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PLIGHT


I resolved to stand up from the stone where I sat looking off into the jungle. I put a hand on each knee and pressed, facing down as I straightened my legs. Halfway up I stopped myself. The forest floor had opened up beneath me and I was looking right through it. The dirt and soil and roots and insects were dense and pungent as ever, but also suddenly transparent. A veil fell away and solid ground showed itself weightless and conjectural, a membrane or lens. Beyond it or through it I could see shadows, movements, characters and landscapes, histories and possibilities.


I didn’t seize up in surprise or fright. Rather, sensing this to be a revelatory moment, I remained where I was, tipped forward, peering through the forest floor into the flickerings and fragments. I felt my weight, my unsteady balance, soreness in my joints. It required composure and calm to maintain focus. But if I stayed still I could observe dimensions within dimensions, the finest details.


I saw an inverted image of the place where I stood, a replica of our collective plight: stuck in the high jungles of eastern Peru, four hours’ walk from the nearest road, from the small city of Tarapoto with its markets and mototaxis. Trapped by curfew and closed borders, airliners grounded, an indeterminate state of emergency.


I gazed through transparent earth and saw the bustling planet at a standstill. Friends and family sheltering in place in Harlem and Brooklyn and Kansas City. The plazas of Mexico City deserted. I saw Belgrade and Istanbul without crowds or car horns, submerged in an uncanny quiet. There was no one on the Nile. Fish leapt above untroubled oceans while hospitals echoed with coughing and wheezing. Nearer to me I saw individuals along a forest path: kids hiding after an illegal crossing, then a loping gentleman with his pot-bellied sidekick, a wayfarer lost in the dark. They were close enough I could almost call to them, perhaps have a conversation.


I gave myself over, silently watching, until through the cityscapes and seascapes and details of life I sensed shades and shadows of something else, whatever lay beyond all that. Perhaps the land of the dead, or a zone of pure phantasms and confused delusions. But also—who knows—troubled destinies, trickery, forces that might cross over to affect us, that in our ignorance we’d attribute to ourselves, to luck or fate. If I looked long enough, I thought, I might discern or understand something, catch a glimpse of a hidden key.


Then through the pulse of frogs and insects I heard the crackle of dry leaves under a shoe. I turned and there was Miguel, his white shirt, sunglasses glinting beneath the brim of his cap.


¡Brak! he called. ¿Cómo estás?


He tipped his head back as he often did, peering out below his dark lenses. There was a hint of a smile on his face.


I rose to say hello, and we talked for a while about the day and the jungle. He asked if I’d heard any animals pass by. Then he went on with his rounds and I was alone again. I didn’t go back over to where I’d been looking down at the forest floor to check if the reflected world was still there. I’d seen it once, and that was enough. When I stilled myself now it was all around me.




WE’RE ALL DEAD


News of a flu-like virus reached me in Mexico City in January. In February, back in New York, I ran into an old friend, an emergency room doctor, and as we walked through the East Village he told me he was waiting for a civilization-altering pandemic to back up patients at the door of his emergency room.


We’d been through SARS, swine flu; this seemed worse, maybe, but civilization-altering? One could only hope.


It was a week before we were scheduled to fly to Peru.


I was meant to stop in Dallas for a book fair, but someone from an infected cruise ship left quarantine, headed straight to the mall, then tested positive. Now the virus might be all over town and everyone pulled out of the fair. I pushed back my departure but still had to fly through Dallas, which meant Eszter and I would travel down separately. She asked if I planned to bring a laptop. What if our return flights are delayed? But I thought no, it’s fine. I wouldn’t mind not seeing my computer for a week or two.


I checked in behind a pair of Italians asking how long the Milan airport was supposed to stay closed. But I flew off just fine, made my connection, and woke up to the endless Pacific and the cliffs of Lima as I landed the next morning. Eszter flew straight from New York and landed a couple hours later. She’d been on the same plane as Nafis, who gave me a big hug when she introduced us. We flew over the Andes to Tarapoto, where Akos and Szilvia were already waiting for us. The sweltering, selvatic air enveloped us right off the plane.


Eszter with her big eyes and delightfully tangled hair, always a hint of humor around her mouth. When I met her she’d been working as a dancer and choreographer, and though she’d studied neuroscience and become a therapist, she still had that strength and balance. We’d been living together for fifteen years, and before we moved from Istanbul to New York in 2011, in the presence of a Turkish judge dressed in what looked like a boxing robe, we’d exchanged rings.


By 2019 she’d had several miscarriages. We went through years of miscarriages. Chinese herbs, dietary restrictions, a specialist on the Upper East Side who sent us home with a bag of loaded syringes. A world of advice and admonishments and contradictory clinicians. Nothing worked. It threw me into fits of depression, but Eszter’s response was to get trained as a birth doula and start assisting women in labor.


Go right toward it, she thought, through the burning door.


We went to a clinic in Prague for IVF treatments, but no luck. We went back the next year to try once again, and when that didn’t work Eszter decided no more needles and transfers and fertility clinics. After ten years of struggle she resolved to stop.


We loved each other, and there was no one I trusted more, but it was tearing us apart. The finality of her decision was disorienting to me, vertigo-inducing, but after so much time its finality brought a kind of relief.


But birth and motherhood were key to Eszter’s sense of her own magic. To let all that go required a reimagining of who she was. In the recent years of loss and frustration both of us had gone to ayahuasca ceremonies downtown. The sudden popularization of psychedelics made me uncomfortable, but I’d been willing to try anything, and the medicine helped me, helped both of us, to jump out of our circuits.


After the last IVF transfer, when the pregnancy test came up negative, Eszter’s mind went to a wayward Hasid serving medicine in Bushwick who’d invited her to visit his teacher in Peru.


I need to have my mind boggled, she said.


She came down and spent ten days with Miguel, drinking ayahuasca and dieting on a plant called bobinsana. When she got back she was ecstatic.


Whatever happens, she said, you need to experience this.


I’d first heard of ayahuasca twenty years before from someone who’d successfully slowed cancer with it. Though recently I’d heard of camps for foreigners, tech workers finding spirit animals. I was resistant to, even derisive about shamanic tourism. But I sensed the desolation lift from Eszter, and in subsequent months her enthusiasm didn’t wane. She arranged this ten-day trip with Nafis, Akos, and Szilvia and suggested I join them.


I took stock of myself:


I’d spent my twenties as an itinerant journalist and NGO worker in the Balkans, and my adult life unrolled between contracts, grants, editing jobs, and books I was trying to write, always studying languages, struggling to understand and be understood, never being good enough to rest. I’d wandered to Berlin, Cairo, Mexico City, Istanbul, thinking I’d find a home. Instead I received a crash course in the ground-level effects of foreign policy, in neocolonialism and necrophilia. Now back in New York in my mid-forties, on the tail end of a graduate school fellowship as I finished my PhD, I was a mess of anxiety and insomnia and addictive tendencies. I had a book scheduled to come out in May and that meant the world to me, but I felt in terminal disarray.


Shamanic tourism be damned, I thought. Maybe I’d pull myself together. Maybe Eszter and I would see a way forward, whatever that might be.


A driver met us at the airport and we rolled through the small town in the back of a van. The reds and blues and oranges of the one-story buildings, the tight grid of streets thrumming with mototaxis, I’d never been to Peru before but I felt its kinship to Mexico, other places I’d been in Latin America. The van dropped us off in front of a hotel in the center of town, an overgrown patio surrounded by hammocks and bedrooms.


Szilvia and Akos were already checked in. They’d arrived early to catch their breath before we started. I’d met Szilvia once before but not her husband. Szilvia had been Eszter’s client, and there was something odd about meeting in these circumstances.


Eszter had earned her license as a mental health practitioner two years before. She’d worked under supervision in a Queens clinic for a while, but now she had her own practice. Among her first private clients was Szilvia, a molecular biologist from northern Serbia. Eszter was from Budapest, and though Szilvia grew up across the border she was ethnically Hungarian. She’d lived in New York for years, working at a lab on the Upper East Side; she spoke perfect English, but she was happy to find a therapist she could talk to in her mother tongue, that complex agglutinating language no one else understood.


During a session Szilvia brought up a desire to come to Peru, and Eszter was surprised at the coincidence—she hadn’t mentioned her recent experience. As a therapist she was conflicted. It might be improper to talk about, she thought, but she wanted to make sure Szilvia didn’t end up with someone unreliable. So she told Szilvia about Miguel, and they began to discuss it. They came to a conclusion neither had expected: they’d end their therapist-client relationship and travel to Peru together. Perhaps they’d discover new therapeutic possibilities.


We gathered for the first time in the hotel lobby with its rubber trees and ochre walls. Szilvia had clear pale skin and brown hair pulled straight back, a mole above her mouth. Her husband, Akos, was from Budapest—tall, tousled, with chiseled features and a calm but intense gaze. They’d recently married in a small civil ceremony and were scheduled to celebrate in Hungary in August. Szilvia wanted to make this trip together before they had kids, and Akos wanted that, too, but he had his own reasons. Having grown up in transition-era Hungary, now in his early thirties, he was among New York’s top creative directors, currently freelancing at an ad agency on Canal St. But he’d never reconciled himself to advertising. It was meant to be a step toward something else, filmmaking perhaps, where he could use his creativity for more than money. Right now he was up for a new job, he was at a turning point. It would be good to step away for a bit.


Eszter introduced them to Nafis, who’d been here last time she came. A New York City firefighter, this was the third time he’d come to see Miguel. After his last visit he’d suffered a burn on the job. Recuperating in his basement apartment in Canarsie he got it in mind to change his life. He’d come again and start to learn to administer plant medicine. Perhaps he could be an access point for the Black community, a coach, serve in some way.


We sat in low chairs in the lobby and before long Miguel appeared in his baseball cap and jeans, buttoned up shirt, glint of a gold tooth, eyes behind dark glasses. Eszter had explained that he had an infection in his right eye. It was nearly swollen shut. So he always wore dark glasses to cover it. The light bothered him.


Miguel in his dark glasses and cap was sturdy-looking, around fifty, direct but a little remote. He was accompanied by his nephew Luis, a handsome twenty-two-year-old a head taller than his uncle, who was training to continue the family tradition.


Miguel said they’d come pick us up at eight the next morning.


And Abuelita? Eszter asked.


Already up the mountain, Miguel assured.


After they left, we walked through the crowded city to a little botanica where we bought wads of coca leaves, bottles of Agua de Florida, bricks of rough jungle cigarettes called mapachos.


The next morning before turning off my phone I checked the news for the last time. The stock market was crashing. The Mexican peso was collapsing. A standoff between the Saudis and Russians had sunk the price of oil. Milan was quarantined. All of Italy might follow. There were cases among Orthodox Jews just north of the Bronx.


We jumped in mototaxis and drove out of town, up and down muddy roads to the foot of a mountain. We marched into the forest and the online world began to fade. We were among rocks and rivulets, clambering through rapids. We scrambled over boulders and tree roots and up steep inclines, past vast high cliffs, bulging insect nests, crowded lanes of marching ants.


I walked behind Nafis. In his early forties, bearded and bald, he hopped across the wet stones with strength and agility.


As we made our way through the thickening vines and clouds of bugs, Nafis began telling me about serving in Kuwait as a US Marine. He was the only Muslim among the Marines, so the Kuwaitis adopted him and fed him, gave him platters of lamb and syrupy sweets.


I was the only Marine who gained weight, he said.


We’d been climbing an hour and now we got to a hilltop shelter where Nelson and Humberto—porters Miguel hired to take our stuff up the mountain—had dropped their loads to rest. They carried our bags along with pots and pans, beans and rice, big cabbage heads and bunches of carrots, all of it stuffed in plastic sacks yanked tight with cotton straps they wore around their foreheads. They carried these loads, as big as men, supported by their neck and core muscles, while we walked with nothing but our water bottles. But now they’d dropped their burdens and collapsed on a large stone.


Nafis stood looking at Humberto, his smooth cheeks.


You’ve got the face of a baby, he said in English.


Humberto looked at me to translate.


Dice que tienes cara de niño, I said.


Babyface, Nafis repeated with a grin.


Nelson elbowed Humberto and everyone laughed. Miguel said something and they laughed again, but he said it in Quechua and I couldn’t understand. I’d never heard Quechua before and it was hard for me to even register its sound.


We passed around water bottles. Nafis and Eszter pulled out their bags of coca leaves and we all stuffed coca into our mouths with a dash of baking soda. The soda activated the bitter leaves, which I’d chewed a couple of times. The effect was mild but noticeable. The leaves gave us energy and lifted our spirits as we walked.


Nelson and Humberto placed the cotton straps back across their foreheads and got to their feet, bulging packs behind them.


We walked up the steep winding trail past termite mounds and swarms of ants. A wall of rock and mud oozed sparkling fresh water. We clutched knobs of wood on twisting trunks, all colors of moss. I felt the blanket of humidity as Nafis went on with his story.


There’d been one other Muslim Marine before me, he said, but that Marine went AWOL to visit Mecca. The other guys thought I was going to go AWOL, too. Then while I was deployed my father made the hajj. He was right there across the desert. I knew how much it meant to him and I thought about taking a Hummer and driving to Mecca to meet him. It’s what the others expected of me anyway.


Some of the Marines questioned his loyalty, he told me. They suspected he might not be looking forward to crossing into Iraq and gunning down other Muslims.


I’m happy I never had to face that, Nafis said. I was lucky to be a technician, repairing gear, far from combat.


We came to another river crossing and Nelson dropped his burden to help people through the rapids. Large and sturdy and strong jawed, he stood directly in the current and steadied us while we stepped gingerly from one boulder to the next.


Now the path grew steeper, and we no longer talked as we zigzagged uphill. It was hard work just to make progress, and the slope was slippery enough that a false move could be dangerous.


At one of the switchbacks the foliage opened and I could see out over the mountains, treetops descending quickly into the ravine. I was drenched in sweat and could feel my mind quiet. The buoyancy of the coca tapered off and now it was one step after another.


Four hours and fourteen crossings, we rounded a final switchback and were spit out from under the canopy into a clearing. A butter-green hillside of clover cut through with a winding path of heavy stones. A structure of weathered boards with a corrugated iron roof, a few benches in front. All of it encircled by verdant, mist-covered peaks. Black and yellow birds swooped and cawed above us. We’d arrived.


When the Spanish entered this part of Peru in the seventeenth century, the big regional city was Lamas, built on a hilltop in the Andean foothills, the way down to the Amazon basin. The Spanish seized the town’s upper areas, and everyone else was pushed down to a neighborhood called Wayku. Earthen houses with no windows, eventually wood and metal structures. A field for sport and festivals in the center. Close enough to walk up and trade with the Spanish but distinct, separate. Most of the families had a chacra, a place outside the city where they cultivated plantains and beans and hunted tapir and peccary. Miguel grew up in the center of Wayku. His grandfather’s chacra was an hour away, and often his grandfather spent more time in the chacra than in town. He was known for his ability to cure people of disease and infestations of witchcraft, and often neighbors were waiting around for their time to see him. Miguel as a child remembers one visitor after another lined up for their turn with Grandfather Pedro.


Miguel’s grandfather worked mostly as a tobaquero. He’d stuff a pipe or light a mapacho and submerge his visitors in smoke. He’d blow smoke on the crown of their heads, their palms and chest. He’d sing to them, and through the smoke and song he would cure them, disperse whatever miasma had encircled them. They came one after the other. Sometimes all day long. He also gave them macerations and infusions of different plants, but it was more smoke than anything else.


Abuelo Pedro’s sons learned from him and from other men in the family. His son Antonio learned to suck out disease and foreign forces in the body and to serve the visionary mix of ayahuasca vine and chacruna leaf. Antonio’s brother, also named Pedro, learned to work with tobacco like their father, but was interested in the whole range of plants. There were plants for strength—you couldn’t win contests at the winter festival in Lamas without them—and there were plants for infection, for laziness. But it was not enough to determine which plant was which. You had to show people how to take them, cultivate a relationship with them. And that you did through restraint and song.


The second Pedro—Miguel’s father—was not content to sit at the family chacra. This was the nineteen seventies. He strayed from Lamas looking for a wild place to hunt and accept visitors, a place to withdraw further from Wayku. Tarapoto was a much smaller town then, and Papá Pedro got to know a guy who lived in the valley of a swift river at the edge of town. He used to stay there when he was exploring, spending a few nights with his friend before roaming through the jungle. Walking farther and farther up, he eventually made it to the clearing atop the mountain where we were. It was known as Juliampampa after someone named Julián who’d long disappeared, who used to have his fields up there. There was a spring that provided fresh water, clean enough to cup with a leaf and drink without boiling. A perch where you felt lifted up, far from anyone else, a foothold in the world of mountains, animals, raw jungle.


Pedro brought his father up there and he took it in. It was a good spot. Miguel was a child but before long his father and grandfather brought him, too. A night in the valley outside Tarapoto then up, up, crossing the river fourteen times, zigzagging up the last steep stretch.


Over the years they cleared a few trees and built a shelter. Then cleared more trees and built a larger shelter. Papá Pedro and Abuelo Pedro, Miguel’s older brother Pedro, eventually the whole Tapullima family, little by little, came to spend days up here hunting ocelot and jaguar, all kinds of monkeys and little hopping mammals called añujes. They cleared a couple of places to plant beans, potatoes, plantains, and medicinal plants.


When someone from the community was ill they might come up, too, to ask Miguel’s father or grandfather for help. They put up a simple structure twenty minutes’ walk from the main shelter. It was canvas on metal frames, not more than a tent isolated in the jungle. If you wanted to explore or cure something deeper, you needed to spend time out there, alone, days and even weeks at a time.


In the early 2000s the Peruvian government expanded the national park system, and the Cordillera Escalera—the mountain range surrounding Juliampampa—was included in the expansion, deemed an ecological reserve. Because the Tapullimas already had their chacra up there, their right to continue to use the land was written into the deed of the reserve. They can’t develop it commercially, but they can use it, bring people, raise enough crops for the family. So four hours walk from town, up and down muddy slopes, you come to this clearing at the top of the mountain. You emerge from the mud and vines, the humid darkness beneath the canopy, into open sky and rushing wind, medicinal trees exploding into bloom. Clean water gushing from the spring. Macaws and monkeys calling in the distance. Hummingbirds everywhere.


I sat on the bench with Miguel surveying the area. He handed me a mapacho and we smoked in silence. Mountains off to the distance. Far below we could even see the city we’d left behind.


If it were closer to Tarapoto you’d have to deal with crooks and scroungers, Miguel said. Here it’s good.


We smoked our mapachos and looked out at the mountains and the valley.


The main shelter had a couple of rooms where the family slept but was called the comedor because that’s where everyone ate. There was a long table and place to hang hammocks in the open space. Shelves and some storage to one side, a simple kitchen to the other.


Humberto grabbed my bag and led me down a path. After five or ten minutes we came to a little hut beyond the main clearing where the jungle density began to encroach. A simple structure of wood and screen with an iron roof and an outhouse behind it. Inside I found a mosquito net over an old mattress on a wood-slat frame, a desk and a chair. There was a hammock strung in front.


When I strolled back to the comedor I found Eszter embracing an older woman, wiry with dark hair down to the small of her back.


Abuelita, Eszter said.


She turned her exquisitely lined face to meet me, her lively eyes, rapidly changing expression, constantly in a laugh. She grabbed my shoulders and I felt her sinewy strength.


I’d heard about Abuelita from Eszter. She was Shipiba from Pucallpa, several hours drive to the south, not Quechua-speaking like the Tapullimas. She was a curandera skilled in natural medicine, but she worked differently than Miguel did. They were a complementary pair. And with her banter and her grin she was irresistible. I knew she’d taken care of Eszter during a difficult moment last year. You could see in Abuelita’s smile and embrace that she loved Eszter.


Behind Abuelita, leaning over a wooden counter, was a young woman, perhaps a teenager, with sunny dimples and her hair in a braid, dressed in a soccer jersey and shorts: Luis’s sister Karen. She was going to cook for us—simple meals of beans and rice and raw vegetables. The next day we’d go off even salt, but now we had a big meal to recharge after the climb. The rich scent of roast chicken billowed off the grill. Nafis was vegetarian and sliced an avocado over his rice, but the rest of us had soon sucked meat off the bones.


An hour later, while we were relaxing at the height of the afternoon, there was movement up the path. A wiry Peruvian guy followed by a larger blonde woman. They collapsed in the comedor. The Peruvian knew Miguel and they went off to talk, leaving the white woman at the long table with us.


She was Austrian, she told me, from Graz. She’d met him in Mexico.


She motioned with her head, indicating that him meant the wiry Peruvian who’d brought her, who’d gone off to talk to Miguel.


They soon reappeared. Miguel said something to Nelson, who disappeared down the stone steps. Miguel approached the Austrian woman and we listened, trying to figure out what was going on.


The wiry Peruvian was named Andrés, but Miguel called him Mashti. He was an old friend of the family, back after several months away. He and the Austrian were planning to stay two or three days.


She said her name was Herta. She’d been carrying her own bag and made it halfway up the mountain before she ran out of strength. Nelson had gone down to get her stuff.


I who hadn’t carried my own stuff still found it in myself to look down on her.


Miguel and Mashti went off together. Eszter went with Abuelita somewhere, and Nafis, Akos, Szilvia, and I went to our huts, all scattered in different directions.


I lay in my hammock and smoked another mapacho, the thick black tobacco filling my throat and lungs. The pulse of the bugs receded as I thought of the fog of confusion I’d been living in, in New York, in Mexico City, struggling with writing, studying, teaching, struggling in my relationships, teetering at the edge of alcoholism. I wondered whether it had been the right decision to come here. Part of me found everything, including myself, ridiculous. Foreigners buying plane tickets, exchanging cash for indigenous cures, that legacy. I smoked again and slept fitfully, my body alert to the unfamiliar sounds, movement through the trees and vines.


We’d come for a ten-day diet. We’d stay alone in simple huts, meet only for meals of very basic food, and participate in several plant medicine ceremonies involving the vision-inducing brew of ayahuasca and chacruna. Also Miguel—in the style of his father and grandfather—would prescribe us plants to work with individually. He’d decide which plant that night, during the first ceremony, and tell us the next morning. For now, today, the diet started with a purge.


We met at the comedor but didn’t eat breakfast. Instead we went over to another building, a twelve-sided structure called a maloca, where we’d conduct ceremonies. Behind it were a couple of benches surrounded by a drop-off shored up with stone walls. Luis lay a cloth over a small table and set out two bottles of murky, dark-colored liquid and wooden cups.


Buenos días con todos, Miguel said.


He explained that one bottle contained boiled tobacco and the other an herb called rosasisa. These plants would make us puke, which would clean out our bodies and prepare us for the diet.


Nafis and Akos would take tobacco, he said. Eszter, Szilvia, Herta, and I would take rosasisa.


I tried not to be insulted.


He lit a mapacho, uncapped the bottles, and began to sing in a high, sweet voice, blowing tobacco smoke into the bottles.


He beckoned to Nafis and poured out a shot. Nafis knocked it back, and Miguel motioned him down to the benches, the stone drop-off, where Luis handed him a liter-sized pitcher of water and a plastic bucket.


Miguel explained we were to drink several pitchers full of water. Up to five liters, he said, until we had puked everything up.


Nafis began to drink and soon he was puking heroically off the stone drop-off, retching sounds echoing over the valley.


The rosasisa was bitter and the water was tepid. I took down two liters and began to feel awful, sick and weak. I squatted over the plastic bucket and gagged, waiting for the puke to come up. Luis handed me more water and I struggled to drink it. I felt pressure in my eyeballs, helpless. Eventually yes—the water and rosasisa came back up, splattering into the bucket.


Miguel came over and began to beat my back and head with a fistful of dry leaves. The blows were gentle but the sound was sharp, and he sang over the beat in the same plaintive way he’d sung to the bottles. I puked again, Luis handed me more water, and Miguel moved on.


Szilvia was having trouble and Abuelita came over and soon a piercing voice emerged from Abuelita’s chest, encircling us.


I was still squatting over my bucket, waiting for another pitcher of water to pour out of me. I wanted to puke out everything, all the junk of my being.


Abuelita was looking in my direction and saw the liquid splatter.


Dios te bendiga, she muttered, and left Szilvia to come near me.


She looked into my bucket then walked to Miguel, who came over.


How much water have you had?


Three or four liters, I said.


Okay, he said. That’s enough. Go get some rest.


I collapsed on the bench, still feeling sick, and I saw them talking as if concerned.


Abuelita says there was something red, Miguel said. Have you had an ulcer?


No, I said.


Okay, he said. It’s fine. Get some rest.


I staggered to the outhouse that was on the way to my hut, then made my way there and collapsed into the hammock.


What was wrong with me, I wondered. Was I beyond repair?


I lay there nauseous and aflood with self-pity, caught in webs of doubt. When I heard Luis blow into the conch shell—the indication we were to gather for lunch—I dragged myself down the path with effort. I sat with the others, who, it seemed to me, were happily exchanging war stories of their morning purge.


Eszter asked how I was doing.


If there’s a problem, she said, you’re in good hands here.


I was not comforted and after finishing a bland, saltless plate of food I returned to my hut, as if solitude might insulate me. I lay in the hammock, opened the notebook I’d brought, a gift from a friend in Mexico City who thought it was the stupidest thing in the world for me to come here.


You’ll end up even more confused, she said. God, now I have to see you as one of those gringos who goes around like an idiot, so superficial, not learning anything.


She was right. I felt ruined. I wrote nothing.


We gathered in the maloca at sunset. Its twelve sides formed a circle, with a door on one side and the roof angled up to a point. There were ten mats arranged against the wall, each covered in blankets printed with cartoon animals—a lion, a panda, a teddy bear with a bow tie, a galloping horse. A traditional textile was set out in the middle of the space, a kind of altar with four candles at the corners and objects in the middle: Buddhist statuettes, a plastic unicorn, several matryoshka dolls.


Miguel assigned us places. He would be on the mat opposite the entrance. To his left, Abuelita and Luis, and to his right, Eszter. Couples were meant to be separate so we could concentrate internally. That meant after Eszter was Szilvia, then me, then Akos, then a space for a guard. Tonight it would be Nelson. The other way after Luis would be Mashti, Herta, then Nafis. We settled onto our mats. Nafis had brought various percussion instruments, an mbira, several stones. He spent a while setting himself up.


Miguel lay on his back, resting. A carved branch painted to look like a snake hung above his head. Also a drum and several more bunches of dry leaves—these were ceremonial percussion instruments called shakapas. Luis brought bottles of tinctures—Agua de Florida, which I recognized from neighborhood botanicas in Harlem and Washington Heights, and others I didn’t know.


Miguel sat up.


Buenas noches con todos, he said.


He sat with his legs straight out in front of him and slightly apart, his plump belly slightly forward, hamstrings loose.


Tonight we’ll have the first ceremony, he explained in his idiosyncratic Spanish. We learned from our parents and grandparents. It’s a tradition in our family.


Here he gestured with his arms, showing turbulent forces moving around his chest and legs.


Ayahuasca means death-vine, he said. It connects us to the dead, to spirits. Sometimes it can be strong, but there’s no reason to be scared. We’re here. Me, Abuelita, Luis. And if you need to get up, to go out to the bathroom, Nelson will help.


Nelson nodded. Eszter translated everything to Nafis, Akos, Szilvia, and Herta. I’d always loved Eszter’s low, rich voice with its hint of a rasp.


Tonight we will drink ayahuasca-chacruna, Miguel said. We cooked it here in Juliampampa last week. It’s good medicine. We take it to learn, but also to clean our bodies. It takes away what doesn’t belong to us.


He picked up a 1.5-liter bottle that might have contained Coca-Cola but now contained something the same color but more viscous. He upended it a few times so the liquid sloshed around.


Any questions?


Mashti spoke now in Spanish:


I’d like to welcome everyone to Juliampampa, my spiritual home. I trained here, and Miguel’s father Pedro gave me the nickname Mashti, which means fulano, as in whoever, which I wear proudly. And I’ll say one thing—tonight is the last moment you can use your mind. After tonight, the spirits take over.


Eszter translated and we sat in silence for a moment. I thought about what Mashti said. What happened when we could no longer use our minds? Would we end up hypnotized like Herta?


Miguel lit a mapacho and asked permission from the spirits of the jungle, plants and animals, curanderos of the past. He opened the bottle of medicine, blew smoke into it, and began to sing. Again his high, plaintive voice. He screwed the cap back on and sloshed the bottle a few times, as if mixing smoke into the liquid, then opened it back up.


¡Esztercita!


She sat in front of him. Miguel filled a small wooden cup, which she held for a second, then knocked back.


Gracias, she said.


One by one we followed. The medicine was thick and bitter, but with an herbal flavor verging on sweetness. It reminded me of wormwood-infused booze from Hungary or the Balkans.


When everyone had been served, Luis went around with a mapacho and blew smoke on each of us, then Nelson doused the candles and we were in near perfect darkness.


It was hard to say how much time passed, but we were still in silence when the medicine started to take effect. I felt a tingling in my skin, carbonation all over. In the darkened maloca I saw colors, strings of lights, geometrical patterns—an Uzbek mosque patterned in iridescent thread. It was like a scrim between me and the world.


Miguel began to sing, and his plaintive voice now carried a stronger undercurrent. He kept a constant beat with one of the shakapas. The patterns responded to his voice and the sensations in my body grew. My afternoon of self-pity and ruination now resolved into grief.


I lay back on the mat and the voice changed. My mind adrift, it took a while to realize it was Luis singing now, the persistent beat of his shakapa gentler, like paper brushing a cheek. His tone was searching, a twisting melody echoing softly off the iron roof. Then from a momentary silence rose the piercing, almost intolerable tone of Abuelita. Why would anyone make that sound? She did not use a shakapa but sang out long high arhythmic lines without accompaniment. Finally a pattern formed and when the pulse entered her voice it was like a pressure drop. The air’s ionization altered.


I drank from the stainless-steel water bottle I’d brought with me and the water softened and distributed the medicinal sensations. Miguel, Abuelita, and Luis took turns singing. Miguel asked Mashti to sing, too, and he sang in Spanish. Platitudes about curing and spirit and nature.


I guess you can sing whatever you want, I thought.


When Miguel took back the reins I felt secure and my wandering mind roamed freely through sounds and sensations. I knew the medicine can make you sick, but I didn’t feel that. My body felt fine, and as the hours passed I felt better and better.


Eventually I got up to step outside. I switched on my headlamp with its red light. A little wobbly on my feet, I made my way to the door. Outside the scrim of lights was still there, now intermingling with the night sky and the stars, the swaying of branches. I stepped down the rocky path to the benches where we’d puked earlier. I lay down and watched the wind through the branches.


I’m fucked, I thought. I’m blind.


Blood coming out of my stomach. My failures and bad habits were as familiar to me as breathing. The medicine pulsed in my body but my mind was clear and sober.


The next morning we were back in the maloca. Plastic soda bottles labeled with masking tape and sharpie crowded together near the altar.


Miguel began speaking:


Eszter and Brad will take nina caspi, because they want to have a child.


I heard Eszter’s warm voice speaking softly, and I wondered what she would say. She was across the room, but I could hear her saying that no, we weren’t actually trying to have a child anymore. Her directness caused a painful churn in my intestines.


Miguel stopped to think.


Eszter will still take nina caspi, he said. It’s good for the body. It heats you up, gives you force.


Luis grabbed one of the bottles from near the altar and placed it in front of her.


Szilvia will drink ajo sacha, Miguel said. Jungle garlic. Ajo sacha calms the mind.


I would drink nina caspi, too. It brings fire.


Akos would drink bobinsana, and so would Herta.


Bobinsana, Miguel said, is a beautiful plant.


Nafis would drink chuchuwasha, for strength.


Any questions?


I said I was concerned about drinking nina caspi if it brought fire.


I have a lot of fire, I said. So much it sometimes confuses me.


Miguel thought for a second.


In that case, Brad—from the beginning he pronounced it Brak—I’m going to give you bobinsana, too.


Nafis asked what happened and I translated.


Interesting, Nafis said.


Miguel sat in front of us one at a time, poured a cupful, blew smoke on it and sang to it before handing it to us.


Szilvia, immediately, grabbed a plastic bucket and puked.


You might feel dizzy, Miguel said. Just rest here, or you can go back to your hut. We’ll have breakfast in an hour.


I drank down my cup of bobinsana—a bitter reddish liquid—and felt zonked. I’d hardly slept the night before and now lay in a blear on my mat.


This is bobinsana, Miguel said, pointing to several short trees in front of the comedor.


Broad, not as tall as me but twice as wide as my armspan, with dark, barky trunks as thick as a leg and main branches as thick as a forearm, then dividing into smaller branches with waxy, forest green leaves.


We brought these up and planted them, Miguel said. For medicine we use cuttings from trees along the Rio Mayo. They grow there wild, right along the river. Bobinsana is a water plant. She lives in the water. She can grow high even at the edge of the river, where the current is fast. It’s about rooting. Bobinsana has good sensitive roots. Whoever drinks bobinsana has that power.


I walked over and looked at the tree. Its branches were covered with magenta globules that here and there exploded into fireworks of white and pink thread.


This is the first one we planted, Miguel said, pointing to a tree right in front of the kitchen. Fifteen years ago.


It was surrounded by mossy rocks and pecked by chickens, its trunk and branches dark except where covered with lichens.


We want the tree to be at least five years old, Miguel said. We peel the trunk and for each person we cook five or six kilos of bark in twenty liters of water. Dieting on bobinsana is like washing yourself from head to toe. Bobinsana cures you. Her emotion cures you. She has beautiful songs. Her mother is the mermaid, a siren. If bobinsana loves you—


He broke off in laughter.


And what about ayahuasca? I asked.


Ayahuasca is a base, he said. It’s like a parent and ayahuasca is a child. Ayahuasca enters the body and sees everything with the help of bobinsana. Bobinsana opens the mind and sensitivities and brings visions. You can see the mermaid, love affairs that might come. Ayahuasca does the work.


It’s female? I asked.


It can be male or female, he said, or it can be both. It can be whichever it chooses. Bobinsana is good for everyone. Whoever wants to cure their heart, their body.


As Karen prepared lunch, Abuelita spread out blankets and covered them with crafts. There were textiles, some embroidered with elaborate patterns, embroidered shirts and trousers and dresses.


Herta grabbed something and went off to try it on. Nafis was interested in an embroidered shirt.


That’s ayahuasca, Abuelita said. Its icaro.


I knew the word icaro referred to curanderos’ songs, but Abuelita said it also meant these patterns.


And looking again I could see the patterns were similar to what I’d seen when the medicine hit me, geometrical webs of filaments. I’d taken them for patterns off a mosque because that’s what I was familiar with. But these patterns were not iterated from compass points like that. They were nodes and shapes repeated with subtle asymmetries that made the patterns start to swim. The traditional design around here, what Abuelita had rendered, was that scrim that lay over everything when the medicine hit.


I can make you one, she said. Bring me a shirt and I’ll embroider it.


Herta appeared in a knee-length white dress covered in embroidered patterns. She did a spin in front of the comedor, very pleased.


Karen called us to eat. Herta changed back and sat across from me, squeezing in between Akos and Eszter.


Can I have olive oil? she asked Karen.


Karen said something to Luis, who came over to check on her.


The website mentioned olive oil, she said.


Luis apologized. There was no olive oil.


What website? I asked. Miguel has a website?


His, she indicated Mashti.


Mashti was on the phone with someone discussing a camera. Someone was supposed to bring a camera. Mashti had an intensity of focus I didn’t understand. Herta, meanwhile, seemed to take up an inordinate amount of space. I wanted to talk to Nafis, to Szilvia, to Luis, but wherever I turned it was her, and she in turn kept one eye on Mashti.


You met in Mexico? I asked.


Yes, well, the last time.


What do you mean?


I mean I realized, she said, that we’d met many times before. In other lives.


It turned out she’d been in Tulum and gone to a ceremony that Mashti was officiating. He was a curandero in his own right, she said—very powerful—and during her vision she’d seen his face and understood they’d known each other for centuries. Afterward she’d spoken to him. She owns a piece of land in Paraguay—It’s very easy to get land there—and she wanted him to come with her, to hold ceremonies in Paraguay. But first they were going to Europe. She would help. But before anything they had to come to Peru. He needed more medicine.


This is where he cooks his medicine, she said. We’ll make a video here for publicity when we go to Europe. And when Miguel is away we will do ceremonies here, she said.


Miguel is going away?


Yes, she said. To Lima, for three months, for his eye.


Clearly she knew more than I did.


After lunch we went for a walk. Miguel wanted to show us around. We went up behind the comedor where the foliage thickened. He showed us an ajo sacha vine with its broad leaves growing two feet off the ground. He snapped a leaf and handed it around. It smelled distinctly of garlic. Nearby was a nina caspi tree, higher and narrower than bobinsana, with bright orange bean-like pods. There was another tree called uchu sanango.


Strong medicine, Miguel said. Buenazo.


And another tree, a shrub with white and lilac flowers on it.


Chiric sanango, Miguel said. Also very strong. Nafis dieted on it.


I was drunk the whole time, Nafis said, and imitated himself staggering, blind.


Eventually I would get to know all these plants. I’d be tranquilized by ajo sacha and flattened by chiric sanango. So many plants. But those first days, listening to Miguel, these were just sounds—bobinsana, uchu sanango. I followed in a daze, curious but very much at a distance.


We walked further up the hill and there was a tree wrapped in a vine the color of wet paper.


Ayahuasca, Miguel said. You can see its spiral.


Each of us reached out to touch the vine.


It looks like DNA, Szilvia said.


Miguel showed us the big plastic water tank where they gathered water from a spring further up the mountain. And we followed its pipe down past the comedor, along another stone path to the shower, where the pipe emptied onto a hollowed out palm trunk, the water running down its length like a gutter and splashing onto a small platform of stones.


We passed the shower and walked up a hill of mud and roots to a place where the path split in two.


Here it’s virgin, Miguel said.


We followed a curving path, surrounded by thicknesses of trees and vines. Everything hummed with insects. There was a large and mossy boulder taller than me and twice as wide. Rounding the edge of the boulder we came into a small clearing dominated by an enormous, vine-covered tree.


Yanchamita! Miguel called to it, went up and lay his hand on the bark.


It looked ancient, extravagant, a universe of trunks and vines rising high above us creating a shaded clearing, protected by the canopy. Twenty feet back was another hut, just like the ones we were staying in. I walked to it and sat down on the step, looking up at the tree. I could hear Mashti talking to Herta:


This is where you come to be with the spirits high up in the trees.


She looked up at the spreading branches.


Really, she said, wide-eyed.


We continued down a dense path to an area where Miguel said they were trying to create a fish pond. Alongside the site of the future fishpond was another tall tree encircled in a thick, aged-looking vine.


Another ayahuasca vine, Miguel said.


Now I could see it was similar to the one we’d seen above the comedor, but larger, older.


This is the oldest one here, Miguel said.


He led us back into the thickness of the jungle and into another clearing. There was a small orchard of plantains up a hillside. We gathered at the summit, able to see distances here because the plantain trees didn’t obscure everything like the wild trees of the virgin jungle. We took in the expanse of verdant mountains in all directions, snaking valleys, clouds gathering at the peaks, blue sky between them. Not a house or any sign of human activity except us.


I heard the conch shell call and appeared at the comedor as instructed. It was breakfast time, which meant another plate of saltless beans and rice or peas and bulgur, or soggy quinoa with a pile of shredded lettuce and carrots and a few slices of cucumber. Karen was still warming things up.


Amigo Brad!


She smiled and her dimples lit up the morning.


Mashti walked up from down the hill and for the first time we fell into conversation. His Spanish was clipped and rapid, but unlike Miguel he was easy to understand. He was a different generation—closer in age to Luis than Miguel, maybe thirty years old. There was a clarity in his expression, but his energy was distracted, agitated. He averted his gaze as he spoke to me, punctuating his talk with eye contact. He told me he was from Tarapoto. He’d worked for Miguel’s dad.


You didn’t meet Pedro? he asked.


I’d just arrived, I said.


A great curandero, I assisted him, then about a year ago, I grew wings.


He’d been to Mexico and before that he’d been giving ceremonies in Europe.


I use strong ayahuasca, Mashti said. Not like what they have here. I don’t have time to take the Europeans through a ten-day diet. I have to hit them hard.


I asked about Tulum and he shrugged. He wasn’t impressed with Tulum. 


And now?


This is where I always cook my ayahuasca. But some of it spilled last night. I don’t know how that happened. Half my ayahuasca is gone.


He threw up his hands in exasperation.


Szilvia and Akos appeared and sat at the long table. Karen began to serve our plates of saltless food. Miguel emerged from his room at the end of the comedor.


Wawki! Mashti called and went off to talk to him.


I’d had three cups of bobinsana by then, but that night we had another ceremony, so we wouldn’t drink our assigned plants. No dinner either. After lunch we returned to our huts and only gathered again around sunset.


I sat by the benches where we’d puked. Luis came by and sat next to me, and we watched the sky change colors over Tarapoto. There was a huge tree in front of us, and a similar tree down the stone path toward the outhouse. Luis said they were ojé trees.


Ojés like to grow near the maloca, he said.


Darkness settled and we took our places inside and waited. Nafis set up his many percussion instruments and stones, Eszter took her place to the right of Miguel, who lay on his back under the carved snake. Herta wore the white embroidered dress she’d bought from Abuelita, and Mashti appeared in a shimmering, floor-length robe. He carried a camera and sat next to Herta, showing her how to operate it. Then he crouched by Miguel and spoke to him. Miguel handed him a headdress with a few feathers sticking up in front and Mashti returned to his place.


Miguel opened the ceremony and told us tonight we’d be drinking ayahuasca cielo, a different brew than we’d had last time.


It can be strong, he said.


He also pointed out we were on our second day of our plant diet, and those plants would be entering deeper into our bodies.


Any questions?


I remembered Mashti’s comment about the spirits taking over, our minds no longer guiding us.


Miguel called us up one by one to sit in front of him. When it was Mashti’s turn, he placed the feathered crown on his head and as Herta filmed, he made a small performance, holding his cup of medicine close to his chest before he drank it down.


Nelson blew out the candles and darkness was complete—sounds of the night, pulsing bugs and rising wind outside. Eventually I heard Miguel start to blow air through his lips, whistle, eventually shake his shakapa and sing. When Luis took over it seemed he sat for a long time just shaking his shakapa, and the touch of the leaves was like gentle fingertips.


It took longer for the tingling to begin. Anticipatory tension gave way slowly to other sensations, and when the visions came they were of tendons and organs, blood and phlegm and bile, synapses and nerve endings, cell walls and mitochondria. It was as if I’d zoomed in on the filamental patterns of the previous night, the asymmetries in Abuelita’s embroidery, and now I could see up close that the filaments were living matter, pulsing and in flux.


I felt bobinsana wake up in me, or imagined I did: a young plant adrift in the swift river of my thoughts, vigilant for where to root down and withstand the shifting currents. The idea alarmed me. What if it attached to the first notion or person that came to mind? I’d be trapped, locked to whatever the plant had rooted into. But no, the effect might be to understand the impulse, to feel the need to root down. What’s the most stable thing here? If you were to clutch onto something for dear life, what would it be?
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