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For Sita
my Nepali sister


and


for my mother









Somewhere children dance to the joyous music of life and elsewhere they only cling to existence.
They are all ours.


—Laurie Kohl










Prologue



Nepal, 1978


I reached over to take the wrist of Maya, the young Nepali woman lying on a straw mat on the porch of her thatched-roof house. A crowd of family members and neighbors pressed in closely around us, all eyes focused on me.


Will she die? was the unasked question.


I was looking at a very sick woman, already in shock. Her pulse was weak and very rapid, a faint tapping against my fingers. Her face had a ghostlike sheen. I reached under her cummerbund to feel her abdomen and found it rigid, board-like. She groaned, opened her eyes briefly with a faintly pleading look, and closed them again.


I murmured softly, “Pet dukhyo, hoina?” Your stomach hurts, doesn’t it? She moved her head faintly in response.


Maya’s husband had confirmed that she was a few weeks pregnant. I tried to imagine a scenario that would end well for this woman and her worried husband, but all that emerged was fear that she would die unless she had surgery very soon.


I had been in rural Nepal for six months, leading a health team trekking village to village to provide immunizations and a few other health services. By default, I offered simple health care when people came to me with their everyday aches and pains. As a nurse practitioner in the US, I had learned diagnosis and treatment of common illnesses, and I knew which patients needed referral to more specialized medical services.


But the rules from home didn’t seem to apply here. With no other help available, I found I had no choice but to do whatever was needed—even though that often meant overreaching my training.


We were in Gorkha, at a time when the entire district had no internal roads at all. The only way to get Maya surgical care was a mission hospital, ten hours’ walk away, via rocky footpaths. It was adequately staffed and equipped, but if the doctor happened to be gone, the trip would be for naught. And was there time to get her there before she succumbed?


“She’s very sick,” I said quietly to the husband after finishing a cursory exam. He gave a sideways Nepali nod, with a look of grim concern.


“Ke garne?” he muttered, as if reluctant to hear the answer. What to do?


My clinical mind went back and forth, weighing choices, balancing fear for Maya and reasonable possibilities for action. Was there even a best option? If she stayed home, she would have the care and comfort of her those who loved her, in her own culture, but with only a small chance she would survive. How to balance those odds? Finally, I advised her husband that if she could be taken to the mission hospital on a stretcher, it might be possible for her to have an operation that would save her life. He looked back at me blankly, either not understanding or not believing my words. But after consulting with several other men on the scene, and finding some to help, he agreed.


After several false starts and delays, Maya was moved onto a stretcher improvised from a heavy blanket suspended between two poles. As the four men carrying her passed out of sight down the trail, I was filled with questions that would haunt me my whole time in Nepal. Had I done the right thing? Would Maya survive the trip? I’d never before had the dilemma of making this kind of decision, weighing odds that had so little basis in medicine and so much to do with the poverty and injustice that was everyday life for rural Nepalis. What was my role here, in this world that was so unlike any I’d ever known?










Chapter 1



Arrival


What on earth have I done? I wondered, peering through the plane’s window at my future, a few thousand feet below. Snow-laden craggy peaks stretched to the end of the visible world. I knew this was a pivotal moment. Was I ready to change my life?


The stupendous display of the Himalayan range was beautiful, but the mountains were cold, distant, frightening in their vastness. Both my hands gripped the seat arm nearest the window. I wanted to feel excited, elated, but an undercurrent of panic coursed through my body, threatening to burst out through my skin. I took a series of slow, deep breaths and willed myself to be calm, to enjoy this unique moment. This was my new life.


As we circled lower, I scanned the Kathmandu airport, looking for the fabled cattle on the runway that would make our landing a dangerous game of chance. The ground moved closer and I could make out a few cows near the airstrip, but none obstructing our path. Maybe just another international travelers’ folktale, I decided, as we thumped down on the bumpy tarmac.


Having just maneuvered through the Hong Kong and Bangkok airports en route, I was prepared for the chaos of managing luggage, customs, and the visa inspection. But the Kathmandu airport was another step up in confusion and disorientation—total chaos! The directional signs all seemed misplaced, with doors blocked off and long lines formed for no discernible purpose. Eventually, I located my bags and passed all the required checkpoints.


As I emerged from the safety of the building, a mass of humanity surged forward to greet me. “Madam! I have cheapest taxi! Come this way,” shouted dozens of frantic-looking men as they pushed each other aside, trying to grab my luggage. Horns blared, and the hungry roar of motorcycles added to the din. The stench of exhaust, unwashed bodies, and a vaguely moldy scent filled the steamy air. I clutched my bags closely, searching for the officially designated cabs I had been instructed to use.


Suddenly I had a foreboding image of what life in Nepal would be: alone, with endless stress and tension, confusion, and aggressive strangers wanting something from me. I felt myself cower inwardly, wanting to escape back to a place of comfort, of familiarity. But that was not an option.


Finally, I spied the signs for an “official” taxi and struggled through the crowd to reach one. The driver, standing by his door, looked at me impassively, slung my luggage into the trunk, and ushered me into the back seat. He gave a sideways nod of his head when I provided what I thought was a vague address, a house in a neighborhood of Kathmandu called Chabahil, and we set off—down the road to the past and the future all at once.
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I had anticipated this day for most of my life, beginning with my first glimpse of the enchantment of other lands. Once, from the dusty country road of my Montana childhood, a strange car drove up the lane into our farmyard. The only traveling salesman we had ever seen was the Fuller Brush man, and this visitor was an astounding surprise, bringing not brushes but pure magic. He was from somewhere in the Middle East, small, swarthy, and very polite. After his first visit, he arrived every year to spread his treasures on our farmhouse kitchen table. The tapestries he sold were mysterious, woven with vaguely biblical-looking pictures on olive-toned satin, edged with shiny gold fringes. My mother, thirsty for all things foreign, would buy a few dresser scarves and other pieces of undetermined use. For a decade or more, they gathered dust on our end tables and the kitchen buffet, regular reminders that there was another world out there. Waiting.


I grew up on a ranch in the shelter of cottonwoods with rolling hills of short-grass prairie dominating the landscape. My large family and our dozen or so neighbors with solid roots in the land were my whole world. Travel to the nearest town was the only adventure most people seemed to need, but I always craved seeing a bigger world. By the time I left high school, my plan was to go to Asia after college to live out a dream of being in a totally different place on this earth. I would work as a nurse and learn about people who were nothing like anyone I had known. Was it the movies that spurred my interest in foreign settings? Ingrid Bergman serving orphans in China, or Mitzi Gaynor as a Navy nurse in the South Pacific? Or maybe my mother’s intense fascination with the historic ruins of Europe, which she studied from an ancient set of maroon-bound books called Stoddard’s Lectures. Like my mother, I wanted more, and I knew it was inevitable that I would leave Montana to see what else was out there for me.


I didn’t journey to those foreign places for many years. Leaving our one-room country school for high school in town and then college was a frightening foray onto a stage where I struggled to fit in, learn small talk, wear the right clothes, and wonder who else I could be. Then, in college, I fell deeply in love with Bill, a charismatic dreamer, and succumbed to his insistence that we be together, marry, share our lives. We lived in San Francisco, Boston, Denver, Spokane, and again in San Francisco. The marriage lasted eight years, and all the while I left my dream tucked away in a box marked “someday.”


Leaving this deeply flawed man was drawn out and intensely painful. We separated, reunited, separated again. Once the divorce was final, I was in a gray cave, fearing that a patch of daylight would never appear. I despaired of finding my way out.


After months of darkness, one morning I opened a greeting card from my mother showing a bright yellow sunrise and the well-known maxim: “Today is the first day of the rest of your life.” Finally, it was.


I enrolled in nurse practitioner training just down the street from my Sunset District flat in San Francisco. After finishing the program, a position as the director of a charming community clinic in the North Beach/Chinatown area dropped into my lap. Suddenly, I was living the single life to the fullest, with a great job and a wide array of friends, men and women, straight and gay, Americans and internationals, doctors, lawyers, and college dropouts. I was mysteriously “popular” in a way that I had never been in my earlier life as student and then wife. I fell into relationships with men easily, quickly, always surprised at their interest and availability. My friends laughed, calling me the “gay divorcée,” an archetype from a 1930s movie of that name. I was out every night, rarely alone. Though I knew I was running from the pain and loneliness of having split with my husband, I could imagine no alternative to this frantic busyness.


Then a college friend, Margaret, came to visit. She was a world traveler, an artist, a student of cultures. She had just returned from Nepal and could talk of little else. We sat in a small café one evening, and she told me about the wonders of Kathmandu.


“It’s the most fascinating place I’ve ever been,” she told me. “If there was only one country you should see before you die, it would be Nepal. It’s unique, a world apart.”


Not long after Margaret left, I was randomly scanning the Sunday paper want ads and saw in bold type: “NURSES WANTED, NEPAL.” I was stunned. Nurses. Nepal. Wanted now. I realized at that moment that the “someday” I dreamed of had just materialized.


The following week, I took a break from my clinic, hopped on a cable car to the address listed in the ad, and interviewed with the kindly older woman who had placed it. She represented a nonprofit foundation that had a long history of health efforts in Nepal. The position was for a volunteer and paid only a small stipend plus all expenses. I would sign up for eighteen months to work with another American nurse conducting an immunization campaign in a rural area.


Even before finishing the interview, I knew that I would take the position, leave my life in San Francisco, and jump into that future that I had wanted for so long. Three weeks later, I was on a plane to Nepal.
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The taxi set out on a jerky, swerving ride down a narrow dirt roadway from the Kathmandu airport to my new residence. The street was lined with red mud-brick houses with thatched or tile roofs that looked as though they could be centuries old. In the space of five minutes, I had a sudden flash of wonder: I’d come to live in not just another country, another continent, but another time altogether. I was overwhelmed with the fuzzy, this-makes-no-sense feeling of being in a dream—or drugged—in some unknown medieval setting. It was real, but in the same way that dreams or movies seem real but are immaterial, imaginary.


Before long the street was filled with people of all ages, the men and children in Western clothes, the women dressed in long wraparound skirts in various faded dark patterns. They were on foot, on bicycles, carrying loads, carrying toddlers, herding goats, and stepping around chickens and cows that seemed to have full right-of-way. Very young children, in ragged clothes with unwashed faces, played together with no adults in view. The harsh late morning sun shone on piles of trash lining the road, and the rank smell of rotting garbage wafted in the taxi window at regular intervals.


No matter who or what was in the direct path of our vehicle, the driver sped on at a steady pace, and people and animals drifted out of our path apparently without noticing us. My initial panic at thinking we were about to smash headlong into a passing cow turned to admiration for the driver’s skills in maneuvering through the chaotic human and animal traffic. Passing and meeting other vehicles was another part of the seamless choreography of that taxi ride. By the time we reached the office house, I was convinced that my taxi driver would be fully qualified to take on the Indy 500.


What came next was almost as surreal as traveling down a medieval roadway. We pulled up to an elegant white mansion surrounded by a high brick wall, with a guard looking out from an imposing set of wrought-iron gates. I could see beds of brilliantly colored flowers beyond the gate. The driver stepped out to speak to the guard, and it was quickly determined that this was the right place.


“Here, madam,” said the driver, ushering me out of the cab. Madam. I suddenly was something of a personage, arriving at my palatial home, away from the rabble of the streets. I was safe now, but also oddly uneasy at the sight of this luxury in contrast to the scenes I had just traveled through.


The Foundation’s country director greeted me when I arrived at the house. Greta was a cool, slim woman in a primly tailored cotton dress, who spoke with a German accent. “You must be Mary Anne. Please come in. How was your trip?” Without waiting for an answer, she went on, “You’re exhausted, I’m sure. Let’s have some tea. Maya, chia leraao,” she beckoned to a smiling young woman standing by the door.


“Thank you so much—something to drink would be perfect. I really am quite tired,” I murmured, sinking into an easy chair. Maya soon brought a tray with an elegant china tea service and plates of cookies. My mind was a mess of fatigue, confusion, curiosity, jet lag, and exhilaration, so I was happy to sit quietly and sip the strong milky concoction.


Greta asked courteously again about my travels and then launched into a briefing about some problems in the health team that I would be joining after my language training. Having had very little prior orientation about the specifics of the field activity, I listened mutely, trying to appear as if I understood. In fact, I had been given scant information about the job I had come to do, other than the basic facts. As this wasn’t the right time to find out more, I sat quietly while she chattered on. She assured me that I could come to her for any questions or problems I might encounter and quickly took her leave.


I immediately climbed the elegant staircase to my bedroom, where my luggage had been delivered. Without any attempt at unpacking, I dropped onto the brocade bedspread, relishing the soft foam comfort in the cool, quiet room. Blessed relief from the stresses of the day enveloped me, and I drifted off into an exhausted slumber.


When I woke it was nearly dark. I could make out the faint glow of a reddish sunset shining through the windows and the outline of furniture here and there. For a moment, I wondered where I was. It came in a flash. I’m here, I’m in Nepal. What now? Hearing voices downstairs, I sat up, ran my fingers through my hair, and ventured out.


Following the sounds downstairs to the dining room, I was greeted by two smiling young women seated at the large mahogany table. They introduced themselves as Margie, an American, and Genevieve, who was French. They were fellow volunteers, videographers who had come to make a film of the activities of the Foundation.


“So you’ve met Greta,” noted Margie. She was boyishly dressed, with short black hair. “Let me introduce you to the house staff.” She led me around to meet the two Nepali staff members still in the house: Maya, the pretty young woman who had served the tea, was the maid, and Prem was the cook, a small wiry older man who was apparently busy preparing the evening meal. They each smiled deeply and gave me a namaste greeting: head slightly bowed, hands folded as if in prayer. I’d read that, roughly translated, namaste meant “I honor the light within you.”


Maya and Prem were more prosperous-looking versions of the people I had passed on the road. I wondered what it was like for them to work in these luxurious surroundings, and then to go home to that other world outside.


“We also have a gardener, Gambir, and some guards, but I don’t know their names,” added Genevieve in her lilting French accent. “And drivers and a dhobi, who does the laundry. You‘ll get used to being waited on here. It’s not so bad,” she said with a smile.


Margie showed me around the house, which was indeed palatial. The first level floors were marble, and the five huge bedrooms upstairs had elegant parquet flooring and built-in mahogany closets. A tiled deck graced the roof. She pointed out the commanding view from my bedroom: Kathmandu valley, the mountains, and Bodnath, a famous Buddhist stupa nearby.


“You must be hungry,” Margie commented when we had finished the tour. “We waited to eat so we could all have dinner together.”


In the dining room we sat down at the large formal table to a meal of curried chicken, rice, and a type of squash I didn’t recognize. I was suddenly ravenous and dug in appreciatively. When I asked for seconds, Prem, who was standing by, gave a pleased smile.


“Meetoh?” he asked. I looked at him blankly, wondering what to say.


“That means delicious,” commented Genevieve.


“Oh yes, very meetoh!” I replied enthusiastically, and he smiled again as he retired to the kitchen.


The three of us chatted about where we had each come from, our lives before Nepal. Margie began to tell me what I might expect of the next few weeks, with warnings about culture shock.


“Don’t be surprised if absolutely everything is strange for a while,” she said sympathetically. “There is so much that’s new, it’ll be hard to take it all in. And having some familiar reminders of home will be important, such as books or music. Did you bring any of that?”


I listed some of the cassette tapes I’d thrown into my duffle bag at the last minute—John Denver, The Beatles, Carly Simon—and Margie nodded approvingly.


What I didn’t mention was the internal struggle I had gone through as to what music to bring with me and what to leave behind. So many of the ’70s songs spoke to me about the end of my marriage, the pain of looking back onto something I had loved and lost: Joan Baez’s “Diamonds and Rust,” the yearning to be Anne Murray’s “Snowbird” and fly away from betrayal. I hadn’t wanted to bring all that pain with me but realized at some level that I was leaving behind much more than music. So I had brought a bit of everything: rock, folk, and some orchestral classics. Those cassettes stayed with me as I explored some decidedly unfamiliar places over the next year.


A fixed daily routine began just two days later. After being served breakfast (of my choice, with linen napkins on gold-rimmed china), I went by bicycle to Nepali language classes. Returning to the house at five, exhausted after six intensive hours of one-on-one instruction, I was served dinner with the other women and then retired to the quiet privacy of my room.


I soon learned that having house staff meant I was taken care of totally—they shopped, cooked, cleaned, did the laundry, even made my bed in the morning. I had a driver at my disposal if needed. Ah, this is why people want to be wealthy! I thought. Initially, I felt grateful that I would be looked after in this foreign environment, where I hadn’t the faintest idea how I would cope on my own. I’d later see that having a lavish lifestyle that would be unaffordable in their home countries was a key element of many expatriates’ decision to work internationally.


Yet the idea of having servants also made me uneasy. I was used to having ranch help in my childhood; our “hired man” lived as one of the family, taking his meals with us and sharing holidays and special events. The rural setting of my upbringing was so nonhierarchical that seeing the privilege that came with my simply being foreign here was already a niggling discomfort.


Those first few days were a jumble of new people, reactions, and sensations as I tried to orient myself to an entirely new environment. I was overwhelmed by the massive inputs of sights, sounds, smells, and feelings, struggling to put them in some sort of order. This was not just another country; it was a wholly different civilization. My forays on the bicycle during the day solidified my growing sense of time warp about life in Kathmandu that I had felt on arrival. I carried my new Pentax camera, acquired during a layover in Hong Kong, with me everywhere. I wanted to photograph everything I saw, yet I ended up taking very few pictures, overwhelmed with all the possibilities. Even without photos, the images of the faces and the life in the streets stayed with me for many years.


The geography of Kathmandu itself was intriguing. The streets were laid out randomly, in nothing resembling squared-off grid lines. Some streets were paved but with huge potholes, others cobbled, many just wide dirt paths. The street names weren’t marked. In fact, most seemed not to be named at all, referred to only by the neighborhoods they transected: Tangal, Dili Bazaar, Thamel. Many of the dusty orange-red brick houses were dilapidated and ancient-looking, but in some neighborhoods they had elegant carved wooden balustrades, windows, and door frames. Some fronted very closely against the street, others were set back into unkempt courtyards. Trash of all kinds was generously strewn about, including food remnants coated with flies and cow dung. A cacophony of sounds from the motors and horns of passing buses and cars was constant. Look-alike short-haired yellow dogs, skinny and sniffing through the trash for food, seemed to live in every neighborhood. They all look like Scotty! I thought with a pang of homesickness, one of our longest-lived childhood pets.


Pedaling down the streets, I caught glimpses of lives I’d never imagined. People walked or cycled down the center of the roadways and seemed mildly surprised when annoyed motorists honked to get past them. Pale beige cows, which I knew were sacred among this predominantly Hindu population, ambled freely, even in and out of the housing compounds. Chickens and goats abounded, along with naked babies in serious need of a good scrub. Most beautiful were the people: nearly all with shiny black hair but distinctive features. Some could have been olive-skinned Caucasians, others more clearly Asian or perhaps Middle Eastern. Nearly all were small in stature, with marvelous faces that could be impassively stony, then break into beautiful open smiles. They gave me friendly looks as I whirled by on my bicycle, some watching curiously. Their well-worn clothing spoke of poverty; only the school children looked washed and tidy, with white shirts, deep blue skirts or trousers, and book bags.


Every day something new on the ride would catch my eye. I wanted to take in everything I was seeing, to witness even more, to fill my memory with these fascinating scenes until my capacity to be amazed was saturated. But every evening, after a full grueling day of language training, I found myself retreating to the solitude of my room, writing in my journal and reading, escaping into a safe, familiar world.


After dinner near the end of my second week, as the sun was setting, I decided to explore the neighborhood on foot. My housemates had gone out, and I had begun to feel restless after staying indoors every evening. My tourist map showed me that Pashupatinath Temple, a major religious site on the banks of the holy Bagmati River, was not far away. Time to get another look at where I am, I mused. Surely I can do that much on my own.


I went out to the gate, smiled at the guard as he unlocked it for me, and began walking down the small dirt road that ran alongside the house. Very quickly, leaving the clamor of the main streets, I found another face of the city, this one dark, mysterious, and silent. The dirt road soon narrowed to a footpath and began to follow a small river, which I deduced was the Bagmati. The few scattered homes along the path, the small groups of people strolling near me, and the looming trees all took on that special almost-evening softening of outlines and fading of details. What might have been squalor in bright daylight was transformed into picturesque possibility. There was a haze in the air, blending the near and far dimensions into a decorative collage. Rounding a curve, I caught sight of the moon coming from behind the clouds—round, full, and yellow. I felt an amazing sense of peace in the air, blending with the murmur of the river and the calls of crickets, children, and jungle birds.


Finally, in the dim light I could see the complex of ancient buildings that was Pashupatinath, spreading along the river. I could make out clusters of pagoda-style roofs resting on intricately carved wooden rafters. As I continued along the path, statues and small shrines appeared on each side, with mysterious carvings on the walls behind them. Tiny kiosks lit only by small oil lamps loomed suddenly, with merchants selling offerings for the gods. Almost at the temple gate, I was startled by a throng of monkeys running back and forth along roofs and walls, chattering among themselves.


The main temple was forbidden to non-Hindus, so I continued past the temple gates along the path. The structures had been built in the fifth century, though restored or renovated several times since then. Lord Pashupati, one of the names of Lord Shiva, is known in Hinduism as the destroyer (the other two gods in the Hindu holy trinity being Brahma, the creator, and Vishnu, the preserver). Together the three gods represent the eternal process of creation, destruction, and regeneration.


A wide series of steps led down to the Bagmati River from the temple on both sides, providing easy access for the pilgrims to bathe in the river. Like any holy water, it would cleanse their souls of lifetimes of sins, I imagined, or complement the cremation rite for family members. I passed the main temple buildings, the remains of fires flickering on raised platforms along the river, and I realized that they were the burning ghats, open crematoria. The bodies had been placed on huge piles of wood, ceremoniously lit, and reduced to ashes. Placement at the edge of the Bagmati was strategic, so the ashes could be pushed into the river and flow eventually into the even holier Ganges, where every devout Hindu wants his or her ashes to be carried. It seemed fitting that the god who was known as the destroyer and transformer would preside over this site, where the earthly form of so many believers had ended.


I stood quietly for a while, stunned by the enormity of what I was seeing: the centuries of history that had passed through this place, the millions of devout Hindus who had connected with their gods here, the countless families who had bade farewell to their loved ones on these banks. The dimly lit scene seemed to me more a dream than the real world, or perhaps a waking hallucination. Finally, reluctantly, I turned to go.


A small but steady flow of travelers was leaving the temple, proceeding back in the direction I had come from. I joined them in the near darkness, making my way slowly back to my new, temporary home. Walking with them, wordless and filled with reverence and a new sense of peace, I felt that I was finally in Nepal. I was ready to live in this amazing civilization, to learn what it had to teach me. I had arrived.










Chapter 2



Sounding It Out


Each morning in language training, Jitendra and I sat facing each other on simple wooden chairs in a small room, with a blackboard on the wall and a rickety table by the door the only other furniture. Traffic noises from the street intruded through the open window, but closing it was not an option. It was sweltering, and there was no fan to provide any hint of a breeze.


Here I am, a kid again, I thought, struggling to focus, stay alert, and please my teacher. He looked at me with an encouraging and sympathetic smile.


“Ma Nepali manche huu,” he enunciated slowly, as if saying to a child that he was a Nepali man.


“Tapaai?” You? With his longish hair slicked into place with some kind of pomade and his sparklingly white pressed shirt and black slacks, he reminded me of the Mormon missionaries who used to come to the door back home in Montana. He was just as pleasant, just as determined.


“Ma Americaani aaimaai huu.” I answered back that I was an American woman, dreading the next step.


“Raamro! Leknuos na,” was his reply—Good, now write it.


I groaned. Writing Nepali, more than just learning to speak the words, reduced me to the status of a frustrated six-year-old in her first week of school. I had always been a good student; I’d left San Francisco just weeks before as a well-educated and respected health professional. Here, in a few short days I’d been reduced to an inarticulate child, struggling for hours at a time to remember simple words and phrases. It was beyond humiliating, a disturbing gap in my capabilities that I had never recognized before. I was good at French in high school. Why was this so hard? Would I ever be able to master the Sanskrit characters and recognize words without sounding them out?


Though my mom would be proud, I thought. As a teacher of remedial reading to grade schoolers, she was a champion of phonics, “sounding it out.” My pitiful efforts to discover words behind the blur of similar-looking characters gave me great sympathy for that beginner’s process of learning to turn lines on paper into recognizable sounds.


Spending six hours a day learning a wholly new language was excruciating. Though classified as an Indo-European language, it was very different from English, French, or Spanish, the languages I knew. With few of the same roots, every word had to be memorized without reference to familiar sounds. The sentence structure was at least mercifully simple, although also different from English. He goes to town became he town to goes.


On a typical morning I was exhausted and pleading for a break within an hour.


“Guru-ji, ma ekdum taakaai laagyo,” I pleaded my fatigue to Jitendra, feeling that my brain was about to congeal into a bowl of thick alphabet soup with Sanskrit characters milling about in constant random motion. “Arum gaarnu paarcha.” I needed to rest but hated my wheedling tone, pushing me further into child mode. I’ll bet I’m the worst student he’s ever had! I thought wistfully.


But Jitendra smiled patiently. “OK, shall we take a walk and talk about what we see on the street?” he asked.


“Hunchha!” I agreed, jumping up from my chair. We went out for a pleasant half hour of picking our way through the litter along the sides of the street and identifying objects around us. I tried to concentrate on remembering the words for what we passed as we walked: child, dog, chicken, house, cow, water, door, road. Mischievous-looking kids, who I estimated to be of school age but clearly weren’t in school, watched us intently: the well-dressed Nepali man with the tall, pale-skinned, and light-haired foreign woman. We ambled along an open sewer here and there, but thinking it might be rude, I didn’t comment on overwhelmingly rank smells that accosted us. Would he even notice it, I wondered, after living with these city odors all his life?


In the afternoons, my language teacher was Shambu. While Jitendra was tall, slim, and reserved, Shambu was shorter, muscular-looking, and very outgoing. He wore blue jeans and casual cotton shirts. The two young men also taught Nepali to Peace Corps volunteers, and both seemed to connect with what I was going through. They spoke casually about information related to the culture that I should know. The list of dos and don’ts gave me a growing awareness of the mysterious rules of this society I was entering. Rules such as: It’s rude to point your feet at other people; feet are considered very unclean. The head is felt to be sacred, so never touch someone else’s head. Use only the right hand for eating.


In contrast with serious Jitendra, Shambu was a jokey, hip young guy who worked at entertaining me as a part of his teaching. He recounted stories about Nepali history and fantastic tales from the Hindu religion, with its dozens and dozens of gods, each with a particular story.


“So what does it mean?” I asked on more than one occasion, trying to ferret out the deeper intention of what seemed to be folktales. “Is there a lesson behind it?”


“Oh, sometimes,” he would reply. “Mostly it’s just a story, something that was supposed to have happened a long time ago. We hear them when we’re kids, but nobody explains them, really.”


I could see, though, that Shambu’s tales meant more to Nepalis than just the fanciful plots and characters; they were linked to childhood memories and shared events that I would never have access to. Similar to Santa Claus at Christmas and the roving bunny at Easter, no less fantastic, and just as hard to explain.


While language classes were exhausting, evenings and weekends offered relaxation. One night, my housemate Margie invited a British woman who was a Buddhist nun for dinner. A soft-spoken, articulate woman, Karen had closely cropped, curly blonde hair, a chunky silhouette, and wore dark red robes with various beads and amulets strung around her neck. I watched and listened with fascination as she related her story. She had a chronic illness that left her hardly able to walk that was, over time, cured by Tibetan medicine.


“It must have been amazing to finally recover from something so devastating,” I commented after her story. “What did they find was the main problem? How were you treated?” I asked, feeling skeptical but wanting to hear more about this foreign medical miracle.


“The Tibetan doctors took months to find the root of the problem,” she recounted. “They study many years to be able to identify the imbalances that make people sick. Treatments take a long time to work, too. I took herbs, did a lot of meditation. Finally my doctor made cuts in the skin on my back, and I got better.”


“Wow, interesting,” I mused, mentally running through the most likely biomedical diagnosis I could think of for her problems. A psychiatric problem called a conversion disorder, I thought, when neurological symptoms, such as blindness or paralysis, occur because of inner conflict after some very stressful experience. The Tibetan medicine could have helped her recover by convincing her that she would get better, not because of the treatments themselves.


But even with my skepticism about the efficacy of these strange-sounding practices (cuts on her back?), I had to wonder. Tibetan medicine was many centuries old. Did it make use of a type of knowledge that we didn’t have? I couldn’t have known then that I would soon encounter a range of ancient medical traditions over the next year, and how different those paradigms of healing would be from the kind of medicine I had studied and practiced. It was my first exposure to a whole new system of beliefs about causes and cures for illness.


One evening, Shambu invited me to his home for dinner with his family. I was elated—finally a chance to see inside a Nepali home, after so many days of riding past them on my bike. I hailed a cab on the main drag near the house, and showed the driver the directions Shambu had written down for me (actual addresses seemed rare in Kathmandu)—which of course I couldn’t read, as they were jotted down in totally illegible Nepali script. We pulled up to a very simple frame building, in a complex of apartments.


I knocked, tentatively, on the main door, not certain it was the right place. Shambu opened it immediately and welcomed me in, smiling broadly, still in his blue jeans. Behind him was a lovely young woman in a dark-blue print sari, with two small children lurking behind her skirts. Pungent odors of frying garlic, onion, and spices filled the house, promising a memorable evening.


“Namaste, Mary Anne Didi. Mero srimaati, Barsha,” he said, introducing me to his wife, who smiled shyly and gave a deep namaste. “Barsha doesn’t speak much English,” he said in a mildly apologetic tone. “And this is Bharat and Maya.”


“Namaste, and ekhdum dhaanyabaad for having me over!” I smiled at the children and offered my thanks in an awkward mix of simple Nepali and English. “This is my first time in a Nepali home.”


“You are most welcome,” replied Shambu with a sweep of his hand inviting me to sit. “We are honored to have you. Our home is very simple, but I hope you enjoy the Nepali food.” Barsha and the children immediately disappeared from the scene.


We sat down on a low-slung sofa with various snacks already set in front of us, and Barsha brought soft drinks with a smile and a nod. I gazed around the small room at the décor: pictures, mostly of Hindu gods or family members, hung high on the walls. Plastic flowers arranged in vases sat on a few pieces of dark wood furniture that seemed to reflect a more elegant past. The room was lit only by a single low-wattage bulb suspended from the high ceiling. We snacked and drank, snacked and drank for what seemed hours, chatting about his life, my life, what I was learning about Nepal.


Then my first authentic Nepali meal, different from the more Westernized food Prem served at the Chabahil house. It began with handwashing, using water poured from a pitcher over the hands and into a basin. Then Barsha brought in large shiny metal plates mounded with rice. Smaller metal bowls held the side dishes of lentils, curried vegetables, and nicely cooked liver, as well as a smaller dish of a tomato-onion-hot pepper mix. This basic meal was the ubiquitous Nepali staple I was to have twice daily for most of the year: dal (lentils) bhat (rice).


Shambu patiently showed me the traditional routine of eating without utensils. Step by step: First, with the (now clean) hands, move a little rice to one side of the plate, and with the fingertips mix a bit of the thin lentil mixture into the rice. Add some vegetables if desired. Then with the first three fingers, scoop up and spoon into the mouth a bit of the mixture, with the thumb following closely behind to guide it. If done correctly, a loud slurping sound should accompany the process.


The first time I tried it, some of the rice moved up into my palm, while most of the lentils dropped back onto the plate. “Whoops,” I winced, looking up plaintively. “What did I do wrong?”


I was suddenly aware of the two small children standing in the doorway giggling uncontrollably. I grinned and made a funny face back at them. Shambu laughed too and said something with mock sternness to the children, who ducked out of sight.


“Ah, don’t worry, just try it again,” he responded. After a few more bites, I managed to get the food where it was supposed to go and began enjoying the rich flavors.


For the rest of the evening, Barsha came in regularly with more of everything and urged me to “eat more, eat more.” Which I did, until I realized that the offers would continue to come until I was able convincingly to refuse. When we finished eating, I was able to exchange a few words with Barsha in a mix of English/Nepali, thanking her for the meal.


“Thank you so much for coming here,” she said in her sweetly accented English, smiling. “Please to come again.”


During the taxi ride home when the evening was over, I found myself reviewing the whole event. One image burned in my mind as the cab jostled along the rutted roadways: Barsha as the cook, but not as a participant in the meal. Why didn’t she eat with us? I didn’t ask Shambu, realizing that it must be the usual practice of Nepali families. But it was a question then, and for the entire rest of my time in Nepal: How do women live in this culture? How did it feel to be the family cook but be excluded from the meal with guests? Did she sense herself to be a servant as well as wife and mother of the household?


Learning to communicate in a new language included my first inkling of what it means to confront a different culture, including the frustrations of trying to understand it. Years later, my mantra when counseling young Americans who wanted to work overseas was: Spend time in that culture, long enough for it to begin to permeate your psyche—and not just intellectually. You need to actually be there, over time, to have even a small grasp of the meanings, the feelings that it evokes. Cultures can’t just be “learned” as if they consist of simple information. Much later in my career I would encounter countless foreign aid projects that went astray because they were developed without the involvement of the people most affected, and with no real sense of local people’s daily lives and deeply held beliefs.


[image: Image]


My first four weeks in Kathmandu passed by like a movie trailer, offering glimpses of an interesting story, but one I struggled to make sense of. The characters I met were fascinating, the setting was exotic, but as far as I could see there was no cohesive plot or meaningful action. Not yet. I kept watching, wondering how it would turn out.


During the second week of classes, I stopped at a popular Tibetan restaurant near the language school for lunch. The room was full of westerners, apparently tourists and trekkers given their backpacks and grubby appearance. Suddenly I was startled to see someone across the room who looked familiar. I struggled to identify the setting where this face belonged, and then light dawned: “Arnie!” I called, excited and incredulous. The man looked up, equally startled, and made his way across the room.


“Mary Anne! What on earth are you doing in Kathmandu?” he called out, sounding nearly as pleased as I felt. Arnie had been a pediatric resident at the hospital where I worked in San Francisco, a friendly guy with a great sense of humor whom we all liked immensely. He brought his lunch plate of Tibetan dumplings over to my table and we chatted excitedly, making plans to meet later.


The discovery that I knew someone from home gave a kind of lightness to my next few days. Arnie and his wife Olga seemed to also value meeting someone from home, and he was excited to show me their new little son, Simon. As the Peace Corps doctor and a US government employee, Arnie was happy to offer me access to the swimming pool, movies, and other events at the American Embassy compound. They introduced me to a few new restaurants that were mostly frequented by Americans and Brits, where we went occasionally for social events. It was comforting to spend time with people who looked like me, who knew the life I had left.


One evening I cycled across town to meet Arnie and Olga for an American movie. I arrived with just a few minutes to spare, but Arnie had alerted the guard at the gate to the well-fortified embassy compound that I would be coming. Stashing my bike in the heavily guarded lot, I raced up to the simple frame building and spotted Arnie waiting for me.


“Arnie!” I called, breathless. “Sorry I’m almost late. Is Olga inside?”


Arnie smiled. “Nope, you’re it for tonight. Simon had a fever, so she stayed home with him.”


Going into the dimly lit hall, I did a momentary double take at seeing so few Nepalis and so many white faces, the most I’d seen in one place since I left San Francisco. Arnie and I made the rounds of the small crowd of casually dressed men and women, around my age or older, gathered outside the viewing room. Friendly, relaxed, they seemed to be mostly embassy or Peace Corps staff, with a few aid workers thrown in. The lights dimmed, and we went inside to find seats.


The plot of the movie was not particularly interesting, a comedy about kids and their dog rebelling against their parents. I laughed with the crowd, happy at being surrounded by people like me, part of a familiar activity. But as an everyday American urban scene appeared on the screen, I had an overwhelming surge of longing, a feeling of loss that blocked out everything else in the room. Omigod, I think I might cry! I thought. Why?


I closed my eyes and sucked all the air into my lungs that I could, blew it out, and pinched my mouth tightly closed. I realized how badly I wanted to see a well-kept yard with grass and familiar flowers, a clean street with curbs, a supermarket, an ice cream shop. Here there were no lawns, the streets were dirty, and there were no sidewalks worth the name. We were even advised not to eat ice cream because, made locally, it was not safe. I was homesick! The heaviness in my chest—the sense of loss, of loneliness—had been absent for a few days, but the silly movie brought it all back. Then the lights came on, and I was back in Kathmandu.


I cycled home in the dark, wondering how long it would take me to feel at home in this place that was such a contrast to the world I’d left. Restructuring my entire life had been a conscious choice, but as a result I was essentially stateless. Not a refugee seeking sanctuary from a war or a natural disaster like the millions forced from their homes every year—I couldn’t imagine the misery they suffered. I had food, shelter, and work. No, this disquiet resulted from my own privilege, my good fortune. But my location on the planet had shifted, and my home seemed to be drifting somewhere between where I’d been and where I would be for these next many months.


The nagging ache whenever I thought about my San Francisco life continued. No regular, routine interactions with close friends and nothing resembling a romantic interest gave a curious emptiness to my days. How long has it been since I was without a man in my life? I wondered. Since college there had always been someone. Bill, for all those years. And in San Francisco, I knew exactly who I was: a young professional woman with friends, admirers, an active social life, an interesting job, a family who loved me. Here, there were none of those anchors to my identity, no reference point for my existence. That past was far away, on the other side of the world, and I was starting a life that I knew nothing about.


Homesickness wasn’t the only thing that troubled me. As the next two weeks went by, my sense of the contradictions of my situation in Kathmandu grew. I passed through the neighborhoods as an outsider, entirely isolated from the life I was seeing. I could see, smell, and hear another world out there. I rode through streets teeming with dogs, kids, goats, rickshaws, women in saris, cows, holy men, and taxis. I could even buy items at the little shops, have tea in the teahouses, and visit the temples, but I had no experience of the people’s lives. My own took place in two little cocoons: a lovely gated home that housed others like me and a classroom with guides who were themselves set apart by class and caste.


As the days went by, I lamented that I was just a tourist in this exotic place, with nothing to offer but my gawking eyes and hopeful smiles.
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