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FOREWORD


By Dani Shapiro


A friend of mine sent a note recently, letting me know about the declining health of a mutual friend of ours in Los Angeles. Days later, she wrote to tell me that he had died. He was ninety. There was so much shock in her response to losing this person who had lived a long, full life. Reading her email, I realized that over the years, my view of impermanence—of life and death—has changed dramatically.


My first experience with profound loss was the death of my father in a car accident. I was twenty-three and he was in his early sixties. He left behind unfinished business, including a life insurance policy he hadn’t gotten around to signing. That kind of thing, together with the sudden and violent way I lost him, brought home to me the ephemerality of life. And what exactly is “finished business,” anyway?


I found myself thinking a great deal about how my father had lived. He walked around with a lot of alarm, a sense of imminent danger, of impending doom, that didn’t allow him to truly be in the present. He lived in a place of fear, and then his fears came true. I didn’t want to live like that. I wanted to be able to hold the knowledge that we cannot predict or prevent danger, that we have no idea on any given day what’s around the corner. I also wanted for that knowledge not to crush me.


But in my twenties and into my early thirties, I found myself living in a state much like my father’s; I was afraid. I fell in love and got married and became a mother. All good things. But my son had a rare disease as a baby and one of my first thoughts was that I’d let my guard down. As if my guard would have made any difference! I felt like I hadn’t girded myself against my son’s illness, in the same way I hadn’t girded myself against my dad’s death, which had come at me like a fist through a veil.


My son miraculously recovered, and now he’s a thriving and healthy twenty-five-year-old man. But the knowledge that it could have been otherwise has stayed with me ever since. That’s where my tender opening began, this feeling of it could have been otherwise and, at some point, will be otherwise, for all of us.


Otherwise came for my mother when she was eighty and died of lung cancer. As the end approached, she told me, “I was just getting my life together.” I found it so heartbreaking that she felt that way. After her death, I was cleaning out her apartment and discovered that her closets were filled with blank notebooks. She would go out and buy notebooks, with all these intentions about what she was going to write in them. What would she have done differently if she’d reckoned with the reality that her time could be up at any moment? She died profoundly unhappy, and that also had a huge impact on me and my sense of time—how little we have, how uncertain we are about how to spend it, cherish it, and even relinquish it.


A little over a decade after I lost my mother, I learned from a recreational DNA test that my beloved dad had not been my biological father. Impermanence. Loss. Gain. No idea on any given day what’s around the corner. But in a way, I’d always known this about my dad. I’d spent years writing about families and the corrosive power of secrets, digging for something that I somehow knew but kept secret from myself. We keep secrets from ourselves because we feel like if we don’t, we’re not going to be able to walk down the street and go to the grocery store and go to the movies and love our people. But as shocking and destabilizing as it was to find out about my father, it also liberated me.


I wrote about this discovery and experience in my own book, Inheritance. (Sounds a whole lot like Impermanence, I realize now.) The book reached a lot of readers, and its publication marked a wonderful moment in my career. But during this same time—because time is an impartial player—my husband was diagnosed with a serious cancer.


Thus began the greatest lesson I’ve learned so far in holding cognitive dissonance: the presence of both death and vibrant aliveness. The worst moment in my life, the terror that I was going to lose my husband, existed together with the thrilling thing that was happening with my tenth book, that had never happened to me before and likely would never happen again. I took care of my husband, and I also went out in the world to promote my memoir. I tried to find a balance, not in the usual way we talk about balance—it’s a myth that we can have everything balanced—but in the sense that wherever I was, I was there fully.


My husband was cured after a long and arduous ordeal, and that was another miracle.


I recently learned that I had a rare and small cancer in my eye. It was caught early, so I’m pretty confident that this is not going to be the thing that gets me. Still, the way I walk through the world is changing as I gradually lose vision in my right eye. This, a certain, definitive loss. So where is the gain? And what’s around the corner? Presented with this paradigm yet again, I realize my job as a human is to live in that place of, “What am I learning? How can I make meaning of this? How can I grow from this and share it?”


If I thought of the difficult things that have happened to me as fate, I would despair, but I experience them as karma, as action, in the sense that as I’ve moved through them, I’ve learned and changed.


I feel like I’m living well. I’m finding meaning and happiness. In the miracles and the fear. I have been thrust into an acute awareness of the preciousness of life. It is precarious, too—this big, rich human experience. It is scary. It is beautiful. Fleeting and fulfilling and so very full. I feel a deep consciousness of mortality, of aging, of what it is to be in a human body. Most of all, I feel at peace. It’s a profound pleasure to think, “I’m going to love this day, this moment.”


I live in New England, and there’s snow on the fields outside right now. As the light comes streaming in, I quietly observe and appreciate. I’m experiencing an evolving communion with nature, with the world, with my loved ones, and myself. It will all be gone soon, and yet. And yet. This moment. The deeper I go inside of it, the more I am free to roam in bardo and absorb the wisdom that Ann Tashi Slater shares with us in this gorgeous book.


Exploring joy and grief, love and loss, through the lens of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, our literary and cultural landscape, her Tibetan family history, and her own experiences of bardo, Slater brings us to a profound understanding of the things that matter most to us. How can we become more accepting of change? How can we live with empathy, attention, and kindness amid the beauty and sorrow of this ephemeral world? Knowing we may or may not have tomorrow, how can we embrace life fully now? These are the questions that Slater asks and so beautifully answers in Traveling in Bardo, guiding us on our journey in the bardo from birth to death and showing us how to live in this impermanent world.















PROLOGUE


Stars glitter over twenty-eight-thousand-foot Mount Kanchenjunga and a coal fire burns in the grate as my grandmother and I chat in her cozy living room decorated with Tibetan carpets, thangka scroll paintings of the Buddha’s life, and old family photographs. The odor of incense wafts from the prayer room down the hall, and outside, my grandmother’s Lhasa Apsos bark at people real and imagined passing in the lane. The train whistles—one long, two short—as it pulls into Darjeeling Station down near the marketplace.


I’ve just graduated from college and flown around the world from San Francisco to keep my recently widowed grandmother company. Not wanting to waste a minute of our time together, she invites family friends for meals, takes me for joyrides in her olive-green Ambassador, and regales me with stories of Tibet, turn-of-the-century Darjeeling, my mother’s girlhood, and our ancestors.


Over the years, I’ll return often to continue our conversations. Many of my grandmother’s stories are about her father, and one in particular will plant the seed for this book: Just after World War I, my great-grandfather helped bring The Tibetan Book of the Dead to the West, the first English translation of the eighth-century Bardo Thödol. In Tibetan Buddhism, bardo refers to a between-state, or period of transition. The Bardo Thödol was written to help the dead navigate the bardo between death and rebirth, and to guide us, the living, on our journey through the bardo between birth and death.


During over forty years of writing and speaking about my family history and Buddhism, I’ve come to see how Tibetan bardo wisdom on the fleeting nature of existence can transform the way we live. By showing us how to become more accepting of the uncertainty, transitions, and endings we all must face sooner or later, the bardo teachings free us to live more fully, embracing life in all its sorrow and joy.


I dreamed once that I was being blessed by a Tibetan lama. He said, “You can tell the story coming down through the generations.” I took this to mean my personal story and the story of my family, but as I’ve learned about The Tibetan Book of the Dead and bardo, I’ve come to see that it’s also our collective story: what it means to live well, for us as individuals and as part of a family, a community, and a global society.


Traveling in Bardo: The Art of Living in an Impermanent World is not intended as an exhaustive account or explanation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, but rather as a consideration of how the bardo teachings can help us live happier lives. I’ll draw on my girlhood in America and many years in Tokyo, as well as time spent in Darjeeling and my decades of research on Buddhism, to explore how the words of this ancient manual can benefit us today. My book begins with my grandmother’s traditional funeral, one of the last that will ever be held, followed by a look at the origins of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, my family connection to it, and the enduring fascination with bardo. Together, we’ll then explore bardo principles like acceptance, interdependence, and impermanence in relation to friendship and marriage, children and parents, and work and creativity.


Life brings change, whether it’s a new stage, such as becoming a parent or moving to another city, or the loss of someone we love, growing old, or our own death. This book is about how we can find deeper meaning and fresh direction in a world where transitions are not only inevitable but can come at any moment. As my grandmother liked to say, “Happiness is there for everyone, if only we will realize it.” I hope my book will open new perspectives for you on how to find happiness in our impermanent world.
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O nobly-born…, the time hath now come for thee to seek the Path in reality.


—The Tibetan Book of the Dead

















On a winter afternoon in 2004, I landed at a tiny airport north of Calcutta and began the sad journey into the Himalayas for my grandmother’s funeral. The taxi driver sped up the winding road that I’d first traveled over forty years earlier on my mother’s lap, when I was a small girl and visiting Darjeeling with my parents. Now I gazed out at the familiar tea gardens and villages, the dense forests of bamboo and palms and wild orchids. Soon the car was enveloped in swirling mist, all coming and going as in dreamtime: a wizened man standing outside a cottage holding a sickle, monkeys scampering by the roadside, prayer flags fluttering over a gorge, four lamas walking single file down a dirt path, their robes vermilion in the gloom.


I reached Darjeeling at twilight, as the snowy peaks of Mount Kanchenjunga were vanishing into the blue like great ships setting sail. Along the road, shoppers thronged the market stalls, buying live chickens, vegetables, spices, snacks, and sundries. A barefoot boy hawked bracelets, crying out in a high, singsong voice. As we passed the railway station and made the hairpin turn into my grandmother’s lane, I felt afraid, because for the first time, my grandmother wouldn’t be waiting for me at the door to her little house. When I had come to see her over the years, I’d always arrived late in the day, and she was ready with cucumber sandwiches and freshly brewed Darjeeling tea. But now, instead, there would be tea for the people streaming in to pay their respects.


I started up the polished wooden stairs to the second floor, the same stairs my mother used to take two at a time after school, hungry for the momo dumplings and fried flour jalebis my grandmother would put out in the dining room; the stairs that my mother carried me up when I was a little girl; that I climbed when I lived with my grandmother after college and that my own children bounded up when we came for visits. The same stairs my grandmother’s body would be brought down in a few days, when the death ceremonies were finished and she left her house for the very last time.


My mother had already arrived from her home in California and was on the landing greeting condolence callers.


“She was the grand old lady of Darjeeling,” people were saying. “A legend.”


“No one will replace her.”


“It’s the end of an era.”


I walked with my mother along the hall to the altar room, where the prayers for my grandmother were underway. In the glow of butter lamps burning on the old altar carved with the Tibetan lucky symbols, five red-robed lamas sat next to my grandmother’s body, which lay on cushions under a mound of white khada blessing scarves. In low, incantatory voices, the lamas were reading from The Tibetan Book of the Dead, encouraging my grandmother to move forward without fear in the bardo between death and rebirth.


“Would you like to see your grandmother?” my mother asked in a matter-of-fact voice. Raised as a Buddhist and trained as a physician, she had a pragmatic attitude toward death. She used to tell me and my siblings hair-raising stories about the cadavers she dissected in medical school, or, if she’d been working that day in the ER, about someone impaled on a piece of farm equipment or paralyzed in a motorcycle crash. But not only was I nervous about being so close to a dead body, it also seemed that if I didn’t look, I wouldn’t have to acknowledge that my grandmother was gone. When my mother called me at my home in Tokyo to say that her mother had died, I was stunned, though I shouldn’t have been. Born in 1905, my grandmother was almost a hundred years old—How long did I think she was going to live? Still, it happened so suddenly. Returning from a trip to see friends in the south of India, she felt her body start to wind down, and soon her kidneys began to fail.


“I’m not sure I can look at her body,” I told my mother, but she was already pulling back the khada scarves. My grandmother’s thin hair lay in wisps around her forehead and her eye sockets were dark purple. I touched her sunken cheeks; her skin felt soft and cold. She was wearing only a thin flannel nightgown—Did she need a blanket?


I gazed for long moments, certain I’d detect a trace of her, a sign that even a small part of her was still alive. But a terrible sorrow took hold of me as I realized I was only looking at a body, a vessel that had once held my grandmother.


As if hearing my thoughts, my mother told me that when my grandmother died at 1:16 that morning, the lamas were summoned to conduct phowa, a ceremony to transfer the consciousness from the body. It was possible that my grandmother could reach enlightenment through phowa, in which case she would not travel through bardo, but, just to be safe, the prayers from The Tibetan Book of the Dead were being read to help her navigate the after-death journey.


With aunts, uncles, cousins, and other relations, my mother and I listened to the prayers. In the doorway at the back of the altar room that led to the kitchen, the household staff stood watching, bringing hot water for the lamas to drink during breaks. “Instead of tea,” one of the cousins said, “because the lamas are getting health-conscious.” The sound of hammering came from outside in the driveway, where some men were building a coffin. In the study next to the altar room, the tsipa astrologer lama was casting the death horoscope by consulting the texts he’d laid out on the teak desk where my grandmother used to write in her diary and my grandfather had composed letters to my mother on his Hermes Baby typewriter after she left for America.


The horoscope indicated that the cremation should take place in two days: Friday, December 3, at 9 a.m. “How about Saturday or Sunday?” my mother asked, hoping to give relatives who lived far away time to arrive. The tsipa shook his head. Saturday was never an auspicious day for a funeral, and if it was held on Sunday, nine members of the family would die.


Around seven o’clock that evening, my mother and I left for the Windamere, my grandparents’ Raj-era hotel. The car bumped past the three-story house in the bazaar, where at the turn of the century my grandmother had read Jane Austen by candlelight; up past the colonial-style Planters Club, established for local tea planters in the 1800s; past blue-domed Government House, once the British governor of Bengal’s summer residence; and then to the stone and stucco buildings of the Windamere at the top of town, overlooking Chowrasta, the main square. Farther up, on Observatory Hill, tall cryptomeria trees were silhouetted in the darkening evening, and down in the valleys, lights winked on like reflections of the planets and stars appearing in the sky.


We ate fish curry, okra masala, and English trifle in the hotel’s candlelit dining room, 1920s London jazz playing low and the tables filled with guests from India and around the world. After dinner, my mother adjourned to the bar for a nightcap with her cousins and I went to bed. As I lay under the wool blankets, listening to dogs bark back and forth in the valleys, I imagined my grandmother setting off in bardo in her black poodle bouclé coat, her headscarf knotted under her chin. She had her usual determined, optimistic expression, and her short, solid figure rocked side to side in the gait I knew well. I saw her going forth in the same fearless way that in 1924, when she was nineteen, she left Darjeeling for Tibet on her pony Graylock (“He ambled so nicely on the precipices”) to join her father in Lhasa, an expedition of hundreds of miles over snowy passes as high as fifteen thousand feet.


Crossing the Tibetan Plateau, my grandmother came upon great caravans miles long, and the muleteers offered her slices of raw yak meat. She encountered French explorer and Buddhist Alexandra David-Néel, the first Western woman to reach Lhasa, traveling down to India. Now, in bardo, perhaps my grandmother was breaking her journey at a dak bungalow, just as she did on the way to Lhasa. (Dak bungalows, rest houses built by the British, were found in the most far-flung places—surely one existed in the afterworld.) If only I could go to wherever she was on her bardo journey and bring her back. But even if it were possible to discover her whereabouts, it wouldn’t matter, because she’d know that, just as she’d always told me when people died, the time had come to give up her old body and think about finding a new one.
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In the morning, my mother and I returned to my grandmother’s house, where the lamas were continuing with the prayers. Friends and relatives crowded into the altar room, arriving from Kalimpong, Sikkim, and Calcutta. They offered incense and khada scarves, talked with my mother, and explained things to me, the American granddaughter.


“These lamas are doing the prayers nicely, but the lamas who skip pages end up crushed in one of the hells by a very heavy prayer book big as Kanchenjunga.”


“Your grandmother was born in the year of the serpent, so now her body looks to her like a dead serpent.”


“Your grandmother can easily hear, even better than when she was alive.”


The lamas’ chanting rose and fell steadily, punctuated by bursts of cymbals and bells, horns and drums. I liked the idea that my grandmother could hear the prayers that she would have heard often during her long life. Maybe the first time was in Darjeeling in 1911, when she was six and her mother collapsed and died while bowing to a high lama who had come to the house to conduct a ceremony. The next time might have been when one of her older brothers was struck down by double pneumonia, and then when another brother succumbed to meningitis. She would have heard the bardo prayers in the altar rooms of old Tibetan homes in the 1920s, when she was in Lhasa. She heard the same prayers when her father died in 1936, and perhaps years later at funerals for friends who were killed after the Chinese took over Tibet in the 1950s, “dragged round and round,” she told me, “and put in the black cellar as punishment, whipped to death.” She heard the prayers when my grandfather died in 1980 and she sat next to his body just as we were now sitting next to hers.


In the flickering light of the butter lamps, I gazed at the room I knew so well. Next to the altar hung the black-and-white photos of deceased relatives: my grandfather, an aunt, an uncle. On the far wall was a thangka scroll painting of the Tibetan Buddhist master and yogi Milarepa; clad in white cotton, he held a hand to his ear, symbolizing the insight we can gain through listening. A string of letters spelling out “HA PY NEW YEAR” (the first P had been missing for as long as I could remember) was tied to the bottom, with a paper cutout of Donald Duck swinging from the middle.


In this room, generations of our family had prayed. It was here that my grandmother had taught my mother the prayers she learned from her father. This was where my grandmother brought me and my children at the end of our visits from Tokyo, touched our foreheads to the altar, and in a high, sweet voice said, “Happy landings!”


On the altar, offerings to the buddhas and bodhisattvas of all directions had been arranged: silver cups filled with rice and dried flowers, torma flour-and-butter sculptures, and chang rice beer, which the deities were said to be especially fond of. Next to these stood my grandmother’s prayer wheel and prayer book. In the glass cabinet above were statues of Gautama, the Historical Buddha; Maitreya, the Future Buddha; and Guru Rinpoche, the Indian sage who, centuries ago, helped to bring Buddhism to Tibet and, according to legend, composed The Tibetan Book of the Dead.


The direct translation of the book’s Tibetan title, Bardo Thödol, is “Liberation in the Intermediate State Through Hearing.” The text tells us it is called this “because even those who have committed the five boundless sins are sure to be liberated if they hear [The Tibetan Book of the Dead] by the path of the ear. Therefore read it in the midst of vast congregations. Disseminate it.… [I]t should be proclaimed in the ears of all living persons; it should be read over the pillows of all persons who are ill; it should be read at the side of all corpses: it should be spread broadcast.”


As the deceased travels in bardo, she’s urged by the lamas reading from the teaching to see the nature of reality and free herself from the samsara cycle of life, death, and rebirth. At the moment of death, she’s “set face to face” with “the Clear Light of Reality,” or the awakened mind. Should she fail to recognize it, she continues on in bardo, with chances throughout to attain liberation. If she doesn’t seize these opportunities, she is reborn in one of six realms ranging from god to human to hell being.


I knew that The Tibetan Book of the Dead was also for the living, but I’d never quite grasped what this meant. Now, as my family members and I listened to the lamas encourage my grandmother to acknowledge that her old life had ended, I saw how their urgings could help us accept she was gone and let go of the life we’d had with her. We could also reflect on whether reluctance to face the truth—in our relationships, our jobs, our health—was hindering us on our bardo journey from birth to death.


As the funeral rites proceeded, a lama carried out a ritual cleansing by pouring saffron water on my grandmother’s face. The coffin was brought up to the altar room and we threw in fragrant juniper sprigs as an offering to the deities while my grandmother’s helper of fifty years, a diminutive Nepali woman with a long braid down her back, spritzed in the Elizabeth Arden perfume my grandmother loved.


My mother, a cousin, and I washed my grandmother’s body with damp cloths. When someone dies, rigor mortis usually sets in, but her body remained supple, which was said to be a sign of advanced spiritual awareness. We exchanged her nightgown for an elegant burgundy chuba dress, because she had adored beauty and fashion. (When my daughter was born, my grandmother dispatched two gold baby bangles by express mail to Tokyo, for her “first, would-to-be-very-great, great-granddaughter.”)


More condolence callers came with incense and khada scarves, and my grandmother’s body was lifted into the coffin. Some relatives arrived with their young daughter, who wore a frilly pink dress. She waited excitedly to offer her khada, telling us, “When the lamas see me, they’re going to say, ‘Wow!’”


At midday, the family gathered in the dining room for momos, beef with cauliflower, and sweet oranges. The talk was of an impending strike, the heavy mist delaying flights from Calcutta, a Scottish guest at the hotel come to find out more about her father, who had attended St. Paul’s School—alma mater of famed mountaineer Tenzing Norgay—and then fought the Japanese in Burma. “What is your life like in Japan?” everyone wanted to know. “What is the Japanese character?”


My grandmother’s helper set aside a bit of the lunch food and, one last time, put it on a tray next to my grandmother’s body, with the glass of hot water my grandmother enjoyed at meals. She then mixed some of the food with tsampa barley flour and spread it on hot coals outside, calling my grandmother’s name so that no other spirit partook of the essences in the smoke. While some family members went for a rest and others continued listening to the lamas, I helped my mother put money into envelopes to be sent to the local monasteries, asking them to pray for my grandmother. Like this, on what for many was just another day in Darjeeling—children taking pony rides in Chowrasta, tourists bargaining for carpets and shawls in the bazaar—we prepared to say farewell.
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The next morning dawned sunny and cloudless, a half-moon floating in the sky. It was the kind of day Tibetans consider auspicious, a sign that my grandmother would have a good rebirth. In the altar room, the final condolence callers came as the lamas packed up. Exactly at 9 a.m., male relatives lifted the coffin onto their shoulders and carried it out. Two lamas walked behind playing small gyaling horns, and the mournful bagpipe sound reverberated through the house.


For me, this was the saddest moment: My grandmother was leaving the place where she’d lived for over half a century. “Why not move somewhere less old-fashioned?” my mother often asked her. But my grandmother insisted on staying, not only because she loved her “lucky, darling” home, but because if she no longer lived there, who would light the butter lamps in the altar room for her father and her husband?


I tried not to cry as we descended the stairs, knowing my grandmother wouldn’t have wanted me to. The tears of the surviving relatives are said to rain down on the dead person like hailstones; the family’s sadness tethers her to this world because she doesn’t want to leave them to their grief. “No relative or fond mate should be allowed to weep or to wail,” The Tibetan Book of the Dead instructs, “as such is not good for the deceased; so restrain them.” During my grandfather’s last moments, my grandmother had made sure not to cry. Wanting him to begin his bardo journey in a peaceful state of mind, she stayed by his side and showed him photos from their golden anniversary celebration, when the family had gathered in London and seen Yul Brynner in The King and I.


My grandmother’s coffin was put into a white Land Cruiser festooned with marigolds and we set off for Ghoom Monastery, where for over a hundred years our family had prayed and our dead had been cremated. When my great-grandfather died, his biography, A Man of the Frontier, reports, “his funeral… was held with full Police honours [and] was the largest ever seen in Darjeeling, with the cortege [to Ghoom] stretching for well over a mile.”


Now the funeral procession for my grandmother along the same route caused a huge traffic jam. Drivers blasted their horns, leaned out their windows, and climbed on top of their vehicles to see what was happening. As the train chugged past on its way up from the plains, passengers pressed to the windows.


It took more than an hour for us to reach the town of Ghoom, usually a fifteen-minute journey. Finally, we turned off the main road into the narrow street leading to the monastery. People watched from houses and market stalls; dogs chased our cars, barking and leaping.


In my many years of visiting Ghoom Monastery, I’d rarely seen it in its entirety, because it was almost always shrouded in mist (some of us in the younger generation called it “Gloom”). But as my mother and I got out of the car, the bright saffron, red, and sapphire building appeared in full view: the big prayer wheels set into the outer walls; golden deer on the roof flanking the Wheel of Dharma, symbolizing the Buddha’s first teaching at a deer park in Sarnath.


One of the lamas blew a conch shell, and then Rinpoche, the chief lama, led us once around the monastery, holding a khada scarf tied to the coffin to say to my grandmother, Come this way. He was her spiritual friend, guiding her with the bardo teachings in death as in life. Without such a friend, it was like being in an unpiloted boat—you couldn’t cross the great river of samsara suffering to enlightenment.


Together with elderly Tibetan women singing ancient hymns and chanting prayers, we followed Rinpoche down a dirt track behind the monastery to the cremation ground. The coffin was placed on a pyre in a small pavilion crowned with a statue of the Buddha. Nearby, tall white prayer flags inscribed with mantras and wind horses fluttered in the breeze, the horses carrying the prayers out into the world to benefit all sentient beings.


Wearing dark sunglasses, her face solemn, my mother lit the pyre. Then it was my turn to touch a burning stick to the wood. The moments as the flames leaped up were calm and beautiful, just like my grandmother when she was dying. For three weeks, she sat on the veranda looking out over the houses and shops of the town that had been her home for almost a century, where she and my grandfather had gotten married in 1930 with “champagne and many layers of wedding cake” given to hundreds of guests, she often told me, and where her five children were born.


My grandmother lived her last days as she’d lived her other days, accepting the fleeting nature of life without regret. She was intimately acquainted with impermanence, not only because of her Buddhist faith but because of everything she’d experienced: Her parents, her six brothers, her husband, and most of her friends were dead; her children had all left India for good. As my mother and her siblings came of age, my grandparents hoped at least one of them would stay in Darjeeling, but “nothing doing,” my grandmother said. When my mother married and settled in America, my grandfather grieved for a long time. My grandmother would find him looking at photos of my mother and wiping away tears. “You’re just ruining your health,” she said to him. “It’s her life she’s got to live. We’re not going to live for her and we’re not going to live forever!”


The flames rose higher and higher. Soon the coffin burned away and we could see my grandmother’s charred body. Thick, black smoke drifted over the emerald tea gardens sloping down into the valleys, and far above, Kanchenjunga rose colossal and dreamlike in the turquoise sky.


Seated to one side of the pavilion, the lamas chanted and threw offerings on the pyre to benefit my grandmother in her next incarnation: incense for a long life, mustard seeds for protection from bad luck, black cumin for removal of sins, twigs for a good heart. We watched, talking quietly and drinking milky tea. An eagle soared high above the pyre, circling around and around, and everybody said this was lucky, a sign that my grandmother had set off well in bardo.


It took most of the day and night for my grandmother’s body to burn. In the morning, the ash collector came and looked through the ashes. One of the lamas prayed over them, seeking indications of what kind of rebirth my grandmother would have. “In the case of an auntie,” my grandmother once told me, “the lama saw a footprint, like of a bird, then one of a human, which meant before she took a human rebirth, she’d be reborn as a bird.” When a high lama was cremated, jewellike relics were found in the ashes—indicating he had reached enlightenment—and kept as objects of worship.


In a convoy of Jeeps and Land Cruisers, we headed to the Teesta River to scatter my grandmother’s ashes, just as had been done for my grandfather and other family members. As we drove down the winding road, past the villages and forests, the cold Himalayan air soon gave way to the warmth of the plains. At the Teesta, we stood together on the rocky bank and threw my grandmother’s ashes into the blue-green water, to be carried away by the holy river to the sea.
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It’s late March 2005, a few months after my grandmother’s death, on what would have been her hundredth birthday. Three generations have gathered by the Teesta for a final ceremony to say goodbye to my grandmother. Aunts, uncles, brothers, sisters, cousins, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, we’re all here, from London, Toronto, San Francisco, Tokyo, Bangkok, Colombo. The adults chat and gaze up at birds wheeling in the overcast sky as the children chase each other about. On the far side of the river, a gray crane stands motionless in the shallows, nearly invisible against the dark green of the trees.


Rinpoche walks along the bank, his red robe flapping in the breeze. He finds a spot where the water is clear and the current strong and sets out the ritual items: a hand bell, a butter lamp, and a prayer book. He arranges small pieces of wood, lights a fire, and tosses in juniper, then takes a seat on a rug. For an hour, he prays, swaying back and forth, his deep voice mingling with the sound of the flowing water, the cries of the birds.


After my grandmother’s cremation, her bones were crushed and mixed with tsampa barley flour. Now, I crouch by the fire with family members and shape the tsampa into balls for the fish to eat. A few rays of sun break through the clouds as, one by one, we pick up a tsampa ball and throw it into the river, calling out my grandmother’s name. It’s my mother’s turn, then mine. The tsampa balls arc high through the air and drop into the water, turning and returning in the cycle of life.


I feel the wind on my face, the passage of the days and years, of the river flowing to the sea. I watch the water stream past on its journey from the Himalayas to the Bay of Bengal and feel the great bloodlines coursing seaward from the Tibetan Plateau—the Mekong, the Yangtze, the Brahmaputra—their primeval, ceaseless current like the flow of the blood of the ancestors. I think about my grandmother journeying through the after-death bardo just as our ancestors did, about how, in the bardo between birth and death, I’m taking our story and mine forward, exploring the question that the ancient bardo teachings illuminate for our lives today:


In a world where nothing lasts forever, how do we live?
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