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1

My First Trip 
Back to India

Six thirty in the morning and I can’t have slept for 
more than two hours. I leap out of bed, switch off 
the alarm and jump straight into the shower. I gaze 

at the swirling water as it washes away, looking for any 
trace of the images in my dreams, the nervous build-up 
to the journey, and the worries I have about how it might 
affect the life I have become accustomed to, a way of life 
that continues out of simple habit. Hot water and soap 
are not going to be enough to make a clean start. The 
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time has come for me to turn back, to relive my early 
childhood years, to go forward by breaking with my life 
as it is now. It is time to go back to India.

��
I am returning to India because that is where I was born, 
on the 7th of November, 1967. I lived there until the age 
of six, when I was adopted by the two people whom I 
know today as my parents. I know that I came into this 
world at a place called Nasik, in the west of the country. 
I know too that I spent my early years in an orphanage in 
Bombay. Apart from that I know little for certain. That is 
the reason for this journey, to try to address a long series 
of questions.

The days prior to my departure have been an endless 
succession of goodbyes. More than one person has 
brought up the million dollar question: Are you sure you 
are ready for this, Asha? Each time, I nodded my head 
silently with the same instinctive gesture, so as not to 
give any sign of the doubts which have been nagging at 
me. The two people I could never fool – I wouldn’t even 
try – are my parents. 

In my room, I brush out my long black hair in front 
of the mirror. I put a touch of mascara above my black 
eyes, just as I do every morning. It is going to be a long 
journey and I want to be sure I’ll be comfortable. I pick 
out a long skirt with blue and white flowers, a white 
teeshirt and my old sandals. Actually, it’s the best skirt I 
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have; I want to make an impression when I arrive back 
in my country. While I am dressing I run a mental check 
over everything that I have packed in my rucksack: a pair 
of loose, lightweight trousers, and a pile of teeshirts and 
underwear so as not to give away how inept I am when it 
comes to laundry. I also have another pair of sandals with 
thick soles for walking, and a collection of recommended 
pharmaceuticals, tablets with impossible names that I 
have to take to avoid malaria and other illnesses. I also 
have mosquito repellent. In another, smaller rucksack, 
I have my camera, a notebook, pens, paints, sketchbook, 
passport, vaccination certificate and dollars. The notebook I 
shall use as a diary. I have never kept one before, but I want 
to be sure to write down everything that happens to me, all 
my impressions. I don’t want anything to be left out. 

I say farewell to my flat, the balcony full of geraniums, 
and the spires of the Sagrada Familia sticking up between 
the opposite buildings. Fatima is going to take care of the 
geraniums for the month that I am away. Fatima is my 
sister. She too was born in India, though at the other end 
of the country. She arrived in Barcelona a few months 
ahead of me, at the age of only a year and a half. We are 
truly sisters, united not by the bond of sharing the same 
biological parents, but by something that is equally or 
more indestructible: the affection of parents who brought 
us together and raised us as they would have done their 
own daughters. Our parents converged our separate paths 
into one, allowing us to share the adventure of belonging 
to the same family.
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Four weeks from now those spires will not have moved. 
One or two geraniums might have withered and other 
new flowers will have sprung up in their place. I, on the 
other hand, will no longer be the same. I have a feeling 
that something inside me will change forever.

��
Twenty years after that first journey – which brought me 
from Bombay to Barcelona – I am aboard a plane that 
will take me to where I hope to find the answers to a 
huge number of questions, to shed a little light on the 
uncertainty, to fill in the missing pieces of my reality. 

Destination: Bombay.
The engines are warming up and the aircraft starts to roll 

forward as we pick up speed for take-off. A prayer rises 
from deep inside me as we climb up into the sky, so close 
to heaven, touching the one who has singled me out and 
guided me to precisely this point. I ask for the strength to 
see me through this task and for the courage to go on, to 
stay the course, to follow it through to the end and not fail; 
to find the inner peace that I want so much and finally to 
set aside the doubts that have been bothering me.

Beneath us everything grows smaller and smaller 
until it resembles one of those pointillist paintings that 
I love so much. I can still make out the pinnacles of the 
church spires. Seen from the air, my beloved Barcelona 
looks even more beautiful. The distinctive lines of the 
Eixample are perfectly defined. The leaves of the trees 
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which follow the Rambla lose themselves in the waves, 
the blues and greens flowing together into a single tone 
in the pale sun, dissolving the distinct outline of the 
contours into a gentle silhouette.

Sitting in the turquoise blue seat of the Air India plane, 
I am a bundle of nerves as I try to recall what that little girl 
of six (almost seven) might have been thinking, sitting 
in a turquoise seat just like this one, as she made that 
journey in reverse; the journey that dropped her into the 
arms of a family which, up until then, had only been a 
sense of longing to her, in the shape of a black and white 
photograph. I feel sure I must have passed the long hours 
scribbling in a drawing book with the crayons given to 
me by a hostess – as elegant in her sari as the one who 
now comes to serve me lunch.

��
At home, we have always talked of India, my country, the 
place where I was born. Whenever there was a programme 
on television about it we would all get together on 
the sofa – Dad, Mum, Fatima, and me – and sit there 
glued to it. A documentary that gave some insight into 
a stunning landscape and the people who lived there, 
the poverty they were fated to live in, would often lead 
us to talk about our childhood and how my sister and 
I had arrived in Barcelona from the same country but 
at different times; what it had been like for my parents 
to adopt two children; how they had managed to get 
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through all the paperwork, all of which had to be written 
in Spanish and then translated into English, a language 
neither of them spoke; and of the anxiety and emotion 
they felt throughout all the preparations. Looking back, 
I know that it was very brave of them. They adopted us 
in the early 1970s, when it wasn’t a common choice to 
make. They must have felt very much alone, unable to 
share their worries with anyone. This is another reason 
why I shall always admire them. Those evenings spent 
on the sofa gave us an ideal opportunity to talk about 
the adoption. It was done in such a simple way that it 
became another facet of our life together. Those talks 
always arrived at the same conclusion: since we could 
not remember much about the country we came from, 
we always agreed that one day we would all go back there 
together. For us girls it would be a return to our country, 
while for them it would be a chance to get to know the 
country that had given them two daughters.

The years went by but the right moment never seemed 
to present itself; if it wasn’t one thing it was another. 
Finally, I reached the point where I felt that I was ready, 
that I wanted to go back to my country. However, for me, 
the return itself was as important as the way in which I 
made the journey. I couldn’t just fly out there like an 
ordinary tourist. I couldn’t quite see myself walking into 
a travel agency to flick through the holiday brochures 
and pick out the nicest hotels and choose a promising 
itinerary. No, that wasn’t the idea at all. Knowing the 
reality of India, I wasn’t going to settle for just passing 
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through the country, passively taking in the view. I wasn’t 
going to India to visit majestic palaces and temples, 
to cross valleys and mountains, or to try my hand at 
bargaining while shopping for souvenirs. In Barcelona, 
in my second life, I had been given everything: a family, 
friends, an education – all in all, a life of complete 
freedom. I couldn’t go back with my hands empty. Inside 
I was torn between my feelings of belonging to India and 
the equally intense feeling of alienation. I was expecting 
to arrive in a country that would reflect my character, 
yet a place where destiny had decided I was not to grow 
up, because I had been chosen out of millions of other 
children. I have always been aware that I was privileged 
to be singled out. This thought is constantly present and 
often has me asking: why me? The answer has always 
been an overwhelming silence. Fate took a hand in the 
game and I feel like a tiny piece on the board marked 
for preferential treatment. Unless you decide to ignore 
the world around you, this is not an easy label to bear. I 
have always avoided the gaze of those Indians you meet 
on the street or in restaurants, trying to sell you a rose. 
In all these years, whenever I come face to face with that 
familiar dark, penetrating gaze, I never know where to 
look. I am never able to look them squarely in the eye. It 
is especially at these times that the question of why I was 
chosen comes back to me, and the feelings of disquiet 
make their presence felt even more powerfully.

Fate was to play its part again when I came across the 
information folder of an NGO called Setem that described 
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a volunteer work camp in India. The same hand of fate 
ensured that, in the vast country of India, this project 
happened to be located in Bombay, the city where I lived 
in an orphanage from the age of three until I was six. To 
make it even more perfect, I discovered that there was a 
Setem work camp in Nasik, the city washed by the sacred 
waters of the Godavari, where I had first opened my eyes. 
It was my dream, presented on a silver platter. But since 
I have never had much luck winning anything, I filled in 
the form without getting my hopes up too high. A couple 
of months later I received a letter telling me that I had 
made it through the first round and would be required to 
attend an interview. It was all beginning to come together. 
Up until that point I had kept it all secret, dealing with my 
anxiety alone, convinced that nothing would come of it. I 
didn’t want to worry my parents unnecessarily. All I had 
was the complicity of my boyfriend, who supported me 
with whatever I did. Once I had completed the interview 
and it was confirmed that I could join the work camp, I 
realised it was time to tell everyone at home.

��
My parents sat on the sofa and I on the small wooden 
stool. It was always the same when we had to discuss 
something really important. I came out with it all at 
once, anxious but excited, attentive to every gesture, to 
each reaction. I needed those eyes, fixed on me with 
concern, to give me their blessing, to assure me that 
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they would be with me no matter how far away I was. 
Their little girl was going to India, all on her own! My 
parents had always assumed that this would be a family 
project, involving all of us; they didn’t think that it 
might awaken something in me, that I might take the 
initiative without them. In fact, however, my decision 
did not take them completely by surprise. Deep in their 
hearts they were sure I would follow my own path and 
knew I would have to learn about the place that had 
given me this brown skin. But their concern never 
led them to express their feelings aloud, for fear that 
this might make it come true. Despite their worries, I 
was very much aware of the adventure I had embarked 
upon. I would need to be determined if I wanted to fill 
the gap of those first seven years, which I had left so far 
behind me. 

Questions and more questions, fired off with such 
speed that I didn’t even have time to answer. All at once 
I flung myself between them and they both put their 
arms around me. I felt safe there between the strength of 
my father’s arms and the calm of my mother’s, just as I 
had so many times before over the years. Wrapped in my 
father’s arms I would play that game all children love: to 
reach up and touch an infinite imaginary heaven, even if 
only with the tips of my fingers. He doesn’t know this, 
but even today, when no one is watching, I stand on my 
balcony and raise my hands towards the sky, up towards 
the seagulls flying over my beloved Barcelona. I ask them 
to lift me up for an instant so I can touch heaven.

The Other Face of the Moon_INSID16   16The Other Face of the Moon_INSID16   16 24/02/2006   15:15:1124/02/2006   15:15:11



17

My First Trip  Back to India

My mother’s arms taught me the laws that rule the 
heart and the spirit. To love, to offer consolation, to cry 
for your own pain or that of others. To soothe hatred, 
while allowing the best of oneself to flow. Neither of 
them spared an ounce of effort in trying to give us, my 
sister as much as myself, everything we needed and more. 
They may not have given us the breath of life, but they 
had given us the essentials, and with the same care as a 
potter molds his clay, they had formed us into people.

I am often shaken by the excessive importance many 
people place on being related by blood. Obviously, it has 
a certain importance. But so does everything that comes 
afterwards, all that my parents have given me, a legacy 
which goes beyond blood.

My parents were worried about me; they didn’t like to 
think that they would not be there during my journey 
to lend a hand, to soothe me when I was overcome by 
sadness, to help me understand everything I was going to 
encounter. At the same time they realised that the process 
of bringing me up had been completed, that everything 
they had given me had formed me as a person and that, 
consequently, I would be prepared to deal with anything. 
To them, I would always be their little girl, but now they 
could see that I had grown up.

That embrace was their blessing, to go ahead and make 
my journey of discovery. They gave me the energy, the 
strength, the drive and the courage to stay the course. 
I was confident that, whatever happened, they would 
be there for me no matter what, in the same way they 
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had been there all those years ago, on the 27th October, 
at Barcelona airport, waiting on the runway, full of 
uncertainties. Then too, with an emotional embrace we 
sealed the love which has sustained us until today. 

There are hours to go until we touch down in Bombay, 
but I have Mum’s diary to keep me company. She began 
writing it just before I arrived in Barcelona to be her 
daughter. On the day I told them I was going back to 
India, Mum went to her room and took the notebook 
out of her chest of drawers, and revealed that she began 
to keep the diary when I came into her life. There was 
one for me and one for my sister, Fatima. Over all these 
years she had been writing to ensure that there would be 
a record of how things had been. She was afraid that if 
her memory failed she would be unable to explain these 
things in detail.

In giving me the diary, Mum had provided me with 
the tools to deal with the pain that might be waiting for 
me. This was my story. It wasn’t a tale full of terrible 
secrets, because we never had any secrets at home, but 
there were accounts of some quite intimate episodes. 
During the early days, months, even years, Mum wrote 
every day, even if it was only a few lines. She gathered up 
all the daily anecdotes, the day to day of our existence, 
how we adapted to the new house, new family, language, 
food and customs. 

Going through the journal for the first time, I am 
struck by the love my parents felt for me before we ever 
met. All they knew of me was what Mother Adelina had 
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written to them from the orphanage in Bombay, and the 
photograph which was on their sideboard for days and 
days. I am very moved to realise just how much they 
wanted me and how much energy they put into getting 
me to their home. I realise that my story has a logic to it. 
As always, however, just as in the country I came from, 
it all seems contradictory. On the one hand, there are the 
parents who overlooked the blood ties and who wished 
only to make me happy from the very first instant they 
spoke my name. On the other hand, there is the sadness 
I feel thinking of those parents who didn’t want me, for 
whom I was just a burden. And while it is also true that 
I tried to avoid feelings of dejection at the fact of having 
been rejected, I coped by thinking that there must have 
been a reason, some adverse circumstances that I knew 
nothing about. I don’t really believe that they didn’t want 
me, only that it was not in their power to take care of me. 
It had to be something like that. 

Monday, 21st October, 1974
Today I went to buy this notebook with red covers in which 
I am going to write down each and every detail of this story 
of affection which is about to begin with you, our daughter 
Asha. I have also bought another one for Fatima, our 
youngest daughter, who has already been living with us 
for almost three months and has made our lives complete. 
I shall note down the little details of day to day events in 
each of them. In this way, when you are both grown up 
and my memory fails me, you will be able to know how 
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it was for us, for your father as much as for me, when you 
arrived in our home.

I will be waiting for you, my dearest daughter Asha, 
with unbounded hopes. They have told us that you will be 
arriving next Sunday, the 27th October 1974, at eleven in 
the morning. 

I could have started this diary by telling you about 
the months we have spent being driven mad by all the 
paperwork, procedures, requirements, translations... It 
would take ages to tell you all of that. For this reason, 
your father and I have decided to carefully store all the 
papers relating to your adoption. We went through so 
many unbelievable setbacks, though now all of that seems 
a long time ago. During the last few months we must have 
asked ourselves thousands of times why we chose to look in 
a place so far away... and it makes me laugh because there 
are things that you can’t really explain in so many words. 

We were always convinced, and as time goes by it seems 
even more clear, that at a certain point in our lives, four spirits 
coming from such distant places would grow together once and 
forever more. 

I know that this is one of those stories I shall have to 
repeat to you countless times, because very soon you will 
become a part of it. Your father and I wanted to have the 
children which nature could not give us, and the two of 
you were clamouring for the parents you were denied by 
your own respective histories. Now we have come to the 
end of that page. It is time to turn over and start a new 
one, as much for you as for us.
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