swearing, hurling whatever comes to hand, plastic pill bottles, a folding umbrella. We collide outside the bedroom door, next to the ironing board. This is where the image ends, a five second loop of memory that sends a spasm of fear through my body every time it is projected inside my skull. Unwillingly, I see the violence repeated over and over again, a flashback of gesticulating arms like shadow puppets. Ameeta’s cries and my panicked curses are the only sounds. The attackers remain silent, mute in their savagery. Remembering these moments is an unconscious reflex, an involuntary twitch of the mind, retracing shadows indelibly tattooed upon my brain. What follows has a sequence, a narrative that I’ve recounted dozens of times … for police, for journalists, for friends, for strangers. Yet this jagged fragment of memory is torn from the rest of the story, like a piece of shrapnel embedded forever in my mind.
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  July 3, 2008. 5:30 a.m. We were asleep. Wakened by a knock at the kitchen door, Ameeta assumed it was the baker who delivers bread three mornings a week. She didn’t check the time, seeing it was beginning to get light outside. On monsoon mornings curtained with mist, it is impossible to tell the difference between 5:30 and 7:30 a.m. Instead of the bread man, three strangers were at the door. Opening the latch, Ameeta asked them what they wanted. They said they were painters sent by the carpenter who was remodeling one of the rooms in our home. We didn’t need painters, Ameeta answered, puzzled. The contractor who was overseeing the renovations would be coming later in the day. If they were working for him, she told them, they should wait until he arrived.

  “Where is Bauji?” asked the taller man. He had long hair and a gaunt face. Ameeta noticed he was fidgeting, restless. “Bauji?” She didn’t understand. “Where is Uncle?” another man asked. Realizing who they meant, Ameeta told them I was asleep. At this point, they pulled the screen door open and forced their way inside. A fourth man who had been hiding behind a corner of the wall leapt up and joined them. He was wearing a knitted ski mask, with holes for his eyes and mouth. Defending herself against the attacker’s knives, Ameeta was cut on both hands. When they shoved her to the floor, she twisted one of the men’s fingers. He cursed under his breath saying she’d broken it, then kicked her in the face, leaving her dazed. Soon afterwards, they tied Ameeta’s wrists and ankles. One of the intruders slashed her legs, cutting through her jeans. He also stabbed her just below her ribs on the left side. Blood began pooling on the kitchen tiles.

  By this time I had been wrestled to the floor as well. With the butt of the pistol, one man kept hitting me on the head. Each blow felt like the crack of a spoon against an eggshell but much harder. Though it didn’t knock me out, my eyes lost focus. Three of the attackers were on top of me. They worked quickly, efficiently lashing my hands and feet with cotton cords. As they started to gag me, I bit one of their fingers. Again, there were blows to my head. One of the men kept whispering in my ear, telling me to keep quiet. “Chup ho jao!” He said nothing else, and his Hindi carried no trace of an accent. A few seconds later, he tried to smother me, pushing down on my mouth and nose with one hand. In a panic, I began to kick and struggle again.

  The warning was repeated in my ear: “Be quiet!” As they dragged me to my feet, I could see Ameeta lying on the other side of the kitchen. She was completely still, one of the attackers crouched beside her. Earlier, I had heard her groan, and I thought she might be dead. All of this was a blur of shadows as I was hauled into the dining room. The intruders paused for a moment beside the cast iron stove, holding me up, my legs dragging on the parquet floor.

  “Where is the money?” they demanded in Hindi. “Where is the locker? Where do you keep your money?”

  I could barely speak through the gag and my voice was muffled. “There is no money,” I told them. “Take whatever you want … laptops, cameras.”

  With my hands tied, I gestured toward the glassed-in porch that Ameeta used as an office and my study nearby, an alcove between the living and dining rooms. Seeing the windows on the porch, I imagined that, if I could get close enough, I might be able to throw myself against the panes of glass and escape outside. But the intruders pulled me into the inner hall. I could hear someone opening a door, searching through the house.

  “Take the TV if you want,” I told them, trying to point. “Leave us alone.” But they kept asking where the money was hidden, voices calm but insistent, as if they were still inquiring about painting the house.

  Entering the TV room, the masked man switched on the light. Our television set was too heavy for them to take away, but I saw one of the men pull it aside to check if anything was hidden behind. As he turned to look at the others, I caught a glimpse of his smirking features. He was in his early twenties, clean shaven, with wavy hair and a dark complexion. I noticed scars of acne on his cheeks. Though I didn’t recognize him, the impression that remains is the cynical amusement on his face, as if he took sadistic pleasure in seeing me bound and bleeding.

  Immediately, the light was switched off. I was yanked back into the central hall and thrown to the ground. This room is darker than the rest of the house, with narrow windows that open onto an entryway. One of the attackers pinned me to the floor, my face scraping against the rough jute matting. Again, he began to smother me. Unable to breathe, I tried to fight back, but he dug his elbow into my neck. The choking sensation was worse than the blows to my head. At that moment, I felt sure I was going to die. Never before had I experienced such complete helplessness and terror, expecting my life to end in a final, deflating moment as my breathing ceased. Fully conscious, I almost wanted my mind to go blank, to escape the suffocating pressure in my throat and chest. After more than a minute, which felt like an hour, the man unclamped his hand and asked again, “Where is the money?”

  Another member of the gang was standing over me, and I could just make out his lanky figure against the light from an open doorway. It was the man wearing the mask. “Tell us where the money is or we’ll shoot your wife—madam ko goli mar dengey!” As I gasped for breath, I remember thinking it was strange that they called Ameeta “madam” after they had beaten and stabbed her. Once again, I told them we had no money in the house.

  When the masked man raised his arm, I clearly saw the knife he was holding as if it were a cutaway shot in a black-and-white film. The mirror in the hall reflected light from the sharpened steel. A commando knife with an eight-inch blade and decorative serrations near the handle, it was the kind of weapon one sees in martial arts films, or violent video games.

  Knowing that I was going to be stabbed, I rolled onto my left shoulder, still under the weight of the other attacker. Desperately, I kicked at the masked man. I was wearing only what I sleep in—a T-shirt and undershorts. My legs, tied at the ankles, were white in the shadows. Convinced that I was going to die, I didn’t want to give up without some sort of resistance. The masked intruder stabbed me six times on the legs, though the only wound that I recall receiving is the last. I saw him avoid my thrashing feet, then brace himself before lunging forward. Bringing the blade of the knife down on my right thigh, he ripped open a deep gash, twelve inches long.

  There was no pain. In shock, my body must have switched off those nerves. All I could feel was a numb sensation of skin and muscles separating like a damp newspaper being torn in half. Instinctively, I reached down and touched the wound, though my hands remained tied. The blood felt warm and my fingers probed inside the gash for a second or two, until I drew back in horror. Unlike the smothering, this felt as if it were happening to someone else, or another part of me. It didn’t hurt at all.

  After the stabbing stopped, the man who was holding me down must have taken the knife from the other attacker, for he began pressing it against my throat. Somehow, I squeezed my hands under his wrist, fingers clenched around his grip and the hilt of the knife. I could feel the serrations on the lower part of the blade cutting into my palm. Unable to see my attacker, it felt as if I were grappling with my own shadow. There was something intimate and obscene in the way he held me in his arms. For a few seconds, the man began to smother me again but then gave up. I tried to pretend to be dead or unconscious, which was impossible, for I was afraid to let go of the knife and my breathing was coming in shallow groans. Twenty minutes must have elapsed from the time I had been knocked down in the kitchen until now, though it seemed much longer. The man who held me had become an inseparable companion, my anonymous partner in this gruesome embrace. I could feel my blood, slick against his skin, making his knuckles slippery. All I knew of him was his voice, but he no longer spoke. His breathing was close against my ear. We lay still for several minutes, as if exhausted, drained of anger and aggression.

  Then, without warning, he let go. The knife was suddenly withdrawn. My attacker pulled away and jumped to his feet. The last thing I saw was his figure rushing out of the hall toward the kitchen, from where he and the others had entered.

  Here was my only chance.

  I rolled over on the jute matting and pushed myself off the ground. With my wrists and ankles tied, I had trouble getting to my feet, but when I did I was able to hop across to the double doors that open into an outer hall. This is the main entrance to the house, though seldom used. As I struggled with the barrel bolt at the top of the door, I kept expecting my attackers to return. The bolt finally slid open, and I hopped clumsily out into the entryway. Ahead of me was another door, but before I could reach it I tripped and fell. My blood was smeared on the slate flagstones. Forcing myself upright again, I stumbled forward. The outer door was bolted too, and I stretched both arms over my head to open it before leaning down to twist the brass doorknob. Seeing daylight encouraged me, the chance to escape those threatening shadows. Each movement seemed impossible, though I continued to feel no pain. Only the fingers of my right hand were working. There was a heavy dullness in my legs.

  Hobbling outside onto the front steps, I pulled the gag from my mouth and sucked in the monsoon air. Immediately I began to scream, shouting for help. Our cook, Ajeet, and the gardener, Ram Lal, live a hundred yards from the main house. Each time I yelled, I kept thinking the attackers would hear me and come back.

  Eventually, I saw a figure running toward me. My vision was blurred by blood from cuts above my eyes. I couldn’t tell who this person was, believing it might be one of the attackers returning to finish me off. Our jeep was parked a short distance away. If I could reach it and blow the horn, someone might come to our rescue. Hopping across the yard, I reached the door of the jeep but collapsed before I could open it. My head hit the ground and I lay there dazed. Seconds later, when I turned to face the approaching figure, I saw it was Ram Lal. He hadn’t recognized me because of the blood. “I thought someone was dressed all in red,” he told me later, but at that moment Ram Lal couldn’t speak, breaking down in tears. I had to shout at him and tell him this was no time to cry. “Call someone to take us to the hospital!” With one hand still covering his face, Ram Lal turned and ran for help.

  After that, I lay there for a while, drifting in and out of consciousness. Others came and went. I remember Ram Lal’s son, Vinod, touching my shoulder, then stepping back. Ajeet and Ram Lal struggled to untie my hands and feet, then finally got a knife and cut the cords. At the sight of the blade, my fears returned. I asked them to bring towels to staunch my bleeding. Someone put a cushion under my head. Guddi, Ajeet’s wife, ran over and broke down wailing. Chris Cooke, our neighbor, kneeled beside me. I asked him about Ameeta. He reassured me that she was all right. They had found her in the kitchen, unconscious but alive. A short while later a car arrived. When they lifted me inside, I fainted, eyes rolling back. Next thing I remember, Ajeet was slapping my face, telling me to wake up. All the way to the hospital, he and Chris kept talking to me, trying to keep me alert as the car raced down the steep driveway, around hairpin bends. I can’t recall what I said to them, but I was babbling, unable to believe I was still alive.
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  August 3, 2008. Exactly a month has passed since the attack. For the first time, I am attempting to type with both hands. My left wrist was cut to the bone, tendons severed. This injury must have happened soon after I began struggling with the intruders, but I have no recollection of receiving this wound.

  Swollen and stiff, my hand looks mummified, dry skin stretched taut, peeling and stained yellow from iodine. The raw scar forms an upside-down L on the back of my wrist. Across the top is the cut from an attacker’s knife, at right angles is the surgeon’s incision, the two coming together in a misshapen scab. My left arm is weak, flaccid, and trembling from having been immobilized for the last four weeks. Yet, these fingers, which were limp a month ago, are now working, pecking at the computer keyboard like an arthritic hen feeding on consonants and vowels.

  My hand is grotesque. It feels as if it isn’t part of me. The wound makes it look as if someone else’s hand has been attached to my wrist—amputated and transplanted from a corpse. I can see the red marks of stitches on my skin. The re-joined tendons are tight as guitar strings. Traces of dried blood remain beneath my nails. There are cuts on my fingers. After typing each phrase, I pause to rest. Today is the first time I have tried to write down what happened. The physical act of typing these words gives me hope, because the whole experience was entirely physical—being hit and stabbed, having my hands and feet tied, being suffocated by a stranger’s hand, his fingers pinching my nose, his palm clamped over my mouth, the knife at my throat. There was nothing intellectual or literary about what happened to us. It was as real and tactile as the clumsy pressure of my injured fingers tapping these computer keys.
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  In many ways I have received a second life, for I was treated at the same hospital in which I was born. It’s almost as if everything were starting over again. The Landour Community Hospital is a landmark from my childhood, a place where I came for inoculations and blood tests, annual physicals and occasional X-rays. Twice I was carried to this hospital in a dandie, or sedan chair, with injuries that required stitches—a gash on my chin when I was eight years old and, again, a few years later when I slipped and fell down the side of the hill, cutting open my forehead. I’ve had my arm set in plaster at the hospital after it was fractured in another fall. There were illnesses too that confined me to the wards—chicken pox, measles, paratyphoid. I have plenty of reasons for hating the Landour Community Hospital, even if it is my birthplace. The three-story building, set against a steep hillside, has always been dark and gloomy, smelling of disinfectant and medicines.

  Carried into the emergency room, I vaguely remember being placed on a gurney and lying there while a doctor was called. The hospital had recently been renovated and the medical facilities upgraded with a new surgery wing. One of the improvements was an elevator, but it wasn’t working yet. After the doctor arrived, I was wheeled up a ramp at the back of the building and into the operating theater on the uppermost floor. Dr. Samuel Jeevagan was on call. I had never met him before. In his surgical mask and green scrubs, he seemed anonymous, though I remember his calm, reassuring voice, so different from the whispered threats of our attackers. Before he started cleaning my wounds, the doctor bowed his head and prayed, along with all of the nurses. Lying there on the operating table, drifting in and out of consciousness, I can’t recall the words of his prayer, but it felt as if I were outside myself for a while, a detached omniscience separating me from my injured body.

  Though I had eight major stab wounds, as well as dozens of minor cuts and bruises, there was still no pain, which was a good thing because the anesthesiologist was on vacation. Dr. Jeevagan told me later that he didn’t want to sedate me because both my ears were clogged with blood and he thought I might have suffered a concussion. As it turned out, the blood was from the lacerations on my forehead and had collected in my ears. One of the things I do remember is a nurse asking to be excused because the sight of my wounds was making her feel light-headed. After the prayer, Dr. Jeevagan began his work with methodical patience and precision, checking my injuries one by one and dictating a description of each for his assistant to write down. These observations would form part of the police report, and it made me feel as if I were listening to my own post-mortem.

  Dr. Jeevagan warned me each time he injected local anesthetic before he began the process of cleaning. Because I had fallen in the dirt outside our house, there was mud and gravel in the wounds. These had to be flushed out and disinfected before being stitched. It was a slow process but I had no sense of time. Afterwards, I learned that I was in the operating theater for five hours, but while it was happening, I was only conscious of the doctor and nurses circling around me, working their way clockwise from wound to wound. They began with the injuries on my forehead and then sewed up a cut on my right arm, where the attacker’s knife had sliced my bicep. From there, they moved on to my legs, beginning with a large gash on my left calf, which had bled the most. Another cut extended across my knee and upper thigh. There was also a stab wound near my groin. The only injury I could remember receiving was the knife entering my right thigh. Each time the anesthesia was injected, I felt the pinprick of a needle followed by numbness, as if someone were pressing down on my limbs.

  From time to time, Dr. Jeevagan would step outside. Only after an hour did I realize that he was also treating Ameeta in the room next door. When he finished stitching her wounds, he let the nurses wheel her to the entrance of the operating theater so that we could speak to each other. Because of the way I was lying, with my head turned to one side, I couldn’t see Ameeta, but we talked for several minutes—awkwardly asking if everything was okay. Just to hear her voice was a huge relief; to know she was alive. The last time I’d seen her, she was lying unconscious on the kitchen floor with an attacker hunched beside her. After our neighbors found Ameeta, she was brought to the hospital in a separate car. Her injuries were not as severe as mine, but she had lost a lot of blood from the wound in her side and her hands had been slashed as she fought off her assailants.

  The final two wounds of mine were the most serious, and the doctor had saved them for last. The cut on the back of my thigh, which I was dreading, was about a foot long and very deep. Fortunately, my femoral artery hadn’t been severed or else I would have quickly bled to death. During the surgery I was given several units of blood, as well as a steady drip of saline solution. From time to time, one of the nurses moistened my lips with a washcloth, but I wasn’t allowed to drink. Lying on the operating table, I felt as helpless as I had been when the attackers pinned me to the floor. Rolling me onto my side, the doctor began working on my thigh, cleaning and repairing the muscles with internal stitches before closing the wound. From time to time, Dr. Jeevagan kept asking me questions to see if I was still alert. At one point, he asked me if I minded that the stitches on some of the wounds would leave a scar. I told him I didn’t care. “Just get it over with,” I said. It was only when he was cleaning the cut on my thigh that I felt a severe jolt of pain, when he probed an inner nerve. The shock was so sudden, I shouted and the doctor apologized, pausing for a moment before he continued.

  Throughout the procedure, I tried to make conversation but felt as if I was talking to myself. Occasionally, my breathing became rapid, moments of discomfort and agitation, but by this time the fear had left me. I knew that we were safe in the hospital, no longer at the mercy of our attackers.

  My left hand was the last injury the doctor stitched together. Afterwards, Dr. Jeevagan admitted that he knew it wasn’t fully repaired. Until he began treating this wound, I thought it was nothing more than rope burn, imagining that the lack of feeling was because the cord, which the attackers had used to tie my hands, had cut off my circulation. In fact, it was much more serious. The knife had sliced across the back of my wrist, cutting through each of the tendons connected to my fingers.

  Two days later, when the doctors removed the bandage and splint, my wrist went limp and my hand dropped without feeling. It was one of the most frightening moments of the whole experience. More than the sight of stitches and swelling, it was the lack of sensation and the inability to move my fingers that made me understand how badly I had been cut. Instinctively, I reached out with my other hand to try and support my lifeless palm and fingers, which felt like a rubber glove filled with porridge. By now, Dr. Matthew, an orthopedic surgeon, had returned to Mussoorie, and he performed a second surgery to reconnect the tendons. This time, instead of local anesthesia, he gave me an injection in my neck that blocked all sensation in the nerves up and down my arm. It was delicate repair work and took several hours. Both ends of each severed tendon had to be retrieved and stretched to the point where they could be fastened together.

  However, on that first morning right after the attack, when I was finally wheeled out of the operating theater, the only thing I cared about was that we had survived. Even as I lay there in shock, feeling the sutures pinching my wounds, I was already stitching together a story in my mind, imagining what I would say to our children and my parents. I also knew that I would eventually write about the experience, and it was important to remember the details as precisely as possible so I could relate the horror of what happened and answer the questions I would be asked. Out of the raw terror of that morning, I was trying to compose a coherent version of events. I remember thinking how hard it would be for people to believe that I felt no pain. Already the narrative was taking shape in my mind, a reordering of chaotic, confused memories and disconnected images that I would piece together to make some sort of sense of what had happened, a garbled sequence of events that needed to be rendered along a thread of time.

  The random cruelty of our assault was matched only by the overwhelming expressions of love and concern that we received in the aftermath. The doctors and staff at the Landour Community Hospital were exceptional in their skill and compassion. Family and friends gathered in our hospital room while we recovered. The townspeople of Mussoorie, many of whom I’d known since childhood, formed a crowd outside the hospital while we were in the operating theater. When I finally emerged from surgery, the hall was filled with familiar faces looking down at me as I was wheeled toward our room.

  Amazingly, I continued to experience very little pain, even after the medicines wore off. It took several weeks, however, before I could walk more than a few steps without feeling as if I were going to fall apart at the seams. Five hours of surgery with local anesthesia gave me a new appreciation for what my body could endure. The resilience of human muscles and tissue is remarkable, especially their potential for physical regeneration.

  At the same time, there is a need for inner healing too. Being an atheist, I never felt any compulsion to ask for help from god while I was being attacked. I do not say this as a boast or in an effort to discredit the beliefs of others. It is a simple fact. If there was any time in my life when I might have turned to a higher power to save me, this was it. Yet I did not feel any need to ask for divine intervention or solace. Afterwards, there were many who came and prayed over us, including a faith healer who insisted on holding the tips of my fingers to give me a dose of “astral energy.” Immobilized by my wounds and stuck in bed, I had no choice but to let our well-wishers call upon god for healing. Despite all this, I knew that my recovery wasn’t linked to any religious power. Even as my tendons, muscles, and nerves began to heal themselves, my psychological sinews were also undergoing a process of self-repair. Here too, it wasn’t faith that offered comfort but a knowledge that the human mind can overcome the worst forms of trauma and think beyond anguish and mortality.

  As soon as I was able to take the first few steps from my hospital bed to the window of our room, looking across at the steep ridgeline of Mussoorie, I began to convince myself that I would be able to walk again. Though the wounds in both my legs made it impossible for me to support my weight for more than a few seconds, I knew that I had been able to hobble outdoors, immediately after the attack to call for help. My injured body had been driven by adrenalin and shock, as well as a desperate instinct to remain alive. Now, I had to persuade myself that I could overcome these wounds. The damaged muscles would one day carry me up a hill, just as they had done before. These fingers, which were all but lifeless, would soon be able to write again.

  But where would I walk and what would I write? It wasn’t a heroic impulse that gave me hope, or some sort of spiritual urge to relate a testimonial of healing and conviction. Instead, there was an instinctual need to simply get up on my feet again and feel the weight of gravity, the uneven incline of a mountain path. Equally important was a desire to tell my story, picking out the words on a keyboard. There was no question that the attack had already changed me, even a few hours after it was over. For one thing, I knew that I would never feel invincible again. Yet, somehow, I wanted to set a physical goal for myself that took me beyond mere survival and challenged my body to become stronger because of my injuries. Someday, I wanted to outdistance my fears and leave behind the horror, to reach destinations that would prove I was whole and well again…

  [image: image]

  Healing is a journey like any other, a slow, solitary quest leading toward a distant, unattainable summit. Afterwards, when you tell your story, the act of narration dictates coherence and chronology. But while traveling, while flesh and mind repair themselves, there is no clear itinerary. Weeks and months of wandering are punctuated by abrupt arrivals and prolonged departures. Your body is a map with routes sketched out in veins and arteries, with mountains and valleys of muscle and bone. Walking these trails you grow stronger. Your pain diminishes, returns, then eases once again. Yet, even before you arrive at an expected point of culmination, when you are finally well again, or when you find yourself at the top of a mountain, the story is just beginning.

  [image: image]

  News of our attack spread quickly. Television channels picked up the story, and, within a few hours, it was being reported all over India in running type at the bottom of the screen: AMERICAN WRITER AND WIFE STABBED IN MUSSOORIE. Along with the crowds from town, journalists besieged the hospital. Reporters and TV crews arrived at our house, filming a pool of my blood in the yard and, inexplicably, a bent spoon that lay near the flowerbeds, as if this were a weapon used in the assault. One of the reports in the Times of India uncharitably referred to us as “soft targets.” After surgery, Ameeta and I had been moved from the operating theater into a large room in a newly furnished wing of the hospital. Seeing her bruised and bandaged brought back the frightening sequence of events. We touched each other and wept, reaching across from one bed to the other. Both her hands had been badly cut, the tendons of her left thumb severed. Ameeta’s lip was swollen where the attackers had kicked her in the mouth.

  For the first time she told me how she’d heard the knock at the kitchen door and quickly got dressed before going to answer it, explaining what had happened while I was still asleep. We had shared this nightmare, and, between us, we began to piece it together again. Ameeta’s immediate memories of the men who attacked us were much clearer than mine, and for her their faces and voices were more frighteningly real, still vivid from her conversation through the screen door and the unexpected violence of their sudden assault as they burst in upon her. Feeling the bandages on each other’s hands, we spoke in hoarse whispers, partly because of our injuries but also because it was something that nobody else would be able to understand.

  There was no time for us to be alone because well-wishers were already arriving, though the doctors had put up a sign on the door: NO VISITORS. Two guards were posted outside. Nurses came and went, checking blood pressure, changing bottles of saline drip, and injecting antibiotics through catheters in the backs of our hands. Coming out of surgery, I was thirsty and asked for tea. Though my tongue was sore and my teeth still hurt from the pressure of the gag, it was a relief to sip the tea as a nurse held the cup to my lips. The police came in to question us, the station house officer (SHO) from Mussoorie and two constables, all of them looking anxious and uncomfortable. We told them what little we could. Ameeta had seen the men, but for me they had been only shadows. She described the attackers carefully, especially the man with the thin face and long hair who had spoken to her through the screen door. The police kept asking about their accents. “Were they Nepali? Did they sound Muslim?” Already they had formed a profile in their minds based on prejudices and preconceptions.

  Over the course of the day, more policemen came to see us, each officer more senior than the next: the DSP, deputy superintendent of police: the SSP, senior superintendent of police. The ACP, assistant commissioner of police, arrived with a video crew in tow. It was only when he had been questioning us for a while that we realized these videographers were journalists. They were hustled out of the room by the guards, which led to an argument in the hall. By now, every time the door opened a dozen cameras were thrust inside, as photographers tried to get a picture of us in our hospital beds. Finally, I lost my temper, shouting in Hindi and calling them “bloody fools!” an insult I never use, except as a joke.

  The doctors cleared our room a couple of times, insisting that we needed to rest and warning that there was danger of infection with so many people coming and going. But the first two days in the hospital were like a circus, a constant stream of townspeople and politicians coming to express their sympathy and concern. Everyone kept saying, “We never imagined that something like this would happen in Mussoorie.” Emotionally, it was exhausting, and I went from casual banter to sudden tears without being able to control myself. I suppose it was good to keep talking about what had happened, telling and retelling the events. As I listened to Ameeta’s account of the attack, I tried to fit my own memories to hers, struggling to comprehend what had taken place. Each time we described the assault, it seemed as if we had peeled another layer off the story, though we never got any closer to the truth.

  The Uttarakhand state government offered to evacuate us by helicopter, suggesting that we should move to a better equipped hospital in Dehradun or Delhi. But we declined, now that the surgery had been completed and we were out of danger. A close friend and neighbor, Sanjay Narang, sent food from home, and two of his staff, Harish and Rama, attended to us constantly. Though the mobile telephone signal was intermittent, we were finally able to speak with our children in America and to my brother, Joe, who relayed messages to other family members. My parents were traveling and only learned what happened three days after the event. Two of Ameeta’s sisters flew in, from Australia and London, while our daughter, Shibani, boarded a plane in Boston to be with us.

  The whole experience took on a surreal quality, our bodies battered and barely able to move, but around us a frenzy of activity. Always there were the questions, a repeated inquisition from visitors, police, and journalists: “Did you recognize them?” “Were they after money?” “How did it happen?” “Are you all right?” We had no answers to any of these questions. None of it made sense. For a while, I almost felt as if we were suspects in the crime, accused of hiding something, our replies inadequate. I also realized how impossible it is to reconstruct a complete chronology of facts.

  Ameeta was released from the hospital a few days before me, and she went home with Shibani and her sisters, Dolly and Mona. Though attempts had been made to clean things up, there were still bloodstains on the walls and carpets. Furniture had been moved about, both by the intruders and the police who investigated the scene of the crime. A bottle of gin had been taken out of the drinks cabinet and half of it had been drunk. Cupboards were open, and the piano had been pulled apart. Returning to Oakville, Ameeta had to relive each moment of the attack, seeing the screen door through which the men had entered. The police claimed to have searched for fingerprints, but even though Ameeta asked them repeatedly about these, they said no useful evidence had been recovered, not even from the bottle of gin that had clearly been handled by the attackers. In a clumsy effort to collect blood samples, the police had chipped out a large piece from one of the tiles on the kitchen floor. Coming back to see me in the hospital, Ameeta laughed when she told me what they’d done, but later she berated one of the senior police officers, asking him what his investigators had hoped to discover underneath the tile when the whole floor was covered in blood. It almost felt as if our home had been broken into once again.

  Two policemen were assigned to the case—Inspector Tamta, an officer from Dehradun, and Kukreti, the SHO in Mussoorie. These men interrogated us more than a dozen times over the next three months. They were pleasant enough, always polite and respectful, but it soon became clear that they were clueless. Tamta and Kukreti were caricatures of bumbling policemen, flourishing a lot of bravado, claiming to have uncovered leads that took them nowhere and questioning suspects who provided no information. Most of our conversations were in Hindi, and like our attackers the police referred to us as “madam” and “uncle.” Kukreti, in particular, had a way of asserting his points with random words of English. “Hum ko un ka poora modus operandi maloom hai!” or “Suspect ko hum ney tackle kiya!” They were ruthless in their investigation, rounding up dozens of day laborers, carpenters, and other workmen who lived in one of Mussoorie’s slums. This area is known as “Butcher Khaana,” because it lies near an old slaughterhouse. Since we were having work done at our house and the attackers had pretended to be painters, our contractor’s men were all suspects, and they were hauled off for questioning. At one point, Tamta and Kukreti were so aggressive in their sweep of suspects that the local Congress Party politicians, who had visited us in the hospital and promised swift justice, took out a protest march against police excesses.

  During the investigation, we experienced episodes of absurdity interspersed with moments that brought back the full terror of that morning. On our second day in the hospital, Tamta and Kukreti ushered in a team of so-called sketch artists who were supposed to use a computer program to create an image of the suspects. For almost three hours Ameeta spoke to them, describing as precisely as possible the men she’d seen, correcting the images on the laptop screen. The process began with a slideshow of faces, from which she picked a person who vaguely resembled the attacker. Then the chin was narrowed, eyebrows raised, hair lengthened. The nose or mouth were taken off one face and transplanted onto the other. It was a slow, frustrating process, and in the end the composite image looked like an androgynous cartoon character. They repeated the exercise over three days before the picture was finally printed in the newspapers. On the third day, as the sketch artists were leaving, they said goodbye with hesitant smiles and handed us their business cards.

  “Actually, we’re not sketch artists,” they confessed. “We’re karate instructors.” One of them had a cousin who was a computer technician with the Delhi Police, and they had learned how to use the Identikit program from him.

  Several weeks after the incident, when we had been discharged from the hospital, Tamta and Kukreti arrived at Oakville, announcing they had a suspect in custody who fit the description Ameeta had given. We were put in a police van with tinted windows and driven a half mile from our house. At the side of the road, with two constables keeping guard, stood a young man they had apprehended. Ameeta stared at him through the darkened glass. At first, she was convinced that he was one of the attackers, then doubt began to skew her memory. Finally, in frustration, she rolled down the window and spoke to the man, asking if he recognized us. He shook his head, but the frightened insolence in his eyes brought back the sickening immediacy of the attack and left us anxious for several days.

  Perhaps the most unnerving aspect of any form of violence is the sense of estrangement that follows, as if your identity has been violated. Mussoorie has always been my home, the town where I was born and raised, yet the attack made me acutely aware of being a foreigner. As the police officers conducted their investigation, the lineup of suspects included innocent people we had known for years, as well as anonymous faces. Rumors, theories, and speculation about possible conspiracies behind the attack ranged from absurdly farcical suggestions to hints of disturbing intimacy. At times, I felt as if I was not just a victim but also a witness and even a suspect in my own murder mystery.

  Various theories circulated in Mussoorie about the motives for this crime. One of the riddles was that nothing had been stolen from our house. We had no cash, but there were other valuables they could have taken. Only at the last minute, as the intruders were leaving the kitchen, one of them reached down and snatched Ameeta’s wedding ring off her finger. Because so little had been stolen, it was suggested that the attack had been set up to frighten us out of our home. There were whispers about the land mafia trying to force us to sell Oakville, which didn’t make sense because nobody had approached us to buy the house and, being a family property, it wasn’t ours to sell. There was also a rumor that I had uncovered corruption by building contractors and the attack was a warning that I shouldn’t reveal what I knew. Here too, the theory was farfetched. Though I had discovered, mostly by accident, some illegalities related to construction projects, it was unlikely that anybody else knew I had this information.

  For a while, everyone in Mussoorie was assumed guilty until proven innocent, and a number of young men who lived near us were kept under surveillance by the police. Nothing seemed to come of it, only false leads and speculation that failed to congeal into logical theories. After a time, I no longer cared if the attackers were arrested. They had come and gone anonymously, disappearing into India’s population of more than a billion, out of which it would be impossible to identify anyone. Though I have no proof, I believe they were petty criminals from the plains who came up to the mountains in search of easy victims. The man who wore the ski mask was probably from Mussoorie, a local accomplice who showed them where we lived. More than likely they were after money to buy drugs, which is why they didn’t take our cameras or computers. They wanted cash, which we didn’t have in the house. Of course, this explanation is as much conjecture as any other and I can’t prove it, unless one of the men is eventually apprehended, which isn’t likely to occur.
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