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“In this desperate tale of expatriates caught up in the Chinese occupation of Tibet, Jeanne Peterson captures the bitterness while keeping in touch with a more spiritual melancholy and a pulse of hope. One’s senses are flooded with tastes, smells, and sounds that bring a very distant world and time to life.”

Jonathan Falla, author of Blue Poppies


	Jeanne Peterson is a clinical psychologist who worked for years with survivors of torture and communist re-education from all over Asia. In her free time she facilitates an advanced writing group in San Diego, where she lives with her two sons.





 

 


[image: image]



 

 

A Oneworld Book

First published in Great Britain and the Commonwealth by Oneworld Publications 2010
This ebook edition published in 2013
Copyright © Jeanne Peterson 2010

The moral right of Jeanne Peterson to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved
Copyright under Berne Convention
A CIP record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978–1–85168–736–7
eISBN 978–1–85168–887–6

Cover design by Richard Green

Oneworld Publications
10 Bloomsbury St
London WC1B 3SR
England
www.oneworld-publications.com


	
Learn more about Oneworld. Join our mailing list to find out about our latest titles and special offers at:

www.oneworld-publications.com






 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To Julian and Hayden




 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It has been nearly a decade since I began the journey that brought Falling to Heaven into being. I say this as a caveat: the passage of time and raising children have taken their toll on my brain cells, so if I’ve forgotten anyone in this list of acknowledgments, my profound apologies.

First, thanks to all the generous fellow writers in the San Diego community who have helped me in a wide variety of ways, especially Judy Reeves, Roger Aplon, Suzanna Neal, Patrick McMahon, Sarah Zale, Jill Hall, Peggy Lang, and Chet Cunningham.

For their invaluable help in my research into Tibetan Buddhism, I am grateful to the community of Drikung Kyobpa Choling, and especially Drupon Samten Rinpoche, Michael Essex (Wangdu), Tsering, and Peter. Any misunderstanding of Tibetan culture or religion in this book can be laid at my doorstep, not theirs.

To all of my fellow Quakers at La Jolla Quaker Meeting, thanks for opening your hearts to me and taking me in as one of your own. Thanks especially to Jim Summers, Jane Peers, and Kerstin Waschewsky.

My warmest gratitude to the following individuals for making travel to Tibet a joy: Hira Dhamala of Karnali Excursions, Ngawang, and Tashi, as well as my friend DeeDee, who’d never traveled in the developing world before stepping foot into Tibet to accompany me.

I am deeply indebted to my tireless agents, Ros Edwards and Helenka Fuglewicz, who toiled with such patience and faith, always believing in the book’s potential. And great thanks to my editor, Katie Gilligan, at St. Martin’s, whose insight and suggestions have taught me so much as a writer.

Last but certainly not least are my loved ones who read through countless versions of the manuscript and provided unstinting support: my mom, Kathleen Smith; my sister, Nancy Holt; along with Marcie Goldman and Paula West. Love to my two children, Hayden and Julian, for being their lovely selves and providing me with so much material from real life.






 

 

[image: image]

Prologue

Imagine God with feet. With ten toes, toenails, perhaps even a divine bunion or two. And if perchance God decided to touch those feet down on the earth’s soil, picture one of those feet planted on a cloud, and the other foot dangling, reaching down to find purchase on the wildly spinning blue ball beneath it. What might the divine foot touch first on the earth as it stretched from the lower reaches of the heavens? Why, the roof, of course. The roof of the world. The highest country on the earth, encased on all sides by the Himalaya, Karakoram, and Kunlun mountain ranges, like a sapphire nestled in its protective setting of gold. So the Divine One might land on the serrated edges of the Himalayas and perch upon those chiseled peaks, inhaling the thin air that is winged by vultures.

From this vantage, the divine eye could gaze upon the antlike human figures bustling about the small hamlets and larger cities of that country that rests on the roof of the world, the land of snows, what is known in human circles as Tibet.

Were this visitation to take place anytime during the tenth through the nineteenth centuries, as Western humans reckon time, the sights beheld would show little change. The peasant with black hair braided into a long queue down his back, wielding his scythe in golden fields of barley. A bronze-skinned woman bent over a flowing creek, singing as she rinses laundry in the cleansing waters. A young girl tossing dried chips of yak dung into the oven in her kitchen. A man in red robes, incense in his nostrils, sitting erect with a mind as empty and still as a frozen pond. The mountains sheltering the land of snows make it so difficult to reach that its inhabitants lived relatively undisturbed and unchanged for hundreds of years.

Were the Divine One to have touched down during the year of our Lord 1954, however, the all-seeing eye would have witnessed scenes sharply at odds with those of earlier centuries.

Groups of men in uniform the color of Tibet’s soil. They move from the east, from the Land of the Dragon, across the jagged landscape of Tibet, each battalion moving in concert as the legs of a great spider might move the whole across a vast desert. Each carries a rifle in his arms with the devotion of a mother for her infant. In a monastery to the south, monks hold their breath. They sit in a circle around the sacred mandala they have prayerfully fashioned with many-colored grains of sand; their normally placid faces contort as the uniformed man with the shiny black boots sweeps his foot across their oeuvre. In Tibet’s eastern lands, soot rises in black curls from a city in flames as one of the legs of the spider leaves it.

Hard words float up from the cities into the thin mountain air, words never heard before in this region, out of the mouths of the uninvited guests from the Land of the Dragon. We will liberate you. Eliminate foreign imperialists. Long live Chairman Mao. From the houses of natives, wails are heard and words like taken to prison camp and disappeared.

In Lhasa, the capital, an old man called Tenzin in russet monk robes sits on the damp floor of a Chinese prison, his face so lined it resembles a topographical map. Although his gaze rests on a spot of urine on the stone floor before him, his shining eyes see beyond the walls that cage him and his cellmates. He has been beaten until his back is an open sore. His wounds ache, but he sits, undisturbed.

In the city of Shigatse, smoke floats up through the hole in each flat roof. Should that divine eye peek down through one of those holes into a kitchen, it might glimpse the woman called Rinchen, who stands on aching feet, shredding goat meat. Beside her on the stove bubbles a savory broth with bits of garlic, grains of black pepper, and chopped onions dancing within it. Peering into this steaming pot is her young boy, Champa, standing on a wooden stool, his seven-year-old eyes pricked and smarting from the steam and the onions. She says affectionately, “Such a naughty boy. If you touch that soup pot again, you’ll be sleeping out with the goats tonight!”

Outside her kitchen window she can see her husband, Dorje, tending to the animals sheltered within the walls of their square courtyard. He holds grains of barley up to the warm, snuffling mouth of his favorite mare, who nuzzles at his hand contentedly. He strokes the velvety neck of the horse as he whispers sweetness into her cocked ear. On the opposite end of this corral, two enormous, hairy yaks stand tolerantly, searching the ground for treats. Leaning against one wall are twenty bales of wool to be loaded onto the backs of these last patient beasts. Tomorrow Dorje will prod them and others of their kind onto the dusty paths of his trade route.

To the west, on a high pass of the Himalayas, a man and a woman can be seen trudging upward. They wear clothing that, to a distant observer, disguises their origin and their white skin. But there is more to this picture, a remainder that only the superior senses of the deity could perceive. The blood that has been oozing into the heels of the woman’s leather boots for some days now, mixed with skin worn off the delicate flesh of her heels. The throbbing that pulses in the man’s head, signaling another altitude headache, blinding the traveler and ending his rumination over whether they will be caught and deported from the country they are entering unlawfully. The packs these two carry on their backs grow dangerously light as their food supplies dwindle. Only the all-knowing mind could discern what mysterious purpose propels these two dogged travelers forward with their Sherpa guide—a purpose that none, not their family members, not their friends, and especially not their unwilling hosts, can fathom.
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MAY 24, 1954

Dorje

My mother taught me how to do prostrations as soon as I could walk. Bring hands together over your head, then to your chest, then go down like Abu on all four legs, touch your forehead to the earth. Hold your love for His Holiness in your heart every moment. Abu was our little puppy, and my mother taught me prostrations in this way, with me pretending to be Abu. She brought me to the temple with her every day, teaching me how to say prayers for all sentient beings. She said to me, “Even though your father is Chinese, you will learn to be a good Tibetan.”

When I became a little older, my mother noticed I could put myself in the place of others and understand them. She said, “Perhaps it is because you have two kinds of blood. It is your destiny to be the friend of the tiger and the rabbit, although these two are enemies.”

I suppose this is a good thing, being a friend to the tiger and the rabbit. When my mother told me this, I was too young to imagine the ways in which it would prove to be true. But now, in my country, we are feeling the jaws of the tiger. And the teeth can be sharp, like the prick of many blades.

I am speaking of the Chinese. We Tibetans talk about the Chinese all the time. When we sit and drink our tea, I hear how Palden had his yaks taken by the Chinese. Or when we thresh barley on the roof, I hear about my neighbor Tashi, who had his barley taken by the People’s Liberation Army.

Whenever we talk about the Chinese, I remember my two kinds of blood, but I do not feel Chinese. At least not the way my Tibetan friends think of them. My father was from Amdo, where more Chinese people were close by than here in Shigatse. So he and my mother were married because their families knew one another, just living side by side without any problem.

In these last few years, things with the Chinese are very different. There is no more living side by side without any problem, because the Chinese say they have come to liberate us. When I first heard this, it made me laugh. Other Tibetans also laughed at such a silly idea. We wanted to ask, Liberate us from what?

But now we have a bad feeling, a hardness in the stomach, a feeling of anger. And we are afraid.

Over the years, the Chinese have come and gone and come again. When they would go, we would drink chang to celebrate and tell ourselves the trouble was over. But each time they would come back, they would stay a little longer, and we would pray harder for them to leave.

It seems now that they are staying.

We don’t like it when we are reciting our prayers and we see a Chinese person laughing at us openly. Without respect.

Because here in Tibet, nothing is more important to us than our religion.

So I feel the anger of my people, but I can also put myself in the place of the Chinese.

It is not hard for me to look into the face of one of these young Chinese soldiers and see into his heart. He has pride. He believes he is bringing the superior wisdom of Chairman Mao to us. He looks at us and sees superstitious peasants with dirt on our faces. He looks at the soil under our feet and sees Chinese soil.

I speak Chinese and Tibetan, and so my people often come to me asking for help when they have a problem with the Chinese. That is when I stand between the tiger and the rabbit, and I think of my mother’s warm hand touching my cheek when she said this, so long ago.

This is hard for my wife. She says, “When you help all these people, you put your family in danger.”

I tell her, “It is my destiny to help people in this way,” and she says, “Oh, the tiger and the rabbit and your destiny! What about our family?”

In these moments I am reminded that people here say my wife does not have good manners. She came from the province of Kham with her family when she was just a girl, so she has the rough Khampa ways. It does not bother me that she is like this because I know it is only on the outside. Inside, her heart is tender and sweet.

Lama Norbu told us Rinchen was a panda in her previous life, and I know it is true. Rinchen was a she-bear, with a soft black coat and big black eyes, and also long, sharp claws. I saw the bear incarnation one day in Rinchen. A communist soldier came on the street when we were walking to the temple with thermoses of dri butter to refill the butter lamps. He went over to touch our son, Champa. The soldier was smiling, and I think Champa had charmed him. Everybody likes Champa because he is a clown. But with the soldier, Rinchen stepped in front of our son, with her hands in fists, standing strong. I think she scared the soldier because, even though he had a gun, he walked away quite fast! Maybe he saw the long claws of Rinchen’s soul ready to tear him apart.

I noticed Rinchen right away when she came here from Kham. All of us in Shigatse talked about her as the girl who could tame the wild dogs. Maybe it was because she was a bear in her previous existence and the packs of dogs in the streets could smell the bear in her, so they were afraid. The first time I saw her, she was only as tall as a sheep, and she was carrying a large bag from the marketplace for her mother. In my mind, I called her “small as a sheep, strong as a bear.” When she walked by the dogs in our neighborhood, they became quiet. Everyone else had to throw stones at them to keep them away, but Rinchen needed no stones. I saw her from my window on the second story of our house as she came, and I watched her go by until I couldn’t see her anymore, and the whole way she went straight and peaceful with no dogs to bother her.

When I was twelve years old, I found out my parents had arranged a marriage for me with the girl who tames the wild dogs. I was happy because she was a strong, brave girl, and I thought, “We will have a good life together.”

We have made a good life, but Rinchen does not like my curious nature. In the end, I have often seen that my wife is wise. I hear her warnings in my mind, telling me that my curiosity could bring us hardships, but sometimes I’m still like a little mouse nosing around.

Such as yesterday, when I greeted our new neighbor. The woman from America. Who, along with her husband, is probably being watched by the suspicious Chinese. Westerners are the enemy, the Chinese say.

The Americans arrived a week ago and have been staying next door in a house owned by the Tibetan regent. For centuries, to protect our traditions and religion from outside influences, the Tibetan authorities have almost never permitted foreigners to stay in Tibet. So it is astonishing that they are in Shigatse, and since they are staying in the regent’s house, they clearly have permission to be here. I simply cannot understand the presence of these neighbors, so the mystery lives in my mind like an itch I have to scratch.

Our homes are close to each other. Each of our houses has a square courtyard with the house settled into one corner, and our two houses lie in the corners of the squares that are closest to one another. Because of this, I have caught glimpses of them through the windows. Each time I have seen them, many questions have burned within me. Was it true that they both had hair that disobeyed, curving up into waves like an ocean on their heads, instead of lying flat? Was it true their eyes were light-colored and clear so I might see all the way through if I looked right at them? Why were they here? Could I be helpful to them? I speak English, taught to me by an Englishman when the British had a mission here.

Perhaps it was destined for us to meet, because yesterday I looked up from behind the low wall of my courtyard and there she was. The woman with unruly red hair out in front of her door with a broom, sweeping up dust. Her hair was pulled back, but shorter strands of it were indeed curled up around her face, which was pale, with speckles across her nose, and pink in her cheeks. She was tall, and she wore a red silk chuba, I was surprised to see. She held one of her hands over her mouth shyly, but behind it I saw a smile. I was ready to say, “Greetings, madam,” but instead she burst out with “Tashi delek!” in a perfect Lhasa accent. I was unable to speak from the shock and stood like a statue, staring into the green eyes. Next she bowed to me, and I bowed back to her. Finally I stammered in English, “Good day to you.” I only wanted to wish her a pleasant day, but then I remembered this was the way to say good-bye. So of course I thought I must leave. I bowed again, and she followed with her own bow. I felt so silly, I simply walked away. She must have thought I was rude to leave so quickly.

To make up for my rudeness, I have decided to give them the “welcome chang,” a kettle of butter tea and a kettle of chang. I plan to go while Rinchen is away at the river getting water for cooking. She would yell and tug at her braids if she knew, saying, “Why are you talking with those foreigners? Do you want the Chinese to start watching us too?”

When I think of this, there is a tightness in my chest, and I wonder if I will bring trouble to us all.
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Emma

May 29, 1954

Dear Genevieve,

Greetings from Tibet! We are settling in after a week and a half of being here in the town of Shigatse. We got permission to be here from the local nobleman, called the regent, and he’s even letting us rent a house from him. I can’t tell you how surprised we are that we’re being allowed to stay. I thought he’d boot our heinies out of here as soon as he saw us. Gerald says either I charmed the regent with my fluent Tibetan, or God’s hand is already at work. Personally, I figure he just needed the rent money.

It took us four weeks to walk over the mountains on foot from the Nepali border to Shigatse. We were relieved to make it here before June, when the monsoon season starts and travel gets a lot more challenging. We had a Sherpa named Tsultrim, and he promised to guide us until we got deported—he was that certain we’d be turned back! What an odd look he gave us. It reminded me of the general reaction we got from officials as we made our travel preparations: They thought we must be nuts. Or we must be missionaries, who are generally assumed to be nuts anyway. I assured him we were not missionaries, just tourists (and nuts too).

Luckily for us, Tsultrim was clever and took us on all sorts of detours to avoid running into any Tibetan authorities. The journey itself was so challenging I can hardly describe it. Gerald thought his head would burst as we climbed up as high as seventeen thousand feet. At the top of one of the highest mountain passes, I lost all feeling in my face. Tsultrim made me lie down and rest. Gerald told me I got really loopy, asking him over and over, “Did we just have a conversation?” He got worried and went into physician mode, asking me questions I dimly recognized from quizzing him for his neurology exams. When I sat up and told him to shut up already, he assured Tsultrim, “She’s back to normal.” Tsultrim said, “She will feel better when she comes down.” As we descended the pass, the blood rushed back into my cheeks. They felt as hot as if I’d been sunburned.

The house where we’re staying is filled with lovely Tibetan furnishings of carved wood, brightly painted with flowers and birds. We have two rooms, including a kitchen with a cast-iron stove fueled by, amazingly enough, the dried dung of yaks. They don’t waste anything here! It hasn’t been appetizing to store yak poop in the same room with all the food. Fortunately, the regent found us a helper by the name of Phuntsog. He leaves “yak chips” and food items just inside the courtyard gate for a small fee each week. The fact that I don’t have to go harvest “yak patties” makes me think there must be a God, and he knows my limits!

We’re working at living as Tibetans do, so we’ve been using a large churner to make butter tea. Tibetans drink this tea all day long, as many as sixty cups a day. It takes Phuntsog forty-five minutes to make it, but when I do it, it takes an hour and a half! First I gather the stream water, throw dung chips into the oven fire, and scrape some yak butter into the cylinder-shaped churner along with some salt. I boil the water, break off some tea, and churn it all together. I’m beginning to understand why some of the women here look as burly as the livestock.

The other thing we have in the way of food is tsampa, a flour ground from roasted barley. It tastes sort of like puffed wheat. Oddly enough, you don’t use it to make anything, you just eat it. By using a few drops of tea you’re supposed to form the flour into a little dollop that you pop neatly into your mouth. As we’ve found out, it’s a lot harder than it looks. We usually end up with flour dusted in an undignified trail down our chests. When we get tired of tsampa, we move on to other Tibetan staples: yak meat, yogurt, and cheese, mainly. Acquired tastes. Enough said.

We sleep in the kitchen, and the one other room in the house has an altar in it. It seemed like an odd arrangement to us at first, but Phuntsog said, “When winter comes, you will understand why you sleep in the kitchen next to the stove.” I imagine we will. As far as the altar room goes, every house here has one.

On the outside, our house looks like a typical Tibetan house: a whitewashed adobe affair situated in the corner of a square courtyard formed by four adobe whitewashed walls that are about five feet high. Everything is functional here—that is, if we chose to, we could corral our livestock within the courtyard (you know, yaks, sheep, a horse or two). At every corner of the courtyard is a set of prayer flags tied to a willow stick that juts out vertically from where the two walls meet. People here sometimes store their firewood on top of the walls, and they even use them as a drying surface for yak dung! They mix the yak dung with water and form it into disks, which they then slap onto the vertical surfaces of the walls for drying, leaving an orderly polka-dot look.

I’ve spent a good deal of time being fascinated by the windows on the houses. They’re quite dramatic. Think of a large black square stuck into the side of a white house, then pull the two bottom corners of the black square outward to make the base of the square wider than the rest of it. Then stick a four-paned window into the middle of the figure and top the window with a white frill that looks like a bed skirt. To add to the theatrical black-on-white theme, all doors here are painted red, and it’s really a beautiful effect.

Being here has forced Gerald to confront his filth phobia. When we were back in Kathmandu studying the Tibetan language, the Nepalis told us, “Those Tibetans, they don’t care about being clean. All they care about is their religion.” We had no idea how literally they meant that! The toilets in the cities are just pits that stink to high heaven and back down again into hell. At first Gerald wouldn’t admit they bothered him. So while I was calling them “celestial cesspools” and “skunkpots,” he would lift his chin as if he could hear his father saying, “Chin up, old boy.” He was trying so hard to be respectful of the culture here. He finally came off his high horse though, after numerous trips caused by a bout of diarrhea. Then he joined in, calling them “pestilential palaces.” Aside from the toilets, though, the other places are relatively clean and quite lovely.

The latest big event is that we met our neighbor! His name is Dorje (sounds like dor-jay). I can’t tell you how excited we were, because no one else here has spoken to us. I greeted him from our porch, and then he came and knocked on our door the next day. When I opened it, he was standing there grinning, holding two kettles. He was a little shorter than me, and he had his black hair braided in a long tail in the back. His dark hair shone, and his chest spread broadly beneath his collarbones, even as he bowed. Such dignity and such humility, all at once. He had a gold earring, in the fashion of men of means here, and he wore a nice black chuba (it looks like a bathrobe with a belt around the waist). He said, in melodious English, “I brought welcome chang.” (Chang is the beer they make out of barley.) I was so touched by his thoughtfulness and his kind face that tears came to my eyes. He chuckled when I told him how we’ve struggled to eat tsampa. His laugh seemed to bubble up from a deep place within. He gave us a lesson on proper tsampa-eating technique. I took advantage of the chance to ask him about something that has really chilled us: nearly every door here has a swastika on it, including ours! He said that this symbol simply means “all is well,” and that it is thousands of years old. It is supposed to bring well-being, in his words. I wonder what he thought of our disturbed expressions as he explained it to us. It has taken some getting used to seeing it in a country full of Buddhists who are so against killing they won’t even swat a fly!

We got into a discussion about religion with our neighbor, and we explained to him that we’re Quakers. Gerald told him, “We believe that God speaks to us if we wait in silence,” to which he responded, “This is like meditation, is it not?” I didn’t bother to mention that I’m not exactly devout, but I did chime in with the Quaker saying “There is that of God in everyone.” He looked a little confused at that point, but hopefully we’ll get the chance to clarify that it means we respect his religion as also being from God.

It was the first time we’d ever talked to someone who knew absolutely nothing about Quakers. So we didn’t get the usual reactions of “Oh, those women with the bonnets” or “the horse-and-buggy people” or something or other about oats.

I know that some in our Quaker meeting worried about our trip here because the Reds are supposedly taking over and all that. Please let them know that although we do feel the Chinese presence, we don’t feel any danger. The Tibetans seem to be carrying on their lives normally, so there’s no cause for worry.

Gerald has been praying for you. I have been too, in my own way. I hope the warmer spring weather eases your arthritis pains. Please pass along our love and greetings to all the Friends, and thank them for holding us in the Light.

Peace,

Emma

I sat at the kitchen table, knowing I hadn’t told Genevieve all that had really happened when we talked with Dorje. His bowl still sat to my right. I touched the bowl’s wooden lip, still warm, as if it could tell me what it was about him that had made my chest ache.

He’d asked why we came here. I told him, “Gerald wants to find a guru here to learn about Tibetan religion.”

Dorje asked him, “You are looking for a teacher?”

Gerald looked down and ran his hand through his blond curls, a gesture that told me he was embarrassed. He answered, “Oh, I’m sure we won’t be here long enough to find one. We’ll only stay as long as the regent allows.”

Dorje looked so earnest as he said, “Lama Norbu says that if your heart is pure, a teacher will come to you.” His eyes opened like flowers as he said it, and he clasped his hands together in a prayer mudra at his chest.

Next to Dorje’s bowl lay a photo of my dad. An old black-andwhite with scalloped edges and a crease on the left corner. Dad in an alpine trekking outfit of leather boots, a fur-lined jacket, and thick woolen trousers. He stood arm in arm with a Sherpa. The other arm he held out as if to show off a flexed bicep. He grinned radiantly, with the Himalayas standing behind him like hulking shadows.

When Dorje asked my reasons for coming here, I didn’t know what to say. I had to come. Something, some invisible cord, pulled me over those unforgiving mountains. It wasn’t Gerald; it wasn’t the guide. I took every step on my own, my face wrapped in a scarf to stave off the choking dust. While gasping my way up with quivering legs, I felt like a fish on a dock, gills flapping open, desperate to be back where the air is thick and nourishing. But I didn’t let my legs turn around, even then.

I’ve explained my reasons for this trip to so many people. But when I sat across from Dorje’s kind face, eyebrows arching together as he listened, I handed him the picture and couldn’t say a word.

He held the picture gently and studied it.

Finally I said, “That’s my dad.”

“These are the Himalayas?”

I nodded. His eyes became so sad as he gazed at me, as if he already knew what had happened. I felt awkward, naked. Turning my face away, I said, “He . . . died. They never found his body . . .” My voice trailed off . Sadness stung my eyes.

“And your mother?”

Gerald took my hand and answered for me. “She died when Emma was quite young.”

“And now you are here,” Dorje said. His smile against his copper skin was bright. It held joy, a joy that came from having known—and accepted—sorrow.

Seeing it made me look down into my bowl of tea and swallow.

I loved Dorje from that moment. And I didn’t sense any danger at all.
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Conscientious objection is not a total repudiation of force; it is a refusal to surrender moral responsibility for one’s actions.

—KENNETH BARNES



JUNE 1, 1954


Gerald


The brown eyes stared up at me, glassy and unseeing. I stepped back, unable to breathe, and their gaze seemed to follow me. I wanted to turn and flee, but instead I rooted myself to the spot, even as I heard the thud of the butcher’s knife against bone and the choked sound of my own breathing.

I pulled in deep breaths as I’d learned to do over the years. In a moment I’d be okay, I knew. The smell in my nostrils was the metallic scent of blood, although I’d never smelled yak blood before.

Old images pushed up to the surface, and I sat with them and let the picture show roll. Breathing in the blood smell, looking up at the sky, and thinking of Rufus. After my heart slowed and I was calm, I walked home with Rufus still piggybacking my brain.

Upon reaching home, I told Emma about it while we sat on the regent’s magnificent couch with the colorful curlicues painted on it. “Quite the adventure today, Em. I started following this old man because he was sporting those boots with the upturned toes.”

She smiled at me. “You and those boots.” She had her russet waves loose, still drying from a morning bath, and her skin glowed beneath the tiny sprinkle of freckles over her nose and cheeks.

I grinned back. “It seemed he was heading for the monastery up on the hill, and I wanted to get a closer look at the golden roof, so I followed him. But then we came to . . . the butcher’s grounds.”

“Oh, God!” she exclaimed, disgusted.

“I heard sheep bleating and yaks lowing or mooing or whatever they do, and there was blood everywhere. I saw a yak head fall to the ground after the butcher cut it off .” I shuddered.

“Oh!” She grimaced. “That is so grisly.” She paused. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I took some deep breaths and gathered my wits and here I am.”

“So it didn’t make you . . . remember?”

“Rufus?” I said deliberately.

She nodded vigorously.

“I’ll admit that it did remind me, but I’ve faced my demons and I’m perfectly all right.”

Rufus had entered my life when I was eight years old. I’d been fresh from England, and he’d taunted me daily at school. “Listen to the snooty way he talks!”

I didn’t want to be different. When I’d told Father about it, he’d said, “Don’t let those Yanks ruffle you. Pay him no mind, and presently he’ll forget all about it.”

I thought Father didn’t understand how hard it was to be eight and alone with a bully in a schoolyard. So I resolved to deal with it the way I saw other boys handle things.

On a rainy day in October, with Rufus jeering at me and a gaggle of children around us, I made a fateful choice. I stepped toward him and pushed him as hard as I could.

He fell backward against some stairs. His eyes opened wide as his head struck the edge of a step. His eyes looked at me and never closed again, staring.

His body went completely still. Blood ran from the back of his head—so much of it—how could a little boy have so much blood? And I heard around me first a deadly quiet, then the other children began crying, and someone screamed at me, “You killed him!”

I shook my head, backing away. “No. No, I didn’t. I just pushed him.”

But Rufus was dead. An ambulance came and they covered his face with a sheet and my parents were called and Rufus’s parents came and I saw his mum crying.

I stopped speaking then. For the rest of that year and most of the next as well. If I didn’t open my mouth, nothing bad would happen. I prayed every night. Not from the Book of Common Prayer as I’d learned at church, but my own desperate words. “God, I promise I won’t hurt anyone else. Please help me to keep that promise. Please, God. Please forgive me for . . . Rufus. And bless his family.” No matter what they said in the schoolyard, I didn’t answer. I didn’t speak in the classroom and not even at home.

After what happened with Rufus, Father wouldn’t speak to me. We’d only just arrived in the States, in the small community of Middletown, Connecticut, so that Father could take a teaching post at Wesleyan College. Though he’d counseled me not to be ruffled by Yanks, I saw how it pained him when the townspeople looked at us with stony faces. He held his head high and clenched his jaw when he went out the door in the mornings.

When I would enter a room, Father’s face would change. He would look down, eyebrows lifted as though he’d bitten into a sour apple, then he’d deliberately refocus on the daily paper in front of him. Mum was hardly better, with her uncertain, rabbity face that followed the scent of Father’s opinions and then hopped along behind.

So, being silent was my slow atonement. I prayed, “God, please help Father to see that I’m sorry and forgive me.” But he spoke only to Mum and my older brother, Tyler.

Then one night Father invited a friend to our home for supper, a colleague from Wesleyan. A Dr. Spence, father said before the visitor arrived, someone with a lot of clout in the institution. By this we knew Father wanted us to be on our best behavior, and I was dreading the thought of having to impress some buttoned-down academic.

When Dr. Spence appeared in the doorway in a rumpled shirt and khaki pants, his face bare but for one patch of hair on his chin, Tyler and I looked at each other in astonishment. This was not the sort of fellow Father would have consorted with in the past, clout or no. Had Father sunk to depths we’d not imagined?

After the evening was over, Father commented, “Seems a decent fellow, despite being a pacifist.”

“What’s that?” I asked. My first words in so long, because I had to know.

“Hmmm? A pacifist?”

I nodded.

“Let’s see,” my father mused. “Someone who abhors all violence and thinks we should simply shake hands and be friends. Never fight wars, that sort of thing.”

Father didn’t notice that I’d just started speaking again. I heard the sneer in his voice about our visitor, but from that moment I couldn’t stop thinking about Dr. Spence. It had never occurred to me that one could be opposed to wars and stand against them. I could scarcely believe it. It echoed in my heart in a way that made me wonder whether I too might be one of those . . . pacifists.

He visited a few more times, and I found I so liked him. He was warm and funny and smoked strange-smelling French cigarettes. The day after one of his visits Mum told us that his eight-year-old daughter would be staying with us from time to time whenever he went abroad to conduct his research.

That was how I met my Emma. She wore trousers. I’d never seen a girl who wore trousers before, or who could belch on command, or who could climb trees better than me. Emma would not let me hide in my quiet world. She tugged me out of it by playing marbles and pitching baseballs at me and putting her hand to my ear to whisper secrets. Her eyebrows reminded me of red velvet cake, the maroonish red brows painted lushly on the silk white frosting of her skin. I adored red velvet cake. Her auburn hair lay on her shoulders like a warning flag, untamed, heated, out for adventure. When she got angry, she would flush from her chest all the way to the top of her head. I found myself wanting to wrestle with her, though I’d never had that urge before in my life.

I couldn’t believe she sought my company. Nobody else did. One day I asked her, “Didn’t you hear what I—what happened last year?”

“Yeah, I know. You mean that kid Rufus who died?”

“Uh-huh.” I would admit my guilt. “I—”

“Yeah, I heard about it. Was it really gory? I mean, did you throw up or anything?”

I was so startled I could hardly respond. “Uh, no. I guess I didn’t.”

“Yeah, the Housers told my dad about it, like we should stay away from you, but he just rolled his eyes and said, ‘That poor English kid—his life must be hell living in a town with people like you.’” She stood with her hands on her hips and tossed her head while she spoke.

“He said that?” I was nearly giddy with relief and gratitude.

“Oh, yeah, he loves telling people exactly what he thinks, and they can go to hell if they don’t like it.” She smiled simply.

I blinked hearing her speak so freely, and a laugh escaped me, the first time I’d laughed in a long time. She laughed too, which was even better, to laugh with someone. When Emma’s father died, I couldn’t have been more delighted that my parents took her in as one of our family.

Although Emma pulled me back into life, I still prayed for forgiveness for Rufus’s death. But Emma and I talked about it sometimes, and one time she said something so simple, it helped me begin to put it to rest.

She made me show her the stairway where it happened. She made me point out the very step, while I turned green from the horror of it. She said, “I can see it. I could push you, and you could fall and crack your head open by chance too.”

“But you wouldn’t push someone like that.”

She laughed. “I have pushed someone like that. They just didn’t hit a stair.” She shrugged.

Then we went and sat on the step, the lethal step, for a long time and said nothing.

Something lifted that day and I was able to put the worst of it behind me. But by the time I was fourteen, the world itself was preoccupied with death. My parents heard from relatives about the terror Hitler was spreading across Europe. They would sit in the parlor listening to reports from London on the wireless.

One night we sat eating our supper after just such a harrowing account from the battlefield. Father cleared his throat. Without taking his eyes off his food, he said, “There is nothing more important than duty. And if your country calls upon you to defend her, you must not be deaf to her call.”

The next morning Tyler left for the enlistment office with Father while Mum stood in the hallway holding her doubts between pursed lips. How proud Father was that day. Brave Tyler, doing his part, not letting the side down.

I knew what Father expected of me. But every time I thought of what that meant, I knew I would never be able to kill a man, and that I didn’t even want to participate from behind the front lines in helping someone else do it. As the years passed, a sense of doom grew like a plague inside me. Soon I would be eighteen and Father would expect me to enlist. Then one day I saw a man on a street corner handing out pamphlets. A woman in front of me took one. She looked at it, then threw it at his feet and yelled at the man, “Traitor!” as she walked away. When I reached him, I saw his eyes were kind, despite her harsh words to him. He said, “Son, there is another way,” and handed me a pamphlet.
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