
[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


AUTHOR’S NOTE: This is a work of nonfiction. The names of some people have been changed to maintain their privacy or protect the guilty. The facts are written as accurately as possible, based on my memory, medical notes, and phone and/or in-person interviews. Names of some animals, minor details of setting, or other non-medical facts may differ slightly. Conversations have been reconstructed as best as my memory serves.

Copyright © 2024 by Marcie Fallek, DVM, CVA

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by David Ter-Avanesyan

Cover image provided by Marcie Fallek

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-8202-0

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-8251-8

Printed in the United States of America


For my grandmother, Betty Schreiber, whose love lit my life, and whose faith in me never wavered.


Prologue

A middle-aged brunette entered my office holding a three-pound skeleton strapped to a wooden plank. I could barely make out the creature. I directed the woman toward the exam table, on which she tenderly placed the planked animal. A cat. Each gasped breath from the creature seemed to be its last.

I had hoped the opening day of my new Greenwich Village clinic in New York City would be easy. From a long list of pet owners calling for help, I had returned Andrea’s call first. She had told me that her fourteen-year-old cat was in kidney failure, something I’d had good success treating in the past. I’d thought maybe I could add a few more years to this animal’s life. Now I hoped he’d make it through the appointment.

“So, tell me what’s going on with Archie,” I managed. “You told me he had chronic kidney failure. Is there more to the story?”

“Well, he also has lung cancer,” Andrea admitted. “I was afraid if I told you how bad he was, you wouldn’t see me.”

She was probably right.

I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Andrea, your cat is much sicker than I’d thought. I’m afraid he’s beyond my help.” I had witnessed so many miraculous healings with holistic medicine that I’d rarely had to recommend euthanasia, but I could not, in good conscience, encourage this woman to pursue any treatment, including my own. Accepting her money wouldn’t feel ethical.

“He wants to live; I know he does. Please try!” she pleaded. She told me she’d taken him out of a sewer in Manhattan when he was a kitten. “He fought and struggled his whole life to survive. He’s been there for me in every crisis of my life. Now I need to be here for him. I owe it to him.”

Andrea was crying now, and my heart melted. I gave her a hug. Despite my misgivings about being able to help this cat, how could I say no?

“OK. I’ll try.”

I pulled a chair to one side of the table for Andrea and rolled my chair to the other side. I inserted a fresh treatment record into my clipboard. “Let’s start from the beginning.”

Archie had been diagnosed with advanced kidney failure and had defied his veterinarians’ predictions of imminent death for the past four years. His latest renal ultrasound showed that his kidneys were “incompatible with life,” she said. Despite that report, with Andrea’s daily administration of subcutaneous fluids, the cat had thrived. That is, until Andrea went on a two-week vacation, leaving Archie with his usual cat-sitter.

When Andrea returned, she found Archie in the condition that I now observed: a barely breathing bag of skin and bones. Andrea had rushed the cat to her regular vet, who diagnosed heart failure. But heart drugs, he told her, would only exacerbate the kidney failure. The only option was euthanasia, the vet said.

Andrea ignored the doctor and went straight to Animal Medical Center (AMC), Manhattan’s most prestigious veterinary hospital. Several tests later, the specialists diagnosed advanced lung cancer (in addition to the kidney failure). Heart failure was a misdiagnosis, they said. They drained fluid from the cat’s chest cavity to ease his labored breathing and recommended euthanasia.

Andrea had refused and brought the cat home. She returned to the AMC for additional chest taps, but Archie remained subdued and wouldn’t eat. After the third visit, the veterinarians at the AMC told Andrea another tap would be too dangerous. They refused to treat the cat anymore.

That’s when she called me.

Over the years, I accumulated many tools for my holistic toolbox. I specialize in acupuncture and classical homeopathy, two powerful energy healing modalities. But Archie’s condition was precarious, and even holistic treatment carried risk for an animal in this state. I’d heard one report of acupuncture healing a case of cancer, but our professors at the International Veterinary Acupuncture Society (IVAS) had warned that treating an animal with cancer could accelerate a malignancy. Homeopathy is safe and gentle, even for cancer, but when an animal is close to death all bets are off.

While Andrea stroked Archie, I asked dozens of questions, inputting the answers into the homeopathic program on my computer, which helped narrow down the thousands of available remedies into the most appropriate for this poor creature.

Arsenicum album. According to the program, this remedy seemed most likely to help Archie. Through experience, I knew it was also one of two remedies that helps an animal on the brink of death to transition peacefully. That was not my intention here, so I searched for an alternative. But Arsenicum album was the only remedy that fit the case.

I told Andrea to administer one drop a day to the cat, the lowest possible dose, to keep a daily log, and to call me in two days.

She didn’t call. I suspected the worst.

Two weeks later, Andrea called.

“Is Archie OK?” I blurted out.

“He’s much better!”

The cat was alive? Thank you, God. “What are you seeing?” I said.

“His breathing is better, he’s more alert, and he’s eating on his own.”

Astonishing. But the cat was not out of the woods. “Increase the Arsenicum to one drop twice a day. If Archie worsens, stop the remedy and call me. If he improves, please call me in two weeks.”

Two weeks later, Andrea telephoned with a concern. “He’s peeing tons of urine!”

Increased urination could mean the kidney disease had worsened. “Is he vomiting?”

“No, he’s eating normally. In fact, he’s feeling really good.”

“Are his stools small, hard, and dry, like before?” A sign of dehydration.

She told me they looked normal.

“How is his breathing?”

“Much better. Actually, it seems normal.”

Archie wasn’t showing any signs of kidney disease, and he hadn’t had another chest tap. It seemed crazy, but I surmised that his body was purging the fluid in his lungs through his kidneys. I’d never seen that before, but it was the only logical explanation.

I had to see for myself. I asked Andrea to bring Archie back for a recheck the following week.

On Saturday, she toted her cat in a carrier. No more plank. Archie looked like a healthy, young cat. His coat was shiny, he had regained all his weight, and he had a sparkle in his eyes. I couldn’t believe the transformation.

Archie was thriving despite his lung cancer and kidney failure.

Andrea’s love and dedication, and Archie’s determination to live, taught me this: the impossible can become possible.


Chapter 1

Divine Intervention Needed

A blast of hot, dank air hit me as soon as I stepped off the plane in Bombay. It must have been 100 degrees, even though it was after midnight. Beyond exhausted, I trailed fifty-nine other pilgrims, as Raimondo, our group leader from Italy, shepherded us toward our waiting luggage. We wound our way through throngs of pushing and shoving Indians toward the taxi stand.

I was a twenty-seven-year-old Jewish New Yorker studying veterinary medicine in Italy at the Università di Bologna. I’d made this journey from Italy during Christmas break for the same reasons the others had: we’d been told that God lived in India. Finding God had been on my to-do list for as long as I could remember.

Plus, I’d need Divine intervention to pass my veterinary exams.

Veterinary school in Bologna was a five-year program—in Italian—and students needed to pass fifty-one oral exams to graduate. I’d passed only fourteen in four years. In other words, I had thirty-eight to go. In one year. Theoretically, anyway. Like with most things Italian, rules could be broken. Students were allowed twenty years to get through. If you exceeded that, you’d have to start all over again.

About 60 percent of Americans and 80 percent of Italians flunked out. This terrified me. I’d never failed an exam in my life. I needed help.

I crowded into a taxi with four strangers. Through sleep-deprived eyes, I spied thousands of lifeless lumps littering the ground outside the airport. “They’re people!” someone muttered.

I spent a sleepless night at a no-star hotel in Bombay and the next morning squeezed into another dilapidated taxi with four more strangers for the second leg of our journey. The driver piled our luggage high onto the roof and tied it down with rope, then slid behind the wheel and sped off through vehicular anarchy, bumping and bouncing along what was generously called a road. I kept a wary eye out the rear window for my green plaid suitcase.

What had I gotten myself into? I prayed for safe passage and reviewed my motivations: Find God and finish vet school.

My miserable childhood had launched this journey to find God. At seven years old, as I lay in bed curled in a tight ball, hugging myself and sobbing, I felt there had to be something more to life than the anger that filled our home. I cried out to a God I wasn’t sure was there.

In college, I’d majored in philosophy. Why am I here? Why were any of us here? Time and again I wondered: how could I live a purposeful life that also made me happy? I knew one thing: animals made me happy.

In India, I stared out the window as a kaleidoscope of unfamiliar sights, sounds, and smells assaulted my senses. Human skeletons in loincloths pulled or pedaled rickshaws. Beautiful, floppy-eared white oxen strained heroically, lugging heavy wooden carts. Skinny men controlled them using thick, painful-looking rope shoved through the animals’ nostrils. The sight pierced my heart. Mildew mixed with incense, manure, and pungent Indian spices smelled not unpleasant. Indians, some with goats tethered to short leashes, cooked on open fires along the side of the road. I turned away, hoping the animals wouldn’t end up in the pots.

My heart soared when I noticed some charming Brahman cattle meandering through the traffic, their necks draped with flowers and golden bells tinkling on their horns. I loved seeing them free and happy.

When we stopped at a red light, adolescent boys with broad smiles shoved their leprosy-eaten arms into our taxi windows. I recoiled. Babu, our driver, waved them away. I watched them move undeterred to the next car.

We took a short flight to Bangalore and then boarded a large tour bus for a seven-hour ride to the ashram, which a fellow pilgrim had described as five minutes from the Stone Age. I peered out the window from my seat right behind Mohammed, the driver. Alone, yet not alone, my preferred state of being. Brush and boulders dotted the barren terrain. Herds of goats and sheep blocked our path on the dusty, narrow road. We waited while young, sandal-clad shepherds drove them out of our way with curved wooden canes. This felt like a scene straight out of the Bible.

Halfway to the ashram, Mohammed pulled over to the side of the road for a pee stop. I stepped out cautiously and looked around for toilets. A stocky, middle-aged brunette named Chiara noticed my confusion and pointed to a rock. “Pick a big one. But watch out for cobras. Those red mounds are cobra nests.”

After three more hours of dust and rock and goats, just as I began to nod off, pink archways decorated with sculptures of angels and peacocks and other creatures sprouted up from the colorless terrain. We passed through an archway bordered by lotus flowers and symbols of various religions. Pastel-colored buildings lined the widening dirt road.

Mohammed turned to us. “We’re almost there.”

My heart pounded. This was where Sai Baba, an avatar or incarnation of God, supposedly lived, in Prashanthi Nilayam, or Abode of Highest Peace. I’d heard about Sai Baba during my first year of vet school. I’d befriended an Italian kindergarten teacher who’d visited this ashram with a small group led by Antonio Craxi, the brother of the Italian prime minister. Her name was Anna, and she’d told me fantastical stories about this so-called miracle man. He’d materialized jewelry out of thin air, she said, returned sight to the blind, cured cancer with a powder—vibhuti—that he created with a mere wave of his hand. Anna even spoke about people raised from the dead. Sai Baba, she said, knew our past, present, and future, could manifest himself in many places at the same time, and could multiply food, just like Jesus.

Although I was Jewish, I’d always had a soft spot for Jesus. When I was little and our maid, Nellie, invited me to her Baptist church, I went. I loved the singing and appreciated the religious zeal, but, even at nine years old, I questioned the dogma: whoever didn’t believe in Jesus would go to hell? I knew that if there was a God, he wouldn’t send millions of faithful Jews, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, and the rest to hell, so I kept looking.

When I was ten, I walked with my grandma down Madison Avenue in Manhattan. I watched groups of other ten-year-old girls skipping down the street in their green plaid matching Catholic school uniforms and crisp white blouses. They looked like they were having a blast. They reminded me of Hayley Mills and her friends in The Trouble with Angels, a favorite movie of mine. But, dogma-wise, the Catholics sounded the same as the Baptists.

In high school, my friend Anne invited me to Kingdom Hall for Jehovah’s Witness meetings. I warmed to their fellowship but didn’t believe I’d die along with the other heathens in the coming Armageddon of 1984.

And try as I might, I couldn’t find God during Friday night Shabbat services with my family at our reform Jewish synagogue. No one I met there even seemed to believe in God. Not my parents, not their friends, not my friends. I even had my doubts about the rabbi.

Like many Jewish New York liberals, I was a skeptic. But I’ve always had an open mind. Although I didn’t think Jesus was God, if I’d been around two thousand years ago, I know I would have tried to make the trip to Jerusalem to see if the rumors were true. So, I had to do as much for Sai Baba. His teachings, which I’d read before the trip, resonated with what my inner voice whispered:

There is only one religion; the religion of Love

There is only one language; the language of the Heart

There is only one caste; the caste of Humanity

There is only one God; He is omnipresent.1

In other words, one God for all.

In my freshman year at Emory University in Atlanta, my Christian roommate had gifted me the book Siddhartha, which introduced me to Eastern Spirituality. That led me to Yogananda’s The Autobiography of a Yogi. The author’s experiences tugged at my soul. I knew I would get to India, the land of miracles, when the time was right.

Our bus passed through a golden, wrought-iron gate into the ashram, and I felt like I’d entered another dimension. I spotted the temple, or mandir, to my left. It looked like a fancy double-decker wedding cake designed by Walt Disney, painted in the same pretty pastel colors as the archways and adorned with sculptures of swans, lions, elephants, and angels. Here, they told us, we would gather to pray, chant, and see Sai Baba during Darshan, the holiest part of the trip. Next to the mandir stood a tall, lotus-shaped cement pillar decorated with symbols of the world’s major religions: the Om (Hindu), the Cross (Christian), the Star and Crescent (Muslim), the Buddhist Wheel (Buddhism), and Fire (Zoroastrianism, someone told me.)

I’d read about Sai Baba’s teachings in Dr. Samuel Sandweiss’s book, The Holy Man and the Psychiatrist. Dr. Sandweiss was Jewish, a skeptic, and a seeker, like me. In the 1970s, he’d traveled to India as a clinical psychiatrist to discredit Sai Baba. Instead, Sandweiss returned a changed man and a devotee.

But he’d already finished medical school. I still had thirty-eight exams to go.



1 Samuel H. Sandweiss, MD, SAI BABA: The Holy Man … And The Psychiatrist (San Diego, CA: Birth Day Publishing Company, 1975).


Chapter 2

Seeking Creature Comforts

Man-pedaled rickshaws took us to our assigned rooms. I dragged my luggage up two flights of stairs and down a long, outdoor, verandah-like hallway. Someone opened the door to our room, and I found myself staring into an empty twenty-by-twenty-foot cement-floored room to be shared by all eight women in my group. A single snore by any of them, and I knew my sleeping would be over.

You can take the New Yorker out of New York. But take New York out of the New Yorker? Not so much. I raced to drop my bag alongside a wall to claim a six-by-three-foot piece of real estate. Then I looked around. A sad-eyed, middle-aged woman, whom I’d noticed alone in the bus, had begun to set up a makeshift altar. Despite her full-length mink coat, I felt drawn to her. A lonely, kindred spirit? Overcoming my shyness, I stuck out my hand and introduced myself.

“Mi chiama Adriana,” she said in Italian, telling me her name. She placed what looked like a crystal necklace around a framed photo of Sai Baba.

“That’s beautiful,” I said. “What is it?”

“It’s Pope John XXIII’s crucifix. My husband was with the pope when he died. Papa Giovanni wanted my husband to have it.”

The pope?! I eyed the beads with reverence. I didn’t know much about popes, but I believed this guy was one of the good ones. Suddenly aware of my frayed and worn-out Indian style dress, the one I’d kept from my hippy days at college, I said “What does your husband do?”

“He’s an MP (member of parliament). He’s ultra-conservative. I’m not. Our marriage is not the happiest,” she confided. “For ten years he wouldn’t let me come here. I don’t know why he changed his mind. Maybe he has a girlfriend now.” She turned back toward the altar and adjusted the rosary.

I felt for her and was touched by the confidence she’d shared. I tried to give her her space (what little there was, anyway).

Chiara walked over. She’d told me at the pit stop that this was her second trip to the ashram, so she knew the ropes. She invited me to walk with her to the village of Puttaparthi to buy mattresses and a plastic pail and cup for washing up.

I followed Chiara down the stairs and retraced our route to the ashram gate. Once outside Ganesha Gate, I froze. Shrouded figures with gaping black holes in their faces sat on the opposite curb, arms outstretched. More leprosy.

I turned to my right, where a legless boy propelled himself by his arms on a crude wooden pallet. Horrified, I looked to my left and saw half a dozen grimy, barefoot girls, no older than eight, supporting tiny infants on their hips with one arm, while the other reached toward us, begging for change.

“Ignore them!” Chiara commanded. “Baba says we can give food, but not money. Hurry up or we’ll be late for the group meeting.” I stifled my well-fed guilt and followed Chiara as she picked her way through garbage to an open-air stall where a scrawny Indian man pedaled an old-fashioned sewing machine. We were sari-shopping, apparently. The man looked up with a toothless grin and waved us into the dark bowels of the shop. I followed Chiara’s lead and removed my shoes before I entered. How strange to be so fastidious surrounded by all the filth.

The shopkeeper loaded dozens of neatly folded, multicolored saris wrapped in stiff plastic on the narrow countertop. Most were paisley-patterned geometrical shapes that seemed downright dowdy. I managed to find a beautiful sheer powder blue one with delicate pink roses. The tailor measured me for a matching blouse and petticoat that I’d pick up later.

As we made our way through piles of cow dung to the next shop, a motorized rickshaw crossed our path. On the rear window was plastered a decal: “If God seems far away, guess who moved.” India’s spiritual wealth, juxtaposed with unfathomable material poverty.

I followed Chiara into a stall filled with piles of two-inch thick mattresses and other home goods. “Get two mattresses,” Chiara advised, “it’ll be more comfortable, and they’re only ten rupees (one dollar).” At the third shop we purchased a plastic bucket and cup for “washing up.”

Chiara laughed at my expression. “At least our room has running water,” she said, referring to the single waist-high spigot of cold water and hole in the floor in our “bathroom.” We’d have to fill the bucket with water, then dip the cup into the bucket and pour it over ourselves many times. “We are lucky to have a room,” she continued. “Most people stay in a shed.” The sheds housed up to two hundred people each and had no indoor plumbing. Those pilgrims drew water from a single outdoor well to wash and used outhouses in lieu of toilets.

Despite Chiara’s assurances of our good fortune, and my silent pep talk about how I’d come to India to meet God and not to have a five-star vacation, I dreaded what lay ahead. I suffered from terrible insomnia and had an overactive bladder.

On the way to the stores, I took note of a “Hotel” sign hanging over a small thatched hut and made a mental note to check it out later.

Back inside the ashram, I read some of Baba’s phrases painted on cement slabs lining the dirt road to the mandir:

“Work Is Worship.”

“Hands that Help Are Holier than Lips that Pray.”

“Service to Man Is Service to God.”

“Love All, Serve All.”

I took this to mean animals as well!

We passed ancient-looking, permanently bent-over women in saris, sweeping the immaculate dirt path with bundles of twig-like grasses tied together. They looked like characters out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales.

We dumped our stuff in our room and raced to the orientation room. We seated ourselves on the floor behind the other women. The men sat on the other side, separated from us by a wide aisle. Raimondo spelled out our schedule, along with the rules and regulations.

“This is a spiritual journey,” Raimondo counseled. “We are not here to make friends or sightsee. Remember, it is in the silence that you find God.” Smoking, alcohol, drugs, and meat, as well as fraternizing with the opposite sex, were prohibited on ashram grounds. He eyed some fellow Italian pilgrims. “This also means outside the ashram. No leaning on the ashram wall smoking with your arm around your girlfriend.”

After the meeting, Chiara invited me to the canteen for dinner, but I declined so I could check out that hotel. I mustered the courage to exit Ganesha Gate once again and hurried toward the hotel.

An Indian man waved. “Hotel?” he called.

I nodded. “How much?”

“Twenty rupees.”

Two dollars. I peered into a cave-like hut. No windows and a dirt floor. Still, it would be all mine. I hesitated, weighing my options.

“You have to watch out for tarantulas,” he cautioned.

That did it. I dashed back to the ashram.

The others were still at dinner while I unpacked, ate some crackers and peanut butter I’d brought from Bologna, and then slipped on my cotton nightgown. I made up my double layer bed with sheets I’d brought from Italy and some cotton blankets I’d bought with the mattress. I inserted my Calmor wax ear plugs, wrapped my head in my Brookstone eyeshades, slid under the covers, and waited for the other women to return.

By eight, they arrived. I pretended to sleep. Shortly after the lights went out, at 9 p.m., the cacophony of snoring began.

I lay there for about half an hour, searching for a solution.

Got it! I dragged my mattresses outside to the verandah, where the cool silence soothed my nerves. I lay down, covered my head with my blanket, and prayed for sleep to someone I hoped was listening.

A few miserable, sleepless hours later, somebody’s alarm blared: the 3:30 a.m. wakeup call. I poked my head out of the covers and discovered three large, bald creatures with pointy faces and open sores huddled on the edge of my blanket. They looked like oversized rats. And contagious. I screamed.

They fled.

Only then did I realize that they were dogs. I’d never in my life seen canines that looked that pitiful. Compassion swelled in me, along with deep shame. These creatures had only wanted my company and warmth. The very creatures I’d hoped to help someday, if my quest to become a veterinarian ever materialized.


Chapter 3

A Rod and a Promise

OM-ing and meditation started at 4 a.m. sharp, and I was exhausted. It had been seventy-two hours since I’d gotten any sleep. With a sigh, I dragged my mattresses back inside, threw on some clothes, and stumbled after my group in the darkness to the mandir.

I filed into the inner sanctuary with the others and looked around in wonder. The predawn darkness, lit only by candles on the altar, along with the mystical animal sculptures and life-sized statues and portraits of the many incarnations of God gracing the dais, infused the room with an otherworldly holiness.

I sat on the cold marble floor, clutching my crossed knees into my chest and squeezed in among dozens of sari-d women. A wide aisle covered with red carpet separated us from the men, all dressed in white pajamas.

A sense of expectation filled the room. Rolling waves of Oms reverberated from and through the crowd—Omkar, repeating Om twenty-one times. Raimondo had told us about this at orientation. My anxiety melted as I merged with the waves. But me and my ADD self couldn’t stop thinking of the lepers and begging children. And those dogs. I felt awful that I’d scared them off. I hoped I could make it up to them.

I began to cough uncontrollably. I tensed, expecting to be yelled at like in a New York movie theater, or by my mother or sister when I screwed something up. Instead, someone rubbed my back. I flinched. I hated to be touched, even in a nice way, even when my grandma held my hand. A sari’d arm passed me a hard candy; the kindness took me by surprise.

Half an hour later, we exited the sanctuary into the still-dark morning. Under a star-studded sky, I followed the others as they circled the mandir, chanting devotional songs, bhajans.

Then we scattered, back to the room for a bucket bath and to dress in our saris for Darshan. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how to wrap the long piece of cloth around me to look anything like a sari. All that folding and pleating and pinning. Chiara took pity and helped.

“You look beautiful in a sari,” my new friend Adriana exclaimed. “It suits you; you are so tall and slim. And with your curly blonde hair you look like an angel!”

It may have suited me, but I felt like a mummy swathed in plastic wrap. I shuffled off to the canteen with the others. I needed caffeine and something to eat.

I took my place at the end of the women’s queue, grabbed a tray from the large stack, and made my way down the serving line. I nodded “yes” as a seva (volunteer) doled out some kind of porridge from a huge metal cauldron onto a stainless-steel plate. The next seva handed me a piece of flatbread. I took half a dozen tiny metal cups filled with a milky-looking hot drink from the end of the table, hoping they contained caffeine.

I carried my tray to one of the long cement tables that filled the room and slid onto its attached bench next to other devotees. I glanced at my neighbors. How was I supposed to eat hot porridge without utensils? They used their fingers. When in Rome …

Spicy farina and chai tea. Delicious!

On my way to the temple, my mind drifted back to the dogs. Mange! That’s why they were bald! They’d scratched all their hair off, leaving only open sores. There’d been no mention of that in vet school at the University of Bologna, which was founded in 1088 and probably hadn’t changed much over the millennia. It still focused on farm and draught animals, like cows and horses and pigs, and considered dogs and cats superfluous. But thanks to the veterinarians at our family dog’s hospital where I’d volunteered after college, I knew that mange was treatable. Four weekly lime Sulphur dips—if I recalled correctly. That, plus food, and they’d be normal dogs—like Nika, the sheltie mix I’d left at home with my parents when I took off for Bologna.

Enough with the daydreaming. I checked my watch. It was time to meet God.

I hurried toward the mandir and spotted my group already queued up outside.

A severe-faced seva, identified by a blue neck scarf, held up her hand, palm toward New Yorker me. Slow down. We filed in one by one. Sevas stood like sentries at both ends of each row, directing us toward seating. One after the other, various sevas shooed me forward until I reached the first row (!), a not-so-small miracle in this crowd of twenty thousand people. I felt as if a fairy godmother had waved a magic wand over my head.

I sat cross-legged in the sand, struck by my luck.

From the corner of my eye, I spotted a blond-haired, blue-eyed woman and a girl around three years old, sitting diagonally behind me. They appeared to be Scandinavian, with their tall Nordic beauty. The girl, apparently the woman’s daughter, was picture perfect, like a child movie star, except for a huge red tumor that hung from her neck. I felt sick to my stomach at the sight, but their faces glowed. I imagined the mom hoped Baba would heal her daughter.

Women with frozen limbs, twisted and contorted into all sorts of impossible shapes, lay in wheelchairs parked along the retaining wall of the temple. Despite their infirmities, the women’s faces radiated devotion.

I wanted what they seemed to have. Faith? Something to replace my constant anxiety. I had to pass thirty-eight more exams but compared to them, I should be living in a constant state of gratitude.

A small army of children, immaculately dressed in white, marched in from behind the mandir and took their places on the verandah, little five-year-olds in front, sloping upward to the tallest teenagers in back.

The unrelenting Indian sun beat down on us as we waited for Baba. An Indian girl on my right wrote and rewrote the Hindu symbol for Om in meticulous script into a small, lined notebook. An old woman to my left muttered prayers from a booklet she held in her lap. Some Indians fanned themselves with pieces of paper, others with mini battery-powered fans.

Suddenly, soft instrumental music filled the air. Everyone came to attention, with their palms pressed together in the Namaste pose, fingers pointing upward and thumbs to chest. I copied them, my gaze following theirs, as heads turned toward the mandir door.

The door opened and a small brown man with a large Afro glided across the sand toward us. Sai Baba. He seemed to float—his feet hidden under the hem of his full-length orange robe. He paused and scanned the crowd. Then he lifted his gaze, focusing on some point above and beyond us.

I stared, unsure what to think.

He made his way along the edge of the crowd, starting on the women’s side. As he approached, many rose to their knees, hands still pressed together, attempting to get his attention. Baba ignored some and spoke to others. Several reached out to touch his feet. If someone was too pushy, Baba glowered.

Some held out letters for him to collect, others, infants to bless. After he’d passed, devotees gathered the grains of sand that he’d tread on, folding them carefully into pieces of paper torn from books or notebooks, which to me seemed over the top.

Suddenly Baba turned toward me and looked straight into my eyes.

I felt like he was staring into my soul, like somehow, he knew everything about me—my struggles with my family, my struggles with my studies. He knew how hard I tried, with everything. To be good, to do the right thing. At that moment it was as if nothing else mattered except what God thought of me. The real me.

I hoped I’d lived up to his expectations.

And then, without a word, Baba moved on, making his way slowly toward the men’s section.

Baba’s gaze somehow triggered something deep inside, because a truth hit me like a lightning bolt: I, alone, was responsible for my life—my every thought, my every action. There was a God who saw, knew, and understood. I determined not to let Him down.

I needed time alone. I decided to skip the food line and instead took a walk. I found a bakery across from the canteen, a real bakery with real loaves of bread, my favorite food. Wrapped in old newspaper, a loaf of whole-wheat cost only two rupees (twenty cents). I bought one, ate half, and dropped the rest in my new Indian hand-embroidered cotton shoulder bag and continued exploring.

Rounding the corner past the mandir, I spotted an emaciated dog hiding in the brush. I took out the bread from my bag and approached cautiously, not wanting to scare him off. A seva intercepted us, brandishing a metal club. The dog howled and bolted before the steel rod could reach him. The guard shot me a grin, convinced he’d protected me from some awful fate. Given the cultural divide, I didn’t feel it my place to confront him. But the rod crushed my spirit.

When I saw the guard raise his club outside the mandir, I was that dog. My mind flashed back to when I was seven years old. I was locked in the bathroom, lying on the floor. Soul-wracking sobs arose from a place so deep within me that I felt they possessed my body. I was the screaming. I was the pain. My mother had gotten me a few times with the belt in my bedroom. For the first time ever, I slapped her back. Enraged, her beating became even more ferocious. “Don’t you ever hit me!” she roared.

I ran away from the mandir and the guard and searched for the dog, but I couldn’t find him. Dejected, I sat on the dirt road under the shade of a tree. Across the path I spotted a cement slab hand-painted with the Sai Baba dictum: “God Is Love.” My heart felt heavy as I considered the lot of most animals the world over: helpless victims. They endured chains, whips, shelters, zoos, slaughterhouses. They lived or died according to our whims.

I stared at those words and vowed there and then to finish vet school, so I could help and heal and love as many animals as I could in India and beyond.


Chapter 4

A Divine Coincidence

As I walked back to our room, I spotted Adriana kneeling in front of a large blackboard, writing something into a tiny notebook. With her matching gold pen, she was copying Sai Baba’s “Thought of the Day.” She looked up at me, tore the sheet of paper from the notebook, and stuffed it in her purse. I peered at the notebook, the word “Cartier” embossed in gold lettering on the red leather. I’d never seen such a fine notebook and pen set. “You’re ruining Cartier!” I cried.

Adriana turned to me with a wry smile. “Cartier ruined me,” she said. Her sorrowful eyes spoke volumes.

I continued alone, back to the room.

Night Two: I dragged my mattresses out on the verandah again. I couldn’t sleep as my mind raced, reliving the day: People kissing the feet of some guy they claimed was God. Mythical statues. Hypnotic chanting. Candles in the dark. Incense. Men in loincloths. Witches with brooms. The rain-bow-colored Walt Disney temple. I’d even met a chubby young Indian girl who told me she’d died. (Actually, that she’d been dead for three whole days!) She said Baba had resurrected her. I took her picture.

I am a sober and serious person. The only drug I ever tried was my mom’s diet pills, which she gave me at fifteen when she said I should lose a few pounds. But at the ashram, I felt like I was on an LSD trip.

The alarm sounded promptly at 3:30 a.m. No dogs this time, and still no sleep. Somehow, I made it to the mandir. Baba stood right in front of me during Darshan and spoke to the woman on my right. The woman to my left nudged me. “Kiss his feet! It will bring you great spiritual boons.” Really? Too weird. She nudged me again. What if he really was God? Just in case, I lowered my head and touched my lips to his feet. Their softness startled me.

Fast forward to day five. Baba called our Italian group for an interview—a private audience—sought by all, including me.

Raimondo had spelled out the protocol for what to do if Baba called. Enter silently, don’t push. I couldn’t help myself, being a typical New Yorker, as soon as I entered the interview room and spotted a single, red, satin-covered chair no doubt meant for Baba, I wriggled my way to the front and plopped down on the floor a foot from the chair. Ring-side seat! The other fifty-nine devotees crammed in behind me.

Baba entered, closed the door behind him, and took his seat on the chair. The room and its occupants disappeared as I stared transfixed at the little man with the big afro, the man whom millions called God.

Baba smiled and welcomed us in English to what he called our “spiritual home.” Then in Italian (he spoke Italian!), he joked that our interview was divino (divine), not di vino (of wine).

Baba held up his handkerchief. “What is this?”

Someone called out, “handkerchief.”

“Cloth. Cloth is made of thread,” Baba said. “Thread is made of cotton. Handkerchiefs may look different but the cotton in them is the same.” Like us, he said. “All of us are God.”

I’d read this teaching of his in Dr. Sandweiss’s book. But I didn’t feel it. I mustered some courage and, shaking, raised my hand. “I don’t feel like God,” I mumbled. Baba looked right at me and told me to see God in myself and in everyone. He told me to practice sadhana: spiritual rituals such as meditation, the japamala (rosary), and repeating God’s name. I promised myself I would try.

Next, he spoke to an elderly gentleman who was losing his vision. Baba told him not to worry. Baba made several small quick circular movements with his hand and, right in front of my eyes, a silver ring materialized in his palm. I sat directly under his hand, and I was certain he’d had nothing up his sleeve. He handed the ring to the man. It bore an enamel image of Sai Baba’s head and fit the man’s ring finger perfectly. Baba asked the devotee if he’d prefer to have Jesus’s face. Stunned, the guy nodded “yes.” Baba took back the ring, closed it in his fist, and blew on it three times. Poof. The ring now featured an enamel portrait of Jesus. Holy shit! A young Indian woman pulled from her purse a tiny pouch containing an aquamarine gemstone. She handed it to Baba and asked him to bless it. He folded his hand around the stone and blew. When he opened his hand, the stone was the size of a half-dollar and it was set in gold and hanging on a chain. I’d read about these miracles, but to witness them blew my mind. I left the interview room in a daze.

My head spinning, I decided to search for the dogs. Each day I’d skipped lunch at the canteen and headed to the bakery, where I bought a few loaves for the dogs and me. Although my bulimia had spun out of control in Italy, here in India, surrounded by starving people and animals, the thought of binging, let alone vomiting it up, felt selfish and repugnant. Instead, I decided to limit my dietary intake, not like an anorectic, but enough to reach my idealized weight of 110 pounds, which I hadn’t seen since I was seventeen. Whole-wheat bread, plus a few protein-laden nuts, available from the ashram’s kiosks, seemed perfect.

I’d located several dog dens on the edges of the ashram. Each time I arrived with the bread, the dogs would form a circle around me, and, like perfect ladies and gentlemen, would delicately accept the food from my hands. If they were too nervous, I’d toss it gently at their feet.

On the tenth day, my last at the ashram, I sat in the Darshan line and wrote a letter, a prayer really, straight from my heart. I prayed for help with my bulimia. I prayed for faith. I prayed I’d graduate from vet school. And although it felt like chutzpa, I prayed for a sign that God heard my prayer. I held out my letter as Baba passed. He took it but didn’t open it. Instead, he said, “Come.” He gestured toward the marble verandah where a few others waited for a private private interview.

I entered the interview room and sat on the floor in a semi-circle with half a dozen others. He called us one by one into an even smaller rear room. When it was my turn, he stood barely a foot or two from me. He looked up.

“Marcie, how are you?”

He knew my name! I managed a weak smile. “Good.”

He knew otherwise. He told me I was anxious, worried, and nervous. All true. He said my mind was always leaping like a monkey from here to there. True again. He told me he knew my heart had just been broken. How did he know my best friend had stolen the only man I had ever loved? He told me not to worry; he would give me a good life.

We walked out together into the main room and took our seats. Then, Baba turned to me and spoke. I couldn’t make out the words. Baba repeated. Still, I was confused.

“Samuel Sandweiss,” someone translated, pointing to an older gentleman across the aisle.

Out of the tens of thousands of people present at the ashram on that particular day in December 1980, I was sitting in the same tiny room as Dr. Samuel Sandweiss of San Diego, the psychiatrist who’d written the book that had led me here in the first place! When the interview ended, I dashed out to find Dr. Sandweiss. I knew Baba had directed me to him for help. I told the doctor that I had bulimia and that I hadn’t sought professional help for my eating disorder, because I feared analysts would ridicule my spiritual search. Under a palm tree, outside his small room in the ashram, the doctor encouraged me to seek help, and I determined on the spot that I would.

Before we boarded the bus, I ran to my dogs to say goodbye and to offer them one last meal.


Chapter 5

From Butcher to Binger

When I returned to Italy, my soul was on fire.

I made a plan. First, I promised God that I would never eat meat again. I’d been a reluctant vegetarian since I was seventeen, because I didn’t want to eat the animals I loved. But in Italy, when faced with a plate of norcina—orecchiette pasta, ground pork, cremini mushrooms, heavy cream, white wine, and nutmeg—my willpower often failed me.

Second, I vowed to let go of fear and ramp up my exams.

Prior to India, I’d been semi-paralyzed by fear. Exams in Italian vet school were given monthly, at a go-at-your-own-pace system. No quizzes, no midterms, no homework. Just one final exam in each of the fifty-one courses, with hundreds of pages of notes to memorize for each. The information rarely came from textbooks; rather, it came from professors’ lectures. So, like nearly all the other students, Italian and American, I relied on the piles of notes, appunti, written in Italian, scribbled by the few attendees. Since I could barely understand Italian, it could take me a whole day to translate one page.

Plus, I had to tackle the science.

To get into an American veterinary school I’d have needed two full years of college science. I hadn’t taken a science course since high school. I prided myself on the fact that I managed to graduate from Boston University after transferring from Emory without a single science course. I hated science. It bored me. I’d only studied subjects that interested me and ended up with a major in philosophy and a minor in literature.
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