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THE ONLY LIFE


Rashid Maxwell is a poet, artist, environmentalist, writer of fiction and biography, designer and builder of buildings for meditation, carpenter, art therapist, ornithologist, gardener, landscape designer, lecturer in fine art, beekeeper, playmate of many grandchildren and agnostic as well.




In appreciation of the book


‘It takes courage to be oneself—now more than ever there’s a need to live with awareness and independence; with love and compassion. Osho’s work is to bring awareness to all aspects of life. He has evolved new meditations for modern humanity. He values the heart and the head, the mundane and the mysterious, the sinners and the saints, male and female equally. Laxmi was an ordinary woman who led an extraordinary life. She is you and me. Like so many of us she wanted to make the world a kinder place but it was not until she met Osho that she could fulfil that intention. However, she had to pass through the fire of a master’s transmission to become pure gold. That transmission flows through this book. I congratulate Rashid for this beautiful book. The readers will find inspiration to live life with awareness and celebration.’—Sushmita Sen (Actor)


‘Congratulations, Rashid. This book helps give form to Osho’s inspiration.’—A.R. Rahman (Composer, musician, singer, educationist, movie-maker)


‘Osho led Laxmi to the edge of understanding the Ultimate Truth. She completed the journey herself. She appears to be a real and honest seeker of Truth.’—Sonu Nigam (Singer)


‘Osho didn’t just live amidst us: he changed the world he lived in and changed himself too. He wasn’t a spiritualist but instead an intellectual messiah who held up the mirror for all to see. In many ways, he was the last of the philosophers we would embrace and be blessed to learn from. Yet again, he wasn’t the quintessential teacher: he was in fact the essential shepherd. This book The Only Life is more than a book: it captures the essence of what Osho was and what his teachings are. Resonating long after he’s left the body but never our souls.’—Suhel Seth (Author, marketing maven) ‘Rashid has written a remarkable book. The story of Ma Yoga Laxmi is a story of self-discovery. It is a journey of the heart which goes through the dark night of the soul. The spiritual masters and mystics make such a journey to be free from fear and to discover their deep source of inner peace as well as peace in the world. By reading Ma Yoga Laxmi’s story the readers will be able to resonate with their own struggles and blessings and realise that these are two sides of the same coin. I would like to congratulate Rashid for making this wonderful biography available to us. The story of Ma Yoga Laxmi is both heart wrenching and heartwarming at the same time. The book is a good companion on our own journey of enlightenment.’—Satish Kumar (Editor Emeritus, Resurgence & Ecologist Magazine)


‘Ma Yoga Laxmi was to Osho what Anand was to Gautama Buddha with one major difference—there is no record or evidence that Anand’s life with Gautama Buddha went through the number and kinds of twists and turns, ups and downs, deaths and rebirths that Ma Yoga Laxmi’s life was so blessed to go through with Osho. She not only walked what Osho talked, she lived it and lived it joyfully. She had been a witness to the sannyas of thousands of us sannyasins. She had been our collective envy for her proximity to Osho as well as our collective tears for what she endured—being closest to Osho meant she received the maximum and the harshest hits from Osho’s Zen stick! She was one of us and all of us. In Swami Dev Rashid’s The Only Life she touches us once again and Osho’s vision as well as our own hearts finds a lucid voice. A blessing for Osho lovers and a window for the uninitiated to Osho’s vision and what it means to be a disciple of a master of masters.’—Kamlesh Pandey (Swami Anand Kamlesh) (Creative writer, media personality)


‘From the very first sentence I was hooked. Writing with such elegance, passion and immediacy, Rashid has produced a beautiful, heartfelt memoir of a truly incredible woman, who exuded the sacred feminine throughout her humble life as well as being the very embodiment of the noble Self. The Only Life is a remarkable journey that will similarly transform all those who imbibe its profound and captivating prose.’—Paula Marvelly (Author, Editor, The Culturium)


‘Laxmi’s ongoing clear and constant transmission of Grace flows from this book of her life by Rashid Maxwell. I was lucky to have held a letter written by her in my hand, and was struck by the strength and peace within it. She was and still is an embodiment of service, devotion and humility, now alive and well as the luminous sober love that shepherds and supports all beings.’—Pamela Wilson (Sage)


‘Listening to Osho is very refreshing. It enables deep reflection.’—Dr Kiran Bedi (IPS [Retd])




THE ONLY LIFE


Osho, Laxmi and a Journey of the Heart


RASHID MAXWELL
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FOREWORD


I met Osho in 1988 with my senior film-maker friend Vijay Anand. Since that time my understanding of the ways of the world and of mankind has matured and evolved. Osho’s thoughts, discourses and books have greatly influenced my movies, my sense of music, poetry, drama and aesthetics. In 1999 I wrote and directed the film Taal; it was both directly and indirectly, consciously and unconsciously pervaded by Osho’s teachings; particularly the idea—‘Rise in love, do not fall in love.’


Osho takes you to a new horizon beyond traditional beliefs. He nourishes the seeker in you and makes you question, debate, explore the universal truth within you. It is no wonder that so many of His people have been transformed by the subtle alchemy of the master–disciple relationship.


In The Only Life, we see how one of Osho’s first disciples, Ma Yoga Laxmi, embodies His vision of Zorba the Buddha, the new man or woman who lives fully both the life of the material world and the life of the spirit. Like all of us she had to pass through dark valleys and strenuous times to arrive at the sunlit summit. The author and disciple of Osho, Swami Deva Rashid Maxwell shows how, through meditation and engagement with life, harmony, wisdom and loving kindness arose in her, qualities the world needs urgently. This is a story for our times.


SUBHASH GHAI
(Film-maker)




Osho and his work—that is the only life that Laxmi has.


—Ma Yoga Laxmi




PROLOGUE


Biography is a branch of fiction. To find out facts we read the newspapers or click on Wikipedia. To hear the truth we go to an enlightened one, to poetry and works of art, or to a child.


This book dwells in the borderlands between history and myth. It was brought into being to retrace and remember the life of the late Ma Yoga Laxmi. She had to pass through dark valleys and rank swamps before reaching those high peaks in the sun to which we all aspire; she found that place of peace and kinship with all things.


Her story is a story for our troubled times. It is set in Devotion, the all but vanished land that lies beyond our customary horizons. She was the moon to Osho’s sun. And Osho was, way back in the seventies and eighties, pointing to the cliff-edge where humanity now dithers. He was offering us then the remedies for now.


We know of all the problems piling up across the world; of global warming and extreme weather, of polluted environments and a flawed economic system, of war amongst nations, ethnicities and religions, of human rights and gender rights in jeopardy, of overpopulation and mass migrations, of the threats posed by Artificial Intelligence and bioengineering—the list grows everyday longer. And strangely, deep down in our hearts, we know the solutions too: Osho was proposing us a medicine for our malaise. He was showing us the way of balance and the threads that link us to each other and all things.


To change the world we must change ourselves. This is not esoteric—it is scientific. Nature has evolved as a myriad of species. With humankind, the natural, collective and unconscious process of evolution ends. With humankind, conscious evolution begins. Not as a species, but as individuals. This is twice as necessary now because we have evolved slower than our technology. Hence the saying, ‘To change the world we must change ourselves.’


All our ills are in truth just one disease—unconsciousness, unawareness. This malady, of which we are not conscious, is cured by taking a simple medicine. A simple but by no means easy medicine—meditation. Meditation, self-enquiry, or what is now often called mindfulness is the fast track medicine that ushers in awareness; an awareness that solves or resolves all our problems.


The age of the expert is over; we stand at a door we can and must open ourselves. Like Laxmi, we need no beliefs, no ideology and no special knowledge. Such things have brought us to this dire extremity. Like her, we need to be open, open to changing our mind.


Laxmi takes the medicine; she inspires.




1. HIS ZEN STICK


She is one of many. She sits immobile, close to the podium, a marble buddha on a marble floor. In the silence of a thousand seekers, she is waiting in a timeless zone for the master to arrive. She listens for the glottal crunch of tyres on gravel, the master’s slow approach. All anticipate his words, his silence and the fragrance of the evening meditation.


The wealth of India is memoried in the early summer heat and in the sounds and smells that carry on the warm night air. Trains shunt and clatter in a distant darkness, merchants mutter underneath the compound walls; the scent of jasmine and the fumes of diesel rickshaws hang suspended.


This night, the master who is never late, is late.


A ripple passes through the front few rows. Closed eyes are opened, ears pricked up. Someone in security half rises as two figures enter by the door beside the podium. They are the master’s present secretary Ma Neelam, followed by the Ashram manager or ‘Ashram-in-charge’. They tiptoe over to Ma Laxmi, a slight, bright songbird of a woman meditating in the reserved front row. She herself was Osho’s first disciple and once his secretary and chief administrator. Neelam lays a gentle hand upon her shoulder, invites her with her eloquent eyes and elegant hands to stand and follow her. Laxmi, when she slowly rises, is diminutive. Neelam is tall. They glide, long black iridescent hair on snow-white robes, soundless through the curtained exit to the gravel drive behind. The guard sits back, alert but now relaxed.


Neelam whispers, ‘Laxmi Ma, why are you here? You are not welcome in this commune. You are banned.’


There is a sharp intake of breath and then the hiss of Laxmi’s outraged voice. ‘How dare you say that to me! How dare you throw me out of my master’s place! You have no authority to bar a disciple from listening to her master.’ Laxmi’s body shakes; blood has drained from her face.


‘This message comes from Osho himself. Osho wants you to leave. At once.’


There is a long and loaded pause. Laxmi is fighting the turbulent flames of her recent past. The two who watch in silence see the struggle and its gradual resolution; the flames are starved of oxygen. With a shudder Laxmi’s body softens, her anger dissipates. The two women now walk side by side, the tall and the short, towards the closed main gate; the Ashram-in-charge walks behind them.


‘One’s car is not here,’ says Laxmi. ‘One sent the driver home. What have people been saying about Laxmi?’


‘Did you not receive the message earlier? That you are barred from entering?’


‘No such message was received.’


Laxmi turns to watch the beam of headlights from the master’s car, the car she used to drive. They flicker and move slowly through the silhouetted foliage. She feels her heart still thumping wildly. She slightly bows towards the lights and turns to face her escorts once again. Her large raven-dark eyes are unreadable. ‘This is his Zen stick. Lakdi lag gayi. This is his blessing. I’m sorry I was angry with you.’


***


Laxmi is passing through a death. She, who was once Osho’s hands, his voice, his everyday presence to hundreds of thousands of people; she, who once conversed with the high and the mighty, with prime ministers, superstars and global celebrities; she, who once was voted in the prestigious India Today magazine the third most powerful woman in India, is now, within fifteen years, cast out of the very Ashram that she herself had nursed into maturity.


This is not the first time such a blow has fallen on her. Seven years earlier she had been expelled penniless from Osho’s pioneering commune in America by the very protégé she herself had trained and who had then usurped her position. Then his disciples, or sannyasins, around the world were instructed by that protégé—on pain of expulsion themselves—to give her neither shelter nor support. To add injury to insult she had been worked over by men from the United States Immigration and Naturalization Service and she had to have a cancerous tumour removed from her stomach.


How has it all come to this? To public disgrace and expulsion? When did it all begin to go wrong? How has such a dedicated and devoted woman become a pariah in the garden of her master? Or are things not what they seem?


***


Laxmi sits in the back of a car, trundling over the shiny, pot-holed roads of Poona, now re-named Pune. Her small frame jolts and shakes, her heart still pounds and she sees with unseeing eyes the buses and trucks and cars that constantly threaten collision. There is pain, a searing pain, between her breasts. The driver is asking her questions, expressing his own outrage. Words do not come to Laxmi’s mouth; they are jammed below her throat. Darkness covers her heart. Yet somewhere, in some indeterminate corner of her being, there is light. Somewhere deep inside her is a sunrise waiting to dispel the darkness. Laxmi closes her eyes.


Some would call her a saint, some would call her a sinner. She is both and she is neither. She is you, she is me.


***


In the 1970s and ’80s, a divided, caste-infested India was a nation in recovery from fratricidal wars with Pakistan, the assassination of its leader Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, a murderous time of Partition, two hundred years of British rule, three hundred years of Mogul rule and an existential loss of confidence. It was impoverished, religious, unhygienic, proud and brightly coloured.


For as long as human beings have been conscious, India has explored the mysteries of life and death, the unseen worlds within each one of us. Now India was stumbling.


At the heart of Laxmi’s story is the enlightened master Osho. He was formerly known as Acharya Rajneesh—a teacher by example—and later as Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, the blessed one. Much has been written by him and about him. In this century he is all over the internet, the subject of hundreds of doctoral theses, a source and inspiration for every contemporary seeker of truth. He is a herald of the new India and a new humanity; of a new way of living on this earth. Osho combines and articulates the East’s deep immersion in the spiritual with the Western world’s material proficiency. During the 1970s his personal assistant, secretary and administrator and the president of his charitable foundation was Ma Yoga Laxmi. From around the world people were pouring into Osho’s Ashram in suburban Poona. They came from every nation and religion, every age band, every field of education and achievement, every social stratum. Tens of thousands of visitors crowded into a few small acres.


They had come to attain wisdom, to grow up, to be healed and to be whole. They had come because their girlfriend or best friend had come. They had come because their world was on the skids. They had come because they had everything anyone could want in the affluent West and yet were lacking something. They had come to escape themselves or their family or the law and they had come to attain enlightenment. They took the leap into sannyas, which is Osho’s gift conferring disciplehood on anyone who wants it.


In this crowded commune there were no commandments and no locks, no poverty, no rules; there was an ever-changing set of challenges and situations for each individual’s growth. Correspondingly, there was an ever-higher high of meditation, love and creativity.


The thousands gathered each morning and each evening in an open-sided marble hall to hear the silence and the words of Osho; he left his room but twice a day to be with them for this.


Ma Laxmi was the one who made the cog-wheels of this massive enterprise run smoothly and efficiently. She was devoted to the vision of her master and, within that vision, the realisation of her own self-nature.


***


What exactly is a master? What exactly does devotion stand for?


The path we travel in this life, whether we know it or not, is one that a master or guru has travelled many times. He is a guide, a signpost, a catalyst, a doorway to the unseen world. He is an alarm call, a midwife and a wayside water seller. He is the still, small voice within each one of us. The master takes from us what we do not have and gives us what we already really are.


We are free to take this gift—or not to take it.


On this journey of self-discovery, which is the process of humanity’s evolution, guru–shishya, disciplehood, is an age-old and effective procedure. It is the devotional relationship between a disciple and a master and a well-trodden path in the East. In the contemporary West, we have no such concept other than the faded memory of Jesus and his dozen. When happiness, peace, full awareness and freedom are the aim of life, then a guide who has already walked the way and is himself free of the clamour of ego is indeed helpful beyond price. He or she is one who has discovered the ultimate core of their being. This state brings tranquillity and clarity of vision. It does not bring infallibility but immense compassion and lucidity. In the East this enlightened being is recognised as worthy of devotion.


Devotion is a land grown hazy in our hard-nosed world. It is rare domain, rich with the flora of celebration yet innocent of artifice; a place where everything has value. Devotion is unflawed by poverty or riches, power or lack of power, success or failure. Its distant mountains, when approached, reveal to us the things we know but do not know we know.


Devotion has a bad press in the West; is thought of as something obsolete or sad; an ill-treated dog whose tail still wags with hope; or as something stupid, a married couple living out their days in mutual misery. And what is worse, these days, devotion is referred to as a place contaminated by religious extremism. Devotion in the East, by contrast, is often an over-fed pet, a chronic displacement activity, a smoke-screen hiding who we are. On both sides of the world, devotion is derided as a crutch for those who cannot stand on their own two feet.


Devotion in this story will have none of that. Here, devotion is a high road to freedom. It is freedom itself.


***


All stories have a dozen different versions; all lives have an infinite number of translations. Laxmi’s life has many twists and turns, many ups and downs, many deaths and rebirths. Hers is an unorthodox journey…a journey of the heart.


***


Who was this woman, really? What were her guiding lights? Many people have commented on Laxmi’s physical presence. She was short in stature; less than five foot, or one-and-a-half metres tall. And yet she seemed to be both large and luminous. Her eyes were bright as cat’s eyes in headlights; her smile was the draught of some exhilarant. So full of energy was she during her time with her master, so fulfilled was every aspect of her life, she did not walk, she floated. This floating, be it following him to the podium, showing visitors a garden, or ascending the steps to her office was always somehow humble and ebullient too. The way Laxmi kneeled before Osho expressed not only love and gratitude but a pride in her responsibilities. The way she handed him his clipboard with the sutras or the questions for the morning’s discourse was reminiscent of a sacred ceremonial. Laxmi glowed. Here below are a few thumbnail sketches of her.




All her thinking, everything, revolved around Osho. Her life was totally dedicated to him, to expanding his work. She built the Ashram in Koregaon Park, Poona. For her nothing was impossible. What he asked for had to be done! Period. If it looked farfetched or impossible to others, such words did not exist for her. [Ma Prem Isabel]


Laxmi was totally devoted to Osho and to doing anything which helped him and furthered his work. She never used his name, using only the words: HE, HIS and HIM. And, from the way she said these words, you knew that all the letters were written in capitals. [Ma Prem Veena]


I never saw her do anything like rehearse or make an effort to remember what she had to say, though she was often silent before a big meeting. So I was always astonished at her ability to express herself, at the fierce concentration and courage she exhibited when needing to reply to politicians whose agendas did not support her vision—or that of Osho. And there was never the slightest doubt that the mission that she was there to fulfil was his vision. She referred to him in these meetings as Bhagwan Shree, and she repeated these words often. She came from a position where it was self-evident that she was doing his work; his instructions to her were sacrosanct. And her elation when the meeting was over and some headway was made and we were back in the privacy of the car or the hotel room was infectious. She beamed and her eyes sparkled, and she always credited Osho. ‘It is HIM, Swami’—HIM always with capital letters. [Swami Veetmoha]


She was in a different class from most of us. Laxmi had a real and noticeable spiritual presence. It was a very special time for me when she came out of his room. There was a blue light around her. She had, like Osho, an atmosphere of peace and beauty. I would not say that of any of the other powerful women who came after her. In spite of that tranquillity, I saw her get pretty tough with people if she had to. [Swami Christo]







It is a bewildered, bedazzled Krishna Prem they lead to Laxmi. I stand for a moment in the doorway of the new administration office, watching this woman I love, just savouring the sight of her. She sits in a high-back chair at the centre of a cyclone of activity, dealing, as she’s always done, with everything at once. She’s tinier than before, even more frail and bird-like, but still a vital energy emanates from her—mercurial and dynamic yet at the same time centred and alert.


She does not look at me right away—she’s involved in something—yet I am aware she knows I’m here. And when our eyes do meet, seconds pass before anything transpires. Like old lovers reunited we simply look, saying nothing, as if the wordless gaze erases the time spent apart. Finally, with a sweep of one little arm, she indicates the stool beside her, patting it, inviting me to sit.


‘So Swamiji,’ she says, ‘home-coming has happened!’


[Swami Krishna Prem, Osho, India and Me:
A Tale of Sexual and Spiritual Transformation]







2. A GIRL GROWING UP


Laxmi was born at half past eight on the morning of 12 February 1933 in a well-to-do area of Mumbai, or Bombay as it was then called. That day the family textile business prospered so the baby girl was named after Laxmi, consort of Vishnu, the Indian goddess of material and spiritual wealth.


The maternal line of Laxmi’s family had made a fortune during the First World War. Later the fortune was to vanish but the gene of pragmatic enterprise was firmly established in the bloodline. Laxmi’s grandmother was an influential figure in the extended Kuruwa family so all the children were raised as independent-minded individuals who would face life on their own terms. In the words of a great granddaughter, ‘It was thanks to her we all understood that what is here today may be gone tomorrow.’


The house, or rather mansion, Vatcha Villas, was jointly owned by her father and his elder brother, Laxmi’s uncle. There was an extra bond in the Kuruwa family because the two brothers had married two sisters. Five children had already been born into the extended family and six more were to arrive over the next ten years. And that was before the grandchildren started to appear.


The family were Jains, one of the world’s oldest religions, but they were not unduly orthodox. The young Laxmi growing up was attracted to pictures of Krishna—the colourful Hindu avatar. What must have seeped early into her bloodstream was the Jains’ reverence for life in all its forms; a blade of grass and a grain of sand are as worthy of respect as a sparrow, a mountain and another human being.


Laxmi spoke with fondness of her early years; of caring adults and carefree holidays in the family country house, of fine clean clothes and fragrant gardens. She said she grew up free from want and largely free from petty restrictions.


But, of course, life throws up complications. The Jain tradition, as opposed to its core teaching, was patriarchal; it did not encourage girls going to school with boys. Laxmi’s uncle, the titular head of the extended family, told her that she would not be attending school. Instead she would be educated at home in the domestic skills. Eight-year-old Laxmi promptly decided she would not talk or eat with the family. She locked herself in her room. Her mother, her father, her elder brother all at different times, came knocking on her door.


‘Go away.’


‘But what’s wrong?’


‘I’m not speaking to you.’


‘Then how can we help?’


‘You know what’s wrong.’


‘Girls don’t need to go to school.’


‘I hate you.’


‘No you don’t. Please unlock the door.’


A crashing sound came from inside the room.


‘Are you all right? Laxmi! What has happened?’


Silence.


‘If you don’t unlock the door we’ll have to break it down.’


Silence.


‘You’re an obstinate child…’


In the end Laxmi’s father, Thakersey, who ran the family cloth business and was the main financial provider, persuaded his elder brother to relent.


The two brothers were of different personality types. Laxmi’s father was a rebellious spirit; he supported the Indian Independence Movement, played with the children and often had a glass of beer after work. His brother by contrast was traditional and authoritarian, remote, teetotal, unbending.


Laxmi inherited from her father the tendency to rebel. This challenge to the family on the education of young girls revealed a fault-line that stayed untended in what otherwise appeared to be a happy and united family. Laxmi later described large extended families as pressure cookers where family members were constantly encountering each other. ‘Day in day out relating becomes a useful therapy group for all,’ she told a friend.


***


Laxmi, the eldest daughter and second born child of her parents, was always recognised as the most determined and single-minded of the family. Her niece Alpana remembers her childhood in that extended family. ‘Once Laxmi had decided something, nothing would stop her and she would listen to no one.’


The significance of this observation weaves in and out of Laxmi’s life.


***


The school to which the Kuruwa children were sent was co-educational, private and progressive, inspired by the great poet, polymath and Nobel Prize winner Rabindranath Tagore. The building itself had been a family house, now it smelled of cumin and crayons, Laxmi thought, as she clung to her brother’s arm this first alarming day. Around them milled a herd of older children, jostling them, eyeing them, ignoring them.


‘He pushed me,’ Laxmi said to brother Kakubai.


‘He didn’t mean to.’


‘Yes he did. He whispered something.’


‘What?’


Tears welled up in Laxmi’s eyes. ‘He said, “Hullo Shorty.”’


‘Don’t worry. He’s an ignoramus.’


Laxmi swallowed back her rising sobs. ‘What’s an ignoramus?’


‘Stop asking silly questions.’


‘Why can’t I…?’ The headmaster’s voice boomed across the high-pitched chatter of a hundred kids, calling them to the morning assembly.


***


By the end of her first term Laxmi began to feel somewhat free and at home in the school. She responded well to the challenges of learning, especially the practical crafts and sciences. She did not, however, make friends very easily and there were, anyway, few girls of her age in the school.


Each morning in the large hall, mats were laid out on the floor and the children sat in lines for assembly. One day Laxmi heard a prefect’s voice call out, ‘Laxmi please remove your shoes before you tread all over the mats.’


People everywhere turned to stare at her. ‘Now go and clean them please.’


Laxmi bowed her head. She was blushing. It was with shame and sorrow that she cleaned the mat. Cleaning was her exculpation.


The following term, Laxmi was sitting silently before assembly. She had done her share of the daily laying out of the straw mats. She sat alone on one of them, hearing but not listening to the high-pitched chatter of the children’s voices. She noticed how their babel filled the air. It seemed to bounce back off the rusty red, triangulated iron struts and concrete slabs that cluttered up the ceiling. She wondered if the gods, in particular Lord Krishna, listen in to every conversation. Or have they better things to do like advising kings and politicians how to win their battles?


A footfall on her mat brought her back to earth. The headmaster had just stepped on it on his way up to the podium. With his shoes on!


For a moment Laxmi sat in frozen disbelief. Then she jumped up to pursue him.


‘Sir, Sir…’


‘Yes Laxmi?’


‘Sir, good morning. You walked on a mat.’


‘I did?’


‘Yes Sir. You have shoes on and you walked on the one I was sitting on. Now you have to clean it.’


‘But my shoes are clean Laxmi. Perfectly clean.’


‘But Sir, if we aren’t allowed to walk on the mats, why should you be allowed to? It’s not fair Sir.’


‘That’s true Laxmi.’


‘So you have to clean it Sir.’


‘Please go to the cupboard and get me a cloth.’


‘Yes Sir. And Sir, does god come to Assembly every morning?’


‘Errr…Laxmi…’


‘Or is he busy doing wars and things?’


‘The cloth, Laxmi. Fetch me a cloth.’


***


Cleaning and cleanliness always remained important to Laxmi; they distanced her from stress and the discomforts that life brought. Her older brother, Kakubai, for example. Kakubai was a big shape in her life; big and not entirely sympathetic. He was three years older and a bit too much of a tease. He had ingested the cultural illusion that men and boys are in some inalterable way superior to women and girls. Every day Laxmi had to go to school with him. They bickered in the back of the car, at mealtimes, in the playground and when they got home. He stole her pocket money or the chocolate she bought with it. She told tales on him to the grown-ups, elaborating his misdeeds. Uncle would take his side but when Laxmi’s father was there, Kakubai would be more circumspect. Laxmi slowly learned to hold her ground, and to push back when required. Courage comes from trusting in one’s heart she discovered, fear comes from ignoring one’s inner voice.


Laxmi’s class had swimming lessons once a week. For the first session, the children were lined up, squirming, giggling and joking at the pool’s edge. None of them were swimmers yet. They were told to get into the water. They hesitated. But Laxmi just jumped. She, too, could not swim. The teacher said jump, so she jumped. Then only would she learn what the teacher wanted to teach. By instinct her arms and legs started flailing. Behold! Laxmi was swimming.


A group of boys were mocking her. ‘Shorty wants to be teacher’s pet.’


‘She floats because she’s puffed up like a life-jacket.’


‘Yeah, girls are more buoyant anyway.’


Laxmi stuck out her tongue at them.


***


One of Laxmi’s cousins died of pneumonia and the tenyear-old Laxmi was shocked by the thought of a burial. ‘Kakubhai, what will happen to our cousin when it rains? Will the ants and worms eat her body? Ugh! Do we all have to die?’


‘Give me fifty paise and you can have a bite of my Bounty chocolate bar.’


‘But what happens when you die?’


‘All the lies you’ve told about me will come back and torture you.’


‘Liar, liar pants on fire. Hey don’t push me. I’m telling Mataji. But where do we go when we die?’


Kakubhai was not the only one to face her questions.


‘Lar it is midnight. We are sleeping. Please go back to bed.’


‘But it’s important.’


‘What’s important?’


‘I need to know.’


‘Can’t it wait? What do you need to know?’


‘Mataji, If the earth is round, why don’t we fall off it?’


‘Please Lar, not now. We need to sleep.’


‘But I can’t.’


‘Then read a book for a while. Or count sheep.’


‘But why doesn’t everything fall off the earth?’


‘Go to bed.’


‘But I’m worrying.’


‘Lar! I’m asking you one more time. Please go to bed.’


‘You don’t care about me. You don’t care that I can’t sleep. And I might not be here in the morning.’


‘This is the third night in a week you’ve come asking questions. Even your daytime questions are becoming tiresome. “What makes thunder?” “Why don’t people leave each other alone?” “Where is the moon in the day?” “How many hairs do you have in your head?” Lar, I am getting really fed up. And your father too.’


‘But he will know. Please ask him. And no need to get angry just because you don’t know the answer. Ask Pitaji.’


‘He is asleep. He needs to work tomorrow.’


‘How do you know he’s not dead?’


‘Come,’ said Mataji, rising from her bed and taking hold of Laxmi’s hand. ‘I will tuck you up in bed and sing to you so you will sleep.’


Padding down the passage with their bare feet on the marble tiles, Laxmi suddenly stopped her mother short. ‘But Mataji, I’ve just thought of something awful.’


‘What is that? Not another question I hope.’


‘Mataji! Why am I me and not someone else? What if I am someone else?’


‘Whoever you are, you need a good night’s sleep. That’s it, come along and we can sort these questions out tomorrow. Okay lie down. That’s right. Now this is a song that Mirabai used to sing to her lord Krishna…


I want to give you all the beauty that my eyes can see,
and all the praise my mouth can sing,
I want to give you all the strength my body has,
and all the wonder that the musk parts of my—


‘Mataji,’ Laxmi interrupted. ‘What are musk parts?’


***


One day during lunch hour at school, Laxmi was on her way to pick up her tiffin. An older girl blocked her passage in the locker room. Laxmi tried to move past her.


‘Who are you pushing?’


‘You’re blocking the way,’ said Laxmi extending her chin defiantly.


‘Do you know the word “please”? Or excuse me?’


‘You don’t need all that space.’


‘Who’s talking? You’re the fat one! Look at you!’


‘And you are an ignoramus,’ Laxmi shouted up at her.


A crowd of curious children gathered around.


‘Fatso! Fatso! Fatso!’


‘Shut up ignoramus. You all are ignoramuses.’


Laxmi turned away mortified. She picked up her tiffin and walked to the playground garden. It was true. She was fat. She emptied her lunch down a hole by the wall in the corner and watched as the crows competed with the rats. ‘I like eating. I like the feel of food inside my tummy. I hate to look fat. I don’t look fat. Do I look fat? Maybe a little. Perhaps I do eat more than I need. Why shouldn’t I?’ said ten-year-old Laxmi to herself. ‘And they are ignoramuses.’


***


At the age of twelve, Laxmi suffered from a bout of smallpox, variola minor. Most of the family went down with it. Six weeks later she returned to school with a pock-marked face and short, lustreless hair. Her classmates shunned her. Laxmi was shocked and uncomprehending. She spoke to her father. ‘Why are they pushing me away?’


‘My little one, people pay too much attention to appearances. There is nothing wrong with you. You have not changed. A few things on the outside change but you are the same. You don’t be worried. There will always be people who judge from appearances.’


‘But I don’t want to look funny and I don’t want people to push me away.’


‘It will pass. They will befriend you again.’


‘I don’t want their friendship. They are ignoramuses.’


‘Dear one, they are not. Don’t judge them.’


‘Well, they are rude to me. And I want to be rude back.’


‘Then how will you feel? Think about that. Anyway you will get your good looks back.’


Traditional ayurvedic medicine was highly regarded in the Kuruwa family. Shortly after Laxmi’s birth, her mother had developed a severe and painful condition in one leg. Neighbours hearing her cries assumed the worst and called the police; a testament to how powerful the pain was. The local doctor saw no other option than to amputate. The family ayurved medical practitioner or Vaid was called in and restored her to health with a two-week regime of fasting, followed by a liquid diet. Laxmi kept a high regard for traditional medicine throughout her life.


Rejection and death are two of the great human disquiets. Laxmi remembered the story of Gautama Buddha, who, on seeing for the first time an old man, a sick woman and a corpse, had left home in search of truth and the meaning of life. She would do likewise. She packed a little bag with a hairbrush and a toothbrush, clean underwear and two samosas she found in the fridge. She wrote a note to her cousin saying she would be leaving the house in the middle of the night like the Buddha and begged her not to tell anyone. She went to bed at the normal time. When she awoke it was time for school.


But she had had a dream. She dreamed that Krishna rose up dancing from the barren, dried-up bed of a river. He sang to her:


When we search outside ourselves


For comfort or for meaning,


We enter the great desert.


When we search inside ourselves,


Here is the sea of tranquillity,


Here the feast awaits.


Laxmi wrote these words down in a notebook. A few days later, her father asked her, ‘When will you be setting out in search of truth?’


Laxmi ran to him and hugged him. ‘Oh Bauji!’ Tears soaked his kurta, sobs shook her small body. ‘Oh father I will never leave you. You are everything to me.’


‘I have called in the Vaid. He will restore your looks. You are courageous, my little gudiya. You will come to know the truth and you will be happy. It is only lies that cause misery.’


Laxmi’s friends forgot her vanished scars. She never forgot that just a few superficial marks had made her an outcast.


***


Laxmi’s growing up was not much different from most girls of her age in India. She was conscious of her looks, mortified when teased by kids at school, shamed when they harried her for being fat. The family ayurvedic doctor had dealt with the facial scars, but Laxmi herself had to deal with over-eating. She swung the other way, ate very little and exercised every day.


‘This is Laxmi. She is very total. She goes the whole nine yards,’ declared her niece. From now on, despite her love of food, Laxmi would always live on a very restricted diet.


***


For the most part, they were golden years, the years of Laxmi’s youth. She spent the long hot summers and holidays on the country estate in Gujarat. There, the space was generous enough for the serious political discussions of adults and the noise and turmoil of children. A war was happening in the outside world but most minds were concentrated on the long struggle for India’s independence from Great Britain and the looming cloud of violence they feared that it might bring.


Laxmi valued the respect and freedom she, her siblings and cousins were shown by the adults. ‘We were not heaped with expectations nor were we crammed with guilt. We were loved and taken lightly. And we had a lot of freedom.’ In addition, Laxmi never forgot the order and cleanliness that permeated their house; the freshly washed, scented sheets and clothes, the wholesome food and the extended family meals.


At certain times of the year, itinerant singers, magicians, poets and storytellers came by their house. Like all children, Laxmi knew there is another world hidden in this world. Her dreams and her imagination were fuelled and fired by tales of gods and kings, divine reprobates and devilish pranksters.


During Shivaratri, a festival that honours the god Shiva’s union with Parvathi, there is a day of fasting. Laxmi’s Jain family celebrated that event. A tribal shaman visited every year, offering bhang, an intoxicating drink. Laxmi’s interest was aroused as she stood in the shade outside the family kitchen and watched the shaman crush the cannabis leaves in a pestle and mortar and flavour them with milk and cardamom, pistachio, saffron, nutmeg and dry rose petals. What was this irresistible drink to the young enquiring mind? Years later Laxmi was to say that happiness leads to boldness; only a dancing heart can take you into the uncharted. She sampled the bhang. With the arrogance of the young, she had hardly swallowed half her cup before she was complaining that it had no effect. The old shaman asked for a copper coin, rung it several times on the stone flag and dropped it into her drink. Laxmi drank again and took off into uncontrollable laughter. The family gathered round to enjoy the spectacle. When the other kids started mobbing her, she broke into uncontrollable sobbing. Her mother and an ayah, or governess, scooped her up and put her to bed where she dreamed more wild and woeful dreams. It took her three days to recover.


***


One morning after family breakfast Laxmi pulled her father aside.


‘Pitaji,I want to learn how to drive.’


‘Very good, Laxmi. It’s a useful skill.’


‘Which car shall I learn on? I think I like the Chevrolet. Or the Morris?’


‘No need to decide. There are new models every year.’


‘I want to learn now. Will you teach me?’


‘Now?’


‘Yes, now.’


‘But you are only ten years old, my gudiya.’


‘So?’


‘And you can’t see over the dashboard.’


‘So? Do you have to be tall to drive? Please! I really want to know how to drive.’


‘All right, all right! Don’t stamp your foot like that. We’ll use the old Austin of your cousin. And we have to get some cushions for you.’


Thus Laxmi’s love of motor cars found early expression in the garage and the small roads of the family’s country home. She, of all the children, boys included, was the one with an interest in machines. She was given some tools and a soldering kit. She learned to mend small household items like the broken iron, the clock that would not work and a grinder in the kitchen.


This is the advent of the practical Laxmi, the one who later kept the cog-wheels of a mighty Ashram commune turning smoothly.


***


Laxmi was still in school when her aunt died of tuberculosis following a short illness. Her mother too contracted the infection so it fell upon twelve-year-old Laxmi, as the oldest female of the coming generation, to take on the care of the children, one of them only two years old. At the same time, she had to become responsible for the upkeep of the mansion on three floors, and a full household complement of thirty-eight people, including a small army of servants. This was a huge responsibility for one so young.


Alpana, her niece, remembers that their clothes were always spotless, the house clean, and the children kept in order with a firm hand. ‘She was a perfectionist. We used to call her Hitler, but not in a pejorative way.’ When questioned more she responded, ‘She was loving and fair but strict in a spinsterish sort of way. If you picked something up it had to be put back exactly in the same place. And once something was set in her vision she was deaf and blind to anything else. But she would play with us too. She managed to be both playmate and authority for us.’


It was never going to be easy acting mother to such a large extended family. One day Laxmi was so irritated by some administrative nuisance that she broke four glasses in the kitchen sink and did not even notice until someone warned her of the shards.


***


‘What’s that behind your back?’ Laxmi ascending the curved marble stairs at their home met her father coming down.


‘Nothing. Just a magazine,’ said Laxmi reddening.


‘May I see it?’ asked her father


‘Sure.’


‘You are reading about religion?’


‘No…umm…yes…umm…Pitaji why are there so many different religions? At school we have them all including kids with none. And we are no different from each other. What is the point of religions?’


‘What do you think?’


‘I don’t know. Aren’t they all trying to show us god? I think they are meant to teach us right and wrong, which we know already anyway. I mean we know when we’ve done good or bad, don’t we Pitaji? But religions are all made by men. And mostly they give us fights and wars. I think they are made so we are not so scared of dying?’


‘What an intelligent daughter I have! I think much of what you say is true. But where is god in all of this?’


‘I don’t know. Is there a god? Or gods? Why do we have to believe in god? Because our ancestors did? Because priests tell us to? Pitaji, everyone tells me different things and I don’t know what to believe? I go to lots of temples. I like temples. Some of the priests are creepy. But I feel calm in temples. Pitaji, am I too fat?’


Her father laughed. ‘La, you are perfect as you are. And we follow the Jain religion which is really more concerned with living your life with ahimsa or non-violence and awareness so your soul becomes free.’


‘Umm perhaps I’m trying to find out what is my soul,’ said Laxmi slightly lifting the hem of her skirt to continue up the stairs.


‘Let me know if you do,’ her father called as an afterthought up the echoing staircase.


‘Okay. But you will know anyway.’


***


Mataji, as mothers are familiarly known, slowly recovered and Laxmi resumed her education for another six years until, once again, family demands and the conflicting need to extend her horizons and live out her Gandhian ideals caused eighteen-year-old Laxmi to drop out of college. Dropped too for now was the search for soul and god and the nature of religion.


She took to working part time with a voluntary organisation set up to help women move out of poverty. Wealthy Jains have a tradition of philanthropic work and the Kuruwa family were no exception. Before being diagnosed with cancer, Laxmi’s father, apart from running the family cloth business, was involved in several welfare projects. He was also a trustee of a rich Jain temple and had the responsibility for building a charitable, low-income housing project.


Laxmi’s father, unlike his elder brother, was a keen but clandestine supporter of Gandhi and the Indian Independence Movement. He practised and passed on to Laxmi its ideals of simplicity, non-violence and civil disobedience. He and his daughter chose to wear white homespun clothes, when not respectively at work or college. On one occasion, Laxmi’s father took her to an open-air rally in Bombay (now Mumbai) where the Mahatma was speaking. Gandhi opened the proceedings with an appeal for everyone present to donate five rupees each. However, towards the end of his speech a detachment of mounted colonial police entered the arena firing shots into the air with the unsurprising intention of breaking up the meeting. In the tumult and confusion, the young Laxmi found her way to the podium on which Gandhi was sitting and pressed five rupees upon him. He laid his hand on her head in blessing. Within a year he visited the family’s country home in Kutch in Western Gujarat and within a couple of more years he was assassinated.


***


As Laxmi blossomed into her late teens, her family’s thoughts turned naturally to marriage. Not Laxmi’s however. Doubtless she would be an attractive acquisition for any of the close-knit Jain families in Bombay; she was pretty, well-educated and her family was wealthy and highly respected.


With her father’s loving support however, Laxmi—known forever in the family as La or Lar—fought off all contenders to the marriage bed.
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