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IT IS 1975 AND INDIA IS IN TURMOIL.


American Stanley Harrington arrives to study Sanskrit philosophy and escape his failing marriage. When he finds himself witness to a violent accident, he begins to question his grip on reality.


Maya introduces us to an entertaining cast of hippies, expats, and Indians of all walks of life. From a hermit hiding in the Himalayan jungle since the days of the British Raj, to an accountant at the Bank of India with a passion for Sanskrit poetry, to the last in a line of brahman scholars, Stanley’s path ultimately leads him to a Tibetan yogi, who enlists the American’s help in translating a mysterious ancient text.


Maya, literally “illusion,” is an extended meditation on the unraveling of identity. Filled with rich observations and arresting reflections, it mines the porous border between memory and imagination.


“Rich and evocative.”


—DINTY W. MOORE, AUTHOR OF THE MINDFUL WRITER


“I’ve been waiting for someone to write a contemporary ‘quest for enlightenment’ novel, but I didn’t expect it to be this good.”


—DAVID R. LOY, AUTHOR OF MONEY, SEX, WAR, KARMA


“This absorbing and compelling novel feels as intimate as a memoir—possibly even one’s own.”


—KATE WHEELER, AUTHOR OF WHEN MOUNTAINS WALKED


C. W. HUNTINGTON, JR., translates and interprets classical Sanskrit and Tibetan texts and is a professor at Hartwick College in Oneonta, New York. He is the author The Emptiness of Emptiness. This is his first novel.




For Liz




Māyā, (f.) art, wisdom, extraordinary or supernatural power, illusion, unreality, deception, fraud, trick, sorcery, witchcraft, magic.


—MONIER-WILLIAMS, Sanskrit-English Dictionary


What prevents you from knowing yourself as all and beyond all is the mind based on memory. It has power over you as long as you trust it.


—NISARGADATTA MAHARAJ




PROLOGUE


BEGINNING SOMETIME after 1962, when Allen Ginsberg made his legendary pilgrimage to India, the city of Banaras became the home for a sizeable community of expatriates bound together not only by their shared fascination with South Asian culture but also by the fact that they represented an alien presence in a society that had historically reacted to outsiders with distinct ambiguity. It was, in many ways, a magical time, the temporary conjunction of unstable forces. In 1984, after the assassination of his mother, Rajiv Gandhi enacted much stricter visa regulations, ostensibly in an attempt to regulate the entry of foreigners supporting Sikh terrorists in the Punjab. Since then, the Westerner in India is much more likely to be either a tourist or a professional whose time there is precisely circumscribed, either in its duration or its purpose.


Things have changed a great deal since the days when young people from Europe and North America journeyed overland on the Magic Bus through Baghdad, Tehran, and Kabul, eventually settling in the mountains outside Manali or Dharamsala, or among the twisting alleyways of Banaras, where we could live out solipsistic fantasies of worldly or spiritual power without any fear of being ridiculed or called to account for ourselves by family and friends left behind.


I have never understood whether we remained in India during those years because we were afflicted with the spiritual malaise of our own time and place, or if our unquenchable thirst for South Asian philosophy, religion, music, and art were engendered by the force of the local environment. Whatever the case, expatriates living in Banaras during the sixties and seventies were mlecchas, foreigners occupying the no man’s land that was neither Western in any recognizable form nor truly Asian. We took possession of India’s ancient culture and made it our own, as if by right of birth. At the same time, Indian family life, her feudal politics, and above all the complex hierarchy of social relationships known as caste, were for us so remote as to be virtually nonexistent.


No one, however, could avoid the omnipresent poverty. One had, at the very least, to chew and swallow one’s chapati in company with the shrunken frames and hollow eyes of human beings and animals that roamed the Holy City like a silent army of hungry ghosts. One was compelled to bear witness. How each of us accomplished this disheartening task was, in some sense, a matter of style.


The joys of everyday life are not easily dismissed, even though they come bracketed in sorrow. And yet, the constant vacillation between pain and pleasure can wear thin. At one time or another everyone dreams of escape. This is the record of such a dream.
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I WOKE TO THE TOUCH of her fingers moving up the inside of my thigh. She was leaning over me, the sheets thrown back, one arm tucked under my shoulder, her breasts resting heavily against my bare chest. For a moment I thought it was Judith. Then I turned—drifted really, still half asleep, my eyes closed—and pulled her closer, not caring. I felt her lips brush my ear, her breath, her mouth pressed against mine, the long muscle of her tongue . . .


What the fuck am I doing?


But it was obviously too late for such a question.


And anyway, I already knew the answer, only too well: You wanted out. That’s why you didn’t care then—not enough, anyway—and that’s why you’re here, now, alone.


I leaned over and pressed my forehead against the oval glass, straining to see, my eyes burning from lack of sleep. Shadowy wisps of gray streaked by the window against a background of formless light. My jaw swiveled side to side and I felt my ears pop. The metal body of the Boeing 747 shuddered, rolling the sweep of its wings ever so slightly, first one way, then the other, as Pan Am flight 101 from Chicago, via London and Tehran, descended on the Indo-Gangetic plain through a dense morning fog. The haze lifted only moments before the plane’s wheels squealed against the concrete runway. We taxied to a stop a good hundred yards from the main terminal.


In those days at Palam Airport in New Delhi, no enclosed walkways connected aircraft to the terminal; passengers had to disembark down a flight of stairs directly onto the tarmac. While I waited, packed into the aisle with what seemed like one enormous extended Indian family, everyone wrestling with their carry-on luggage and yelling to each other in Hindi, the door of the plane was ceremoniously unbolted and drawn back like an iron gate opening directly onto the vast temple of South Asia. An invisible, viscous odor poured into the cabin, enveloping me in its spell: sandalwood and shit, mango, jasmine, and diesel exhaust, valerian and turmeric and smoking patties of dried cow dung, chili and asafetida, tamarind, musk, saffron and coriander, burning tires and burning human flesh and hair, cumin seeds sizzling in mustard oil, rotting vegetables and dried urine, ginger and anise and holy basil—leaves of Tulsi—sacred to the great god Vishnu. This potent, beatific fragrance was the traveler’s first encounter with the subcontinent, one that lodged itself in my memory with a peculiar force. To this day, I have only to open any old edition of a Sanskrit text published in India, bury my nose deep among the pages, and I am poised, all over again, at the doorway of Pan Am flight 101, about to step down the stairs.


I landed in the early morning of June 26, 1975, approximately six hours before Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s terse announcement was broadcast to the nation over All India Radio: “The president has declared a state of emergency. There is no need to panic.” By the time I got through airport customs, the police had already been deployed throughout New Delhi and across the country, making precautionary arrests of Gandhi’s political opponents, many of them future leaders of the Janata Party, whom she had labeled “dupes of foreign governments and ideas hostile to India.”


The Fulbright office dispatched a wonderfully round, black Ambassador car to meet me at the airport and bring me to the Lodi Hotel, where I checked in and went straight to my room. The heavy drapes were drawn and an air-conditioner droned in the darkness. Everything smelled vaguely of mildew. A bucket and tap in the bathroom sat next to the twin-footpads of the Indian toilet. I ladled cold water over my naked body with a plastic cup, toweled myself dry, and collapsed onto the bed. I vaguely recall ordering some food that was brought to the room, but my next distinct memory is waking to a ringing phone and the almost unintelligible Indian accent of the desk clerk asking me to hold for a call.


Indira Gandhi was deeply paranoid of the CIA, and it was not the ideal moment for an American scholar to arrive in India. No one knew what was coming next. The Fulbright people took all of this very seriously; they wanted me away from the capital, where I might inadvertently get swept up in the erupting protests. I had planned to spend my first few months studying Hindi with a tutor at Delhi University, but arrangements had been hastily made to shift my operations to the Central Hindi Institute in Agra—the Kendriya Hindi Sansthan—an arm of the Ministry of Education intended “to facilitate such courses as are conducive to the development and propagation of Hindi as an all-India language as envisaged in article 351 of the constitution.” There I would attend classes with non-Hindi speaking students from various locales around India and a handful of other foreigners. The person on the phone said they would send a car within the hour.


“Please wait near the front of the hotel, Mr. Harrington.”


Less than twenty-four hours in India, and things had already taken on a life of their own.


I quickly rinsed off again, got dressed, and ate a small breakfast—an omelet, toast and jam, and a pot of tea delivered to my room on a silver tray by a waiter in a knee-length white linen tunic, scarlet sash, and turban. Moments later I was outside the hotel lobby, cowering in a patch of shade, waiting for the car to arrive. The heat was suffocating, the air so dry it was impossible to sweat. High overhead, iridescent, jet-black birds circled and dipped against a cloudless sky, calling out to each other in a desolate, throaty snarl that struck me as utterly foreign until I realized, with a start, that it was nothing but a flock of crows.
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MAHMUD, MY CHAUFFEUR for the trip from Delhi to Agra, was a polite young Muslim who spoke no English. Though I had memorized a great deal of Hindi grammar and vocabulary in my classes at Chicago, I could barely manage to get a word out of my mouth. For the first hour or so, the two of us struggled to communicate in a variety of creative ways until we gave up and I retreated into a corner of the Ambassador’s back seat, peering out the window as rural India presented itself to me for the first time. On either side of the road, hard red earth dotted by scrub brush and gnarly, parched trees stretched to the horizon. Now and again we passed a cluster of earthen houses hunkered down around a single ancient tree, where oxen and water buffalo rested in the shade. A woman in a sari moved languidly along the narrow pathway that led to an open well, a polished brass vessel balanced on her head.


About halfway to Agra we stopped briefly in the small town of Hodal. While Mahmud bought chai, I sat on a wooden bench under a great banyan tree with roots dropping all around me like stalactites. He returned with a steaming clay cup the size of a shot glass, smelling of cardamom and black pepper, and offered it to me with a smile and one of his narrow, hand-rolled cigarettes. I don’t smoke, but I accepted his gift. As we sat together in silence, puffing on our bidis and sipping tea, a camel plodded along the road slowly lifting and dropping its spongy feet. On its back rested a colossal burden of emerald sugarcane stalks. A man wearing only a loincloth straddled the beast’s neck. He waved to us from his perch.


We entered Agra in the early evening and the city of the Taj crowded around us, engulfing the Ambassador in a tumult of bicycles and rickshaws. Monkeys ran like squirrels along the edge of the rooftops. Humpbacked cows wandered everywhere, grazing on refuse.


Until that moment, all I had known about Agra came from history books. Tucked in the backseat, examining the details of life outside the car, I felt the pages of those books filling in the unseen dimensions of the street around us. Sikandar Lodi, one of the sultans of Delhi, founded the city in 1506, but its ancient past is, as they say, shrouded in the mists of time. The Lodi dynasty was conquered by Babur in 1526, and from then on Agra was governed by a succession of Mughal rulers, the most famous of which is Shah Jahan. In the middle of the seventeenth century, he built the Taj Mahal as a tomb for his beloved wife, who had died giving birth to their fourteenth child. As the shah grieved, artisans were recruited from Bukhara, Syria, and Persia. Marble was quarried in Rajasthan, turquoise transported from Tibet, crystal from China. From Sri Lanka came sapphire, from Afghanistan lapis lazuli, carnelian from Arabia. Over a thousand elephants and twenty times that many workers contributed their labor to the construction of the Taj—a monument to matrimonial devotion, and a monumental reproach to those of us who have not loved so well.


For a short time, Agra was the capital of what was likely the greatest empire of its day. Then the center of political power shifted north, and the city began its inevitable descent into obscurity. It took centuries, though, to make the transformation from a cultural metropolis to the hard-edged working-class city it was when our car, horn blaring, pushed its way into the narrow streets through a haze of exhaust and of smoke from the smoldering dung over which the city’s denizens were preparing their evening meals.


Our path eventually led to an obviously affluent neighborhood. Rows of one-story stucco houses lined the unpaved street where pigs and feral dogs scavenged among heaps of garbage. Mahmud stopped the car in front of a brick wall bristling with the jagged edges of broken bottles that had been upended and driven, neck down, into a layer of mortar. He took my bag from the trunk and walked with me through an ornate iron gate into a small courtyard. We said goodbye to each other—Mahmud bowed slightly and saluted, then turned and walked back through the gate. I watched him start the car and drive away.


The Fulbright office had arranged for accommodations with two other students from the institute: Ajay, a government employee from Madras, and Alain, a postdoc from the Sorbonne doing research in Political Science. There was a chaukidar—a sort of guard—who appeared to come with the house. He dressed in wrinkled khaki and passed most of every day lounging by the gate, sipping chai and smoking. One morning on my way out to class I found him on his hands and knees, just outside our front door, carefully spreading a spoonful of sugar on the porch. When I asked him, summoning my best Hindi, what he was doing, he told me he was feeding the ants. It apparently had something to do with a vow he had made to a local deity.


A few days after my arrival I met Mickey, a twenty-two-year-old from South Boston. Raised Catholic, he had taken robes in Thailand and lived as a Buddhist monk before drifting to India, where he’d been for almost two years now. I was on my way to purchase an aerogramme, and there he was, just outside the post office, fiddling with the rusty lock on his bike. Lanky and muscular, with tawny, short hair, his clear blue eyes the color of the Indian sky. He looked up at me and dusted off his hands. “Hey man, you got a bidi?” Just as if we were old friends. His white kurta-pajama gleamed in the morning sunlight, its creases neatly pressed.


I was attracted to Mickey immediately. He appeared totally self-contained, profoundly comfortable in India. His Hindi was fluent, and he seemed to be expert in living on almost nothing. We hit it off right away, in part because of a shared interest in meditation. He had a room on the second floor of a crumbling red sandstone building, the men’s dormitory for Agra College, where he was studying Mughal miniature painting and vocal music. My memories of his room are infested with the whining of mosquitoes that feasted with impunity on our sweating bodies as we sat motionless, legs crossed, on the floor. Everything Mick owned fit neatly on one shelf of his almari, and those belongings included neither a mosquito net nor a fan. It irritated me that he appeared so oblivious to the insects and the heat.


One evening, he managed to fall asleep with his legs wrapped in a full lotus posture. Who knows how long he was sitting there, silently dozing, before gradually folding, little by little, until he toppled forward, his forehead descending in a graceful arc directly onto the point crowning the brass Buddha in his makeshift altar. My attention was so intently focused on the mosquitoes that I literally bounced in terror at his cry. For days afterward he had an ugly wound just over his third eye.


I had some idea that to do anything to escape the droves of mosquitoes would amount to an admission of weakness. If Mick could deal with the discomfort, so could I. Having only been in India a short time, I was just beginning to discover the limits of my willingness to do without the amenities of life in the West. For a middle-class American graduate student who had become rather proud of his sparse material existence, life in India presented a series of increasingly uncomfortable challenges.


Mickey’s Theravadin monkishness set a high bar, but it was nothing compared to the gentle fanaticism of my Marxist housemate, Alain. He shunned cold drinks of all kinds, including the fresh lime sodas that I craved. Not only this, he shrugged off, as an unnecessary luxury, the ubiquitous boiled mixture of tea leaves, milk, and sugar consumed by everyone from Indira Gandhi to the leprous beggar who sipped his chai from a dented bowl clamped between two stumps.


I could not see the point in denying myself these cheap and delicious treats that seemed an essential element of life in India. Nor, in the context of Agra and its poverty, could I take such things for granted. I learned how to savor a two-rupee soda, to give myself over to the luxury of the refrigerated bottle as it rested against my lips, the icy bubbles foaming over my tongue, chilling my teeth and throat, sending up lime-flavored balloons of carbonated air from a thoroughly bourgeois stomach with no greater concern than its own sensual pleasure.


This troubled me. I had come to India not only to do research for my dissertation but also on a sort of ill-defined spiritual quest, which I equated, in part, with the ancient path of renunciation traversed by the Buddha and other great Indian saints and yogis. I wanted to strip off everything inessential until I reached the core, to discover my true self by peeling away, like the layers of an onion, everything I did not really need: Not me, not mine.


As it turned out, the discomforts and difficulties involved in just getting through each stifling day in Agra were my salvation. They absorbed my attention, diverting it from another, more fundamental problem. A loss I had not anticipated. A loss I could not affirm. Originally this journey to India was to have been an adventure shared with my wife, Judith. In the weeks preceding my departure things had not gone as planned. Things had not gone well at all. What had happened? How could two people fail so miserably to nourish their hearts’ desire? How could we have hurt each other so badly? I asked myself these questions frequently during those first days and weeks in Agra, when the borderline between reality and dream began to erode.


Reality: Judith had never really wanted to come on this trip.


She was an artist, a sculptor whose stylish metal contraptions were built from the detritus of American industry, most of it scavenged from junkyards around Chicago. She worked out of a warehouse filled with tanks of oxyacetylene and propane, hoses and torches and grinders and impact wrenches, an arsenal of demolition equipment and a one-ton chain-fall hoist she used to move stuff around. What was she supposed to do in India without the tools of her trade? To make matters worse, she’d have to pay rent on the studio the whole time we were gone.


Once I received the Fulbright she had grudgingly acquiesced, step by step, as the signs of our imminent departure accumulated. In the beginning I might have returned the fellowship had she asked me to, though in all likelihood I would have been incapable of doing this without becoming so bitter it would have destroyed the marriage. One always wonders how much of oneself can be given over to a relationship before there is no self left to relate. No doubt Judith was wrestling with some variation of this same conundrum.


Reality: I fucked up.


Or I should perhaps say that I established an unfortunate precedent when, a month before we were scheduled to leave for India, I allowed our friend, with whom we shared a large apartment on East 53rd Street, to slide into bed beside me. This friend of ours was the quintessential earth mother who loved gardening and baking bread. She was a woman who identified strongly, as I discovered, with her sensual appetites. While Judith socialized over brunch, I lay back and let her work me with her hands like a lump of warm dough, rising at her touch.


Reality: I confessed to Judith, naively assuming that our marriage would survive a single indiscretion. Hadn’t we talked endlessly about free love? Wasn’t everyone talking endlessly about free love?


Judith freaked out. Our friend’s husband—a graduate student writing his dissertation in economics—moved out. That left just the three of us. The weeks that followed were what you might call tense. Judith and I argued constantly.


The whole thing climaxed at a party I threw for graduate school friends and faculty. I knew I was in for trouble when Judith started drinking early. Jack Daniels on ice. No water. By the time the guests arrived, she was plastered. One of her friends brought along a joint of Thai stick, which didn’t help.


I was in the kitchen talking with Abe Sellars, my academic advisor, when someone came in and told me I might want to go outside and see if Judith was okay. Outside?? I bolted downstairs, through the small lobby, and out the front door. When I caught up with her, she was standing in the middle of the street in her party dress, consumed with rage, her eyes blazing in the head lights of passing cars. “Fuck her again!” she shrieked, loud enough for the entire neighborhood to hear. “She wants you! She needs you! She’s waiting for you up there, right now, in our bed!”


Among the guests who viewed this spectacle from the box seat of our balcony, I noted Sellars up there sipping his scotch, gazing down like some Olympian deity on me and my sorry life.


Reality: Despite all of this I was nevertheless caught by surprise when, only a few days before our scheduled departure, Judith went off to her studio to work late and didn’t return until the next morning, at which time she announced that she hadn’t really been working at all. She had spent the night with Bruce Wilkins. Wilkins was a friend of hers who played drums in a proto-metal band called the Roto-Rockers. A guy I barely knew, apart from the few times Judith and I had gone to hear him play at a bar. She had, furthermore, decided she was not going to India with me. She would come along later. On her own. When will you come? I asked. Later, was all she would say, when I’ve had time to think.


Dream: That she would write telling me to meet her at the airport in Delhi.


Reality and dream: The interminable nights when I would drift in and out of consciousness, waking in a soggy pool of sweat overwhelmed with the sheer strangeness of being in bed alone, of having lost this woman without whom, I now saw, I could not survive.


Yes, I wanted to learn to do without, to escape the confines of my life in Chicago, and god knows I had imagined often enough what it would be like to be on my own again, free to pursue my spiritual aspirations. But no matter how much I tortured both of us with such fantasies, losing Judith wasn’t part of the master plan. I reached out in my sleep for the familiar curves of her body. Or was I actually awake in the alien heat, listening to the demented braying of some wretched, brutalized donkey? The threshold between sleep and waking was easily dissolved by a thousand unfamiliar sounds, or by the absence of sound, as when the electricity failed and the ceiling fan coasted to a stop, the reassuring chop of the blades giving way to a dreadful silence that would pry its way into my dreams, rousing me with a start.


If the loneliness in my room was unbearable, the black expanse of the South Asian night was worse. Just outside the iron bars of my open window lay the tangled alleyways of Agra, a world that belonged, after dark, to the same disease-ridden dogs that cowered during the daylight hours, avoiding all human contact. Out in the shadows they fought each other and copulated and filled the air with their hungry, mournful cries.


Following hours of semiconscious torment, I would fall into a heavy, narcotic sleep that inevitably gave way to the first dim light of day and the rhythmic crunching of termites. The frame and legs of my charpoy were perforated with their holes. My initial sensation every morning was of an invisible weight of damp air and misery pressing my body down into the ropes that crisscrossed the bed. The small space inside the mosquito net smelled of hemp, cotton, and wood. In those first moments of consciousness, I succumbed all over again to the pull of debilitating sadness, a manic exchange of voices, an argument I could not win . . .




           Judith is gone.


           Be still.


           You did it.


           Be


           still.


           You pushed her away.


           I loved her.


           You feared her.


           You wanted out.


           I wanted only . . .


           What?


           I wanted . . .


           What did you want?


           . . . to find


           myself.


           So find yourself,


           you


           stupid


           son of a bitch.





I was caught off guard by the intensity of my reaction to the sudden collapse of our marriage, dismayed at the realization of how deeply my identity was bound up in our relationship. I had imagined myself to be much stronger than I obviously was, much more independent. But now the voices in my head showed me otherwise. They bled into a compulsive undertone that lacked any center of gravity, revealing only this one great discovery: without Judith I was lost.


Every morning I had to command myself to sit up under the net, cross my legs, and attend to the cycle of respiration that carried me through the next hour and into another day. I talked myself down, felt my lungs expand and compress. The minutes dragged on until, eventually, I found some degree of stillness suspended on an anxious tightrope of breath.


As morning crept into afternoon, afternoon to evening, all over again the pain crystallized into images of our final days together. I rehearsed every detail of those last few weeks, the arguments and accusations, angry words driven into each other’s hearts like the shards of glass embedded on the wall outside my room. I wanted to believe she would come. I fought to convince myself that I did not need her to come. I willed myself to forget. I waited, every day, for letters that did not arrive. I had no idea that mail often took two weeks or more to make the trip from Agra to the States, and at least two more to return. As far as I knew there was no international phone service of any kind in Agra, a city where it was hard enough to find a refrigerator.


Passing through the tunnel of my loss, I emerged in a world far removed from anything I had encountered in my previous life. One after another, habitual patterns of thinking—of believing—gave way under a barrage of sensations, a reality so starkly foreign, so saturated with extremes of beauty and horror, that it simply could not be reconciled with memory or expectation. The effort to escape my anguish pushed me ever deeper into the texture of unfamiliar sounds and colors and smells. Driven by my need to forget the past, I threw myself into experiences that were only slightly less disturbing than the images I longed to repress. My white skin, my wealth, the very fact of my existence in this place was reflected back to me in a mirror of incomprehensible poverty and disease. Sensing my weakness, the beggars engulfed me, shoving battered tin bowls up toward my face. I flung coins into their outstretched hands until my pockets were empty, then retreated to the safety of my room and hid behind the bars that covered my window.


There were two men who passed by my house every evening just at dusk. One of them, a leper whose hands and feet had rotted away, rode on a crude wooden cart—really nothing more than a few boards strung together over four pitted iron wheels. He lurched past my window swaddled in grimy rags, propped upright and pushed along on his miserable journey by another emaciated man only slightly less disfigured. The fellow on the cart sang the same enchanting bhajan every evening, so predictable that I waited for his voice as a signal to close my books and prepare for meditation. The melody could be heard from some distance off, weaving through the streets above the laughter of children playing, the cries of vendors peddling samosas and chutney and chai, the voices of goats and cows and water buffalo, the shrill whistle of a steam locomotive. It was a love song to God, a song so sublimely beautiful that, sitting at my desk, listening, for those few moments every day I could almost imagine a way out of my pain.
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THERE IS A PASSAGE in the Pali suttas, among the earliest of Buddhist scriptures, where the Buddha observes that in direct, first-person experience—which is all we ever really have—“mind” and “matter” are inseparable:




             Within this fathom-long body, O monks, equipped with thought and the other senses and sense objects, I declare to you is the world, the origin of the world, and also the cessation of the world.





This may seem like an abstruse philosophical claim, but it’s quite obviously true. Looking back, for example, I can see that in Agra a corner was irrevocably turned. Like the young prince Siddhartha, I found myself outside the palace, in a new body and a new world, where nothing was quite the same as it had been and everything was unsettling.


It was during those first weeks after my arrival in India that I began the task of acclimating myself to an unceasing parade of discomforts and petty inconveniences. I learned to appreciate electricity when it was available and to stay calm when the ceiling fan died, leaving me drenched in sweat that ran down my face and fell in salty drops onto my books and papers. I conditioned myself to approach the tap with no fixed expectation, to store buckets of water for bathing, to lay in a supply of candles, to apply extra glue on my aerogrammes and postage stamps, to ask directions from several different people and to believe nothing they said. I practiced striking the spindly Indian matches at a particular angle so they wouldn’t snap in my fingers. I struggled to cultivate equanimity while jockeying for a place in the unruly crowd at the post office, at the train and bus stations, at the bank.


Any counter, every public office or shop, was always crowded, no matter what time of day I arrived. I recall one occasion when, after patiently allowing myself to be elbowed, squeezed, stepped on, pressed, and shoved for an hour while waiting to buy a train ticket, my “turn” finally arrived. As I approached the window the clerk informed me, in the most offhand manner, that I needed to go to window number 5, immediately adjacent to his own, where I would have to pick up a form that he himself was not authorized to issue and, bearing that form, return to him, at which time he could sell me the ticket. This meant at least another hour in the train station. When he finished speaking I struggled to find a Hindi vocabulary sufficient to express the profundity of my disbelief.


“Aap ne kyaa kahaa? What did you say?”


But he was no longer looking at me. He appeared to have forgotten me entirely. He turned to receive a glass of chai handed to him by the friend operating window number 5. From where I was standing I could easily see what looked like a stack of blank forms just out of his reach, to the left of the agent who handed him the glass. I forged another sentence in Hindi, carefully crafting the delicate syntax and a tricky use of the causative form of the verb, rehearsing it once in my mind before attempting to speak.


“Can’t you have him give you a form?”


He sipped at his glass of chai, then set it down in a space painstakingly cleared at the side of a stack of battered ledgers. He examined the book in front of him. He rearranged the narrow vertical columns of tickets that lined a wooden dispenser. Eventually he glanced up and seemed to be surprised to discover me still out there, clutching with both hands at the bars that separated us.


“My dear sir . . .” The English words were brimming with wearied condescension, as if they were heavy objects that had to be carefully hoisted up from somewhere far below. “What is the problem? I am not making the rules. You will please collect necessary form and return to this window. If you are having some problem, please . . . you go and fill out complaint form at window number 8.”


“Why isn’t it posted?” I gave up and spoke English, no longer willing to struggle with Hindi. My voice shook. I was straining to be polite. “I waited over an hour to get here. Please, just this once, have your friend there give you the form.” I was pleading, shameless, and prepared to do anything to get that form. “Please . . .”


He was immersed once again in the same enormous record book. I did not exist.


The man is a total asshole. I hate him.


I told myself to be patient. I reined in my anger and extracted myself from the rabble that had all the while been smashing me against the stone counter. Resigned to the worst, I shuffled over and inserted my body into the morass of other bodies pressing around window 5. After what seemed like forever I returned with the required form and endured the same process of fighting and shoving. At last I found myself once again at window 4, just in time to see the ticket seller slam a Closed sign in my face, turn his back, and walk away. The window was shut down—for an hour, for the rest of the day, perhaps for all eternity. One could not know. In India, as I was discovering, some things simply cannot be known.


I slammed my palms against the bars in a display of impotent rage, aware now that I was drawing undue attention to myself, aware that I, the foreigner, appeared to have lost my mind while everyone else around me remained strangely unaffected.


There was much to learn in this India, a place altogether unlike the intensely philosophical India so familiar to me from reading Sanskrit texts in seminars at Chicago, or the India captured in the serene black-and-white photos of temples in Heinrich Zimmer’s Art of Indian Asia, a book I owned and loved.


Among the people I met during those first few weeks in Agra, I remember one of my teachers in particular. Ashok Mishra, an instructor in modern Hindi literature, befriended me early on. In his midthirties, he was frail and meticulously groomed, with a closely trimmed black beard. As a graduate student, Ashok had studied for a year at Oxford, and it had completely destroyed him; he was obsessed with only one thing—his longing to return to England.


He had a goddess for a wife and a little boy who looked like a miniature prince from the pages of the Arabian Nights. Evidently neither his wife nor the child brought him any happiness. On the occasions of my evening visits, the two of them, mother and child, sat side by side in silence, observing us from across the narrow room with liquid brown eyes while Ashok and I conversed in English and listened to the old jazz albums that he had carried back with him from England. His bitterness seemed to have infected the whole family. No one spoke but Ashok, and the topic to which he invariably returned was his abject hatred of Agra. “This city is a shithole, Mr. Stanley. A place fit only for pigs and cows.” Every other word that left his lips was an expletive hurled at the injustice of a destiny that had condemned him to live in this filthy backwater town from which he would never, ever escape.


I later came to see that there were, at that time, many such people in India—people whose lives had been stunted through contact with the West. For some it was enough simply to hear about the affluence of Europe or America to be forever enchanted by its lure, or perhaps to enter this fantastic realm through the occasional Hollywood film that played at the Bhagavan Talkies, a cinema in the neighborhood of Dayalbagh, not far from where I lived. As a foreigner I could not easily avoid these wounded spirits, for they were fatally attracted to Westerners and seemed to love nothing more than to pass time in our company lamenting India’s backwardness.


While my host ranted, I sat mired in my own private hell of loneliness, marveling at the perfection of his wife’s skin, the very color of our chai. I longed to reach out and touch the soft contours of her sari where it fell over her breasts, across the gentle curve of her naked stomach, and down around her hips to the delicate silver ankle bracelets that jingled, faintly, as she nervously shifted her bare feet. What joy such a body could give and receive! Truly this man had been cursed. He could find no place of rest in the life he had been given. We talked about a lot of things: music, literature, film. But more than anything else it was this terrible defect that rent Ashok’s soul, this brokenness he carried within, that we shared.


And then there was Penny. Miss Penelope Ainsworth. I met her through Mickey. Penny was doing research for her dissertation at Oxford, working on a project dealing with the ancient sandstone sculptures of Mathura. She had a slim, boyish figure, ivory skin, and pale green eyes. She kept her chestnut brown hair tied back in a single thick braid, in the style of Indian women. I only saw her a few times in Agra, but she was always dressed in either salwar kameez or sari—never in Western clothing. Like Mick, Penny spoke fluent Hindi and appeared to be entirely at ease in India, despite the fact that she was, very obviously, both a woman and a foreigner and therefore subject to a certain amount of routine harassment from men. Still, it was as if she were surrounded by a protective force-field that held them at bay. She was beautiful and, in her profound self-confidence, unapproachable. The three of us—Penny, Mick, and I—went out to dinner once or twice at the Kwality Restaurant, not far from the Taj Mahal. That was about it. Except for the bus trip to Mathura.


Sometime in late September Penny invited Mick and me to travel with her to the government museum in Mathura, a few hours from Agra. She had an appointment with the director, a Mr. Bhattacharya.


After browsing the collection for a while, Mick and I left her in the director’s office and went outside for chai at a little kiosk nearby. It was a gorgeous, late summer afternoon. The sky was clear, and I was feeling uncharacteristically at ease, relaxing with my tea under a vast pipal tree. Mick had just lit up a bidi when Penny came striding purposefully out the museum door and across the yard to where we sat. Her eyes were blazing. She refused to speak other than to rouse us and demand that we all leave immediately.


On the bus back to Agra, we got the short version of what had happened. Apparently, the whole time she was explaining her research to Mr. Bhattacharya, he had been sitting behind his big desk surreptitiously jerking off. She hadn’t noticed at first, until he sort of got carried away and started jiggling up and down in his chair. Eventually it became a joke between the three of us, but at the time she was understandably furious.


On top of everything else I was dealing with in Agra, health problems made it even more difficult to focus on my academic work. My body was under constant siege. Not long after the trip to Mathura, my stomach began to rumble, then to boil and churn. I quickly learned how to balance myself while squatting over the Indian toilet, how to wash myself with the fingers of my left hand. Cup by cup I emptied the buckets of water that had been set aside for bathing as I hovered over the porcelain hole, five or six times a day, massaging my sore anus. I became a connoisseur of shit, bending down and scrutinizing each gelatinous mess for signs of possible intestinal disorder.


A few weeks of this sort of thing and my appetite faded, then virtually disappeared. I realized one afternoon that I had been surviving for days on a diet of nothing but Milk Bikis and chai. My throat was raw, my head ached, and some obscure valve in my nose broke, discharging a flow of mucus that would not stop. I purchased several handkerchiefs at the bazaar but eventually gave in and attempted to master the local custom in such matters:




       Step 1: Tip the head forward, making certain that the nostrils are extended well out beyond the legs and feet. This is the tricky part, the part that requires repeated practice.


       Step 2: Use the fingers of the right hand to plug first one nostril, then the other, all the while forcefully ejecting wads of snot onto the ground.


       Step 3: Once the nose is emptied in this fashion, the fingers may then be wiped clean on any convenient vertical surface.





I forced myself to eat bananas and yogurt, then rice and lentils. My intestines gradually settled down, and after what seemed an eternity, the cold faded away. I adapted to living with a sort of chronic fatigue punctuated by sporadic episodes of severe diarrhea. These improvements left me time and energy to worry about other sorts of health issues.


The monsoon in India is a hothouse for every imaginable fungus. Sometime in August, a few months after my arrival in Agra, I began to constantly scratch my armpits. I scraped at the skin behind each knee and discreetly clawed at my inflamed scrotum. Under constant siege by armies of microscopic warriors, I retaliated with every available weapon, smearing myself with Ayurvedic creams and homeopathic ointments, downing pills and capsules for giardia and a host of other infestations. I still remember the first time I had to choke down those immense pink wheels of Flagyl. I studied the warning on the foil package carefully: “Metronidazole has been shown to be carcinogenic in mice and rats. Unnecessary use of the drug should be avoided.”


Unnecessary use?


What did it mean that I should be forced to decide between having my guts overrun with worms and poisoning myself with a known carcinogen?


The circumstances of my new life in India were so novel that it often seemed as if every sensation had become a source of anxiety or, occasionally, of sheer wonder. Perhaps it was simply that I had never before been so conscious of my body, of the curious throbbing of my heart or the rush of blood pulsating through arteries and veins. One afternoon I was quietly studying Hindi grammar, absorbed for a few blissful minutes in the words on the page, when I become aware of the singular pressure of the chair under my thighs, lifting me up, holding me there, ever so gently. The smooth, tubular surface of the pencil thrust itself against my fingers, pushing back, asserting its own will. The virtually inaudible scratch of an ant’s tiny feet moving across my papers inserted itself into my awareness with a compelling urgency. I sat absolutely still, listening intently. In all of this, it was as if there were something essential I did not understand, something I perhaps did not want to understand, calling out for my attention.


Focusing on sensations came naturally, in any case, since my daily sessions of meditation provided a laboratory setting for the meticulous, detached observation of my inner life and its workings. Back in Chicago—years before coming to India—I had taught myself to meditate following the instructions in Phillip Kapleau’s Three Pillars of Zen. I got Judith interested, and for a time the two of us attended early-morning sittings at a local zendo. The sparse, samurai world of Zen didn’t suit her style though, and before long she lost interest. After she left, I too quit sitting at the zendo, but I kept up my practice. No way was I going to stop. After years of searching, it felt like I was finally pointed in the right direction. I found I preferred sitting alone.


What captivated me about meditation from the very start was something both entirely simple and utterly profound. Until I began sitting, it had never occurred to me that one could learn, with practice, to distinguish between attention, or awareness, and its objects. But just this is the central and most basic technique of meditation in all the yogic traditions of India, first described some 2,500 years ago in the Upanishads. In those ancient texts, the meditator is instructed to observe literally every element of experience from afar, to simply bear witness to anything and everything that arises and passes away before the mind’s eye. That’s it. Just sit there, without moving, and watch, allowing the focal point of identity to shift from the contents of awareness—thoughts, feelings, and sensations—to awareness itself, where all trace of agency dissolves and the burden of personality can be set aside.


Although I worked to cultivate equanimity around my various infirmities and trials of these first few months, the effort to step back from the tumult of thoughts and emotions was like trying to paddle a canoe upriver against a swift current. My loss was too deep, the images of Judith too powerful to repress. And India itself was overwhelming.


In the Pali scriptures the Buddha is reported to have asked his disciples,




             What, monks, do you think is more—the water in the four great oceans or the tears that you have shed while roving, wandering, lamenting, and weeping on this long way because you received what you feared and were denied what you wanted so badly?





There were plenty of reasons to shed tears in Agra. Every day as I bicycled to and from the institute, I encountered myriad forms of human and animal suffering. The sick and dying wandered aimlessly through the streets, or lay where they had fallen—wasted, half-naked human bodies twisted into an astonishing variety of deformities, noses rotted away, faces bubbling with raw pustules. But it wasn’t just the omnipresent disease and poverty that was so disturbing. There was a kind of violence here that was unlike anything I had ever encountered. Indian society incorporated forms of casual brutality that I found unimaginable.


I remember one morning I passed a group of boys entertaining themselves by throwing rocks at a puppy. They had formed a wide circle around the little dog to prevent it from escaping. Every time one of the missiles found its target, the animal would let out a pitiful, anguished yelp, and the children would cheer and laugh. This was taking place in the middle of a crowded street, and no one—not the shop owners, the pedestrians, the cop on the corner, the men sitting in the nearby chai stall, or even the wandering holy men—seemed to care or, for that matter, to even notice. On another occasion I came across a similar scene, only this time it was a single boy dressed in his school uniform—navy blue shorts, white cotton shirt, and a clip-on tie, a little knapsack full of books. He was standing in a street not far from where I lived, flinging chunks of broken concrete at a sow who lay in a nearby ditch nursing her brood of tiny piglets. I came up behind him, indignant, yelling in Hindi, angrily commanding him to stop. I was only a few feet away when he turned around, confronting me with a distorted reflection of my own blanched, implacable face. I had never before seen an Indian albino, and the torrent of my pious wrath instantly collapsed into silence. His orange hair had obviously been dyed with henna, but his eyebrows were pure white. He squinted at me, a jagged wedge of concrete still clutched in one hand, his eyes glowing with pride and arrogance. After a few seconds he turned back to his game as if I didn’t exist.


One afternoon at the institute, during our lunch break, I read an article in the Times of India about a bus that had struck and killed a child. The accident happened in a rural area just east of Agra. Villagers broke into the bus and hauled the driver out, chopped off both his hands, and left him to bleed to death in a ditch. No arrests were made. The story was buried somewhere in the back pages of the paper, along with accounts of bride burnings and small-time political scandals.


Before coming to India, as an adult I had rarely cried; but here in Agra, cloistered in my room among the dictionaries and grammars, where no one could see, I wept. And yet despite the obvious suffering everywhere around me, I cannot say that my tears fell for these others. Like the disciples of the Buddha, I was only truly sorry for myself. Hemmed in on every side by a multitude of living beings, I was entirely alone. No doubt losing Judith had made things worse, but I now saw that I had been living this way since long before coming to India. My life was built around an endless, exhausting battle to get and keep what I wanted and to avoid or destroy everything that threatened my perceived self-interest. Only in my most distant childhood memories was there a suggestion that things might once have been different.


In an old copy of one of Edward Conze’s books, dating from my early years as a graduate student in Chicago, the following sentence is underscored: “Fear of loneliness is the icy core of much that passes as human warmth.” The margin bears a single line, scrawled in my own nearly illegible hand: “I am incapable of love.” Granted, there was more than a touch of melodrama here, but it is nevertheless true that I had tormented myself—and Judith—with such thoughts throughout the years we were together. The voices in my head were right: our marriage had been deeply wounded by my constant probing into the selfish motivations behind what, in my view, only passed for love. In Chicago this may have been little more than an adolescent failure—itself just another self-centered game. But in Agra my loneliness was no longer an existentialist affectation; the game lost any charm it may once have possessed.


Judith had abruptly disappeared from my life along with every other familiar landmark by which I might have navigated such a loss. And in my cultural and social isolation I could not avoid facing the truth: just as Judith had existed primarily as a reflection of my hunger for company, so it was clear to me now that all these human and animal others served merely as so many reference points for my own anxiety and fear. It was all about me. I cared for them only to the extent that their anguish was a source of pain for me. In this peculiar sense their suffering was not really theirs at all; it was mine, and in my present situation I could no longer pretend otherwise. In Agra it became obvious, for the first time, that some essential cog in the great, hidden machinery of the soul had long ago jammed, leaving me imprisoned in a fortress of solitude.


I recently discovered, in a box of old papers and notebooks from graduate school, a journal I kept during these first few months in India. The box had been stowed up in the attic behind a rack of old clothes. I had no idea the journal still existed; I quit using it a year or so after arriving in India and hadn’t given it a thought since then. Leafing through those pages, reading words I’d written so long ago, I came across something that stopped me cold. It’s the account of a dream—a dream I would never have remembered had I not found it recorded in this old journal. But I remember it now. Vividly. And now I see how everything that came after—the whole story I’m about to tell, in all its detail—must somehow have been leading inexorably to this dream, to this moment of remembering, where the beginning and the end come together.


Here is the entry dated October 20, 1975:




             It’s Navratri and the entire city has gone mad with worship of Durga. Mick and I were out late last night wandering around, and when I got back it took forever to get to sleep. And then, early this morning, I had a bizarre, disturbing dream. Only it didn’t feel like a dream. It felt like a memory—the memory of something that had happened long ago, something I had forgotten or repressed. Something I didn’t want to remember.


                   I was underground in a shadowy chamber—a cave, I think—and there were packing crates and stacks of old books everywhere. Just in front of me a small, luminous globe seemed to float in space, radiating white light. Below it the floor fell away steeply into pitch darkness, and from somewhere down in the darkness a faint sound drifted up. At first I thought it was the grunting and squealing of pigs, or women crying, but then I realized it was laughter—a man laughing crazily.


                   In my arms I held a dead child. It was the albino boy I saw in the street a few days ago. Only it was me: The dead child in my arms was both him and me. One side of the boy’s face was crushed, the bones shattered. His eyes were transparent, like two windows opening onto infinite, empty space. I desperately wanted to get rid of the corpse—to drop it over the edge and let it tumble down through the darkness, all the way down to the laughing man—but the dream was like one of those dreams where you’re stuck on the railroad tracks and you hear the train coming and you can’t make your feet move, no matter how hard you try. I could not make myself let go of the boy. I just stood there, vainly commanding my fingers to loosen their grip . . . until, at some point, I realized that I was awake—or so it seemed—lying in bed with my eyes wide open.


                   I have no idea when I woke up. I only know that when I realized I was awake, it was dawn, and a hint of light was visible through the bars on my window. Somewhere in the distance a dog was barking. I found myself in a world of exquisite stillness. A world that seemed to glow with the simple wonder of being. It was as if I had stumbled upon some hidden, magical quality of things. I wanted to lie there quietly forever, to lose myself in love of this world, but the perfection was heartbreaking, the stillness too much like loss. I couldn’t bear it. I needed to get away.


                   I tried to sit up and discovered—to my horror—that my body was paralyzed. The intricate mesh of the mosquito net closed in around me like a tomb. It was as if the dream wouldn’t end, as if I were trapped between waking and sleep, or between two selves: one of them alive but impotent, the other dead and suffused with power. I was truly scared. My heart thudded against my ribs as if it would explode. At last—was it only a few seconds?—the alarm clock rang and my body convulsed and jolted upright in terror at the sound of the bell. I nearly tore the mosquito net apart flailing out to turn it off. The sheets were soaked in sweat.


                   After that I was afraid to lie down again, so I just sat in bed waiting for the light, enveloped in the spell of the dream, my fingers opening and closing, the muscles in my hands flexing and relaxing, learning to let go.
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FOR THE NEXT several days the world shimmered with an ambiguous aura, a strange mixture of dread and unfulfilled promise. Absorbed with the exigencies of my life in India, my memory of the dream gradually faded, though its emotional overtones lingered. Near the end of October I received word from the Fulbright director, Mr. Akaljeet Singh, that I was permitted to return to Delhi. Shortly thereafter Mahmud arrived in the black Ambassador, and I said goodbye to Agra.


By the time I returned to New Delhi, it seemed to me that the capital had more or less reconciled itself to the demands of Indira’s Emergency, though there had apparently been some problems with the newspapers during the first few months. Certain highhanded editors, accustomed as they were to a democratic press, thought it necessary to publish articles critical of Mrs. Gandhi’s administration. Prior to publication such articles had fallen under the watchful eye of V. C. Shukla, head of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, forcing him to intervene. The censored material was then replaced in the following day’s papers by so many column inches of blank space—a clever trick not at all appreciated by Mr. Shukla. When this practice was forbidden as well, the Times of India took to substituting for the censored words famous quotations from the writings of Tagore, Gandhi, and other freedom fighters critical of the British Raj. This, too, triggered an equally vigorous response from people on Mr. Shukla’s staff, who were quick to see the thinly veiled allusions. After that such games were largely finished. A provisional calm now prevailed in the capital. For the moment, people appeared willing to accept the relative order that came with the Emergency, especially after the nearly constant turmoil of protest marches, strikes, and open battles with the police that had preceded it.


Meanwhile, the seasons were changing, banks of dark monsoon clouds giving way to the crisp, sunlit skies of winter. Overnight the temperature dropped and the air became clear and cool. Suddenly everyone who could afford to wrapped themselves up against the morning chill. Wealthy Hindu ladies from Defense Colony and Haus Khas dug into their winter wardrobes and came up with luxurious salwar kameez of raw silk and intricately embroidered Kashmiri shawls. Their husbands could be seen every morning standing like big, lost boys in the drive or on the veranda in garish synthetic bathrobes that hung heavily around their ankles. They hovered there in patches of bright sunlight, a bit edgy, toes tapping ever so slightly, smoking cigarettes and drinking chai, calculating the expense of a young daughter’s dowry. Drivers of the motor rickshaws flying along the crowded thoroughfares near Lodi Colony and South Extension were bundled in scotch-plaid blankets that flapped in the wind like woolen wings. Even the cows were draped in cleverly tailored burlap sacks that allowed space for their floppy humps to protrude.


Wrapped in my own gray woolen shawl—a luxury I had purchased just before leaving Agra—I settled down to the task of creating a life for myself in Delhi. I found a small room in Lajpat Nagar and soon fell into a routine. A few afternoons a week I was obliged to attend classes and seminars at the university. This meant a long bus ride, but there was no choice, since my involvement at the institution provided the official justification for my visa. The monotonous lectures were delivered in Hindi, which was useful for learning the language; still, these interminable hours at the university stamped my speech with a haughty, Sanskritic flavor it has borne ever since. It was only later on in Banaras, under Mickey’s patient tutelage, that I learned to wield a repertoire of Bhojpuri maledictions so foul I was scared to use them in public.


I have many poignant memories of those months in Delhi. There were long bike rides through the city at all times of the day and night, trips to the bookshops in Connaught Circle, and outings to Lodi Gardens for afternoon walks among the tombs of the last Delhi sultanate, Turkish Muslims who once ruled all of northern India. There were, as well, excursions into the crowded bazaar around Jamma Masjid, the neighborhood of the great red mosque, where bearded Muslim traders hawked everything from auto parts and used clothing to spices, perfumes, and meticulously worked silver jewelry. I fondly recall several performances of Beethoven and Bach at Max Mueller Bhavan, an organization promoting appreciation of German culture. On one occasion, by exploiting my Fulbright connections, I got myself invited to a piano concert at the Italian embassy. Arriving in the dusk of early evening, as always on my black Atlas bicycle, I peddled through the imposing wrought-iron gates and up the softly lit circular drive, where New Delhi’s elite patrons of the arts moved in a stately procession of polished Mercedes-Benzes.


My education in the eccentricities of contemporary Indian society continued. I remember one afternoon in particular, shortly after making the move from Agra, when I was riding my bicycle through the orderly streets of an affluent neighborhood south of India Gate, only minutes away from the grandeur of the houses of parliament. On either side, I passed the homes of some of India’s wealthiest, most respected citizens, the heads of major multinational corporations, retired admirals, MP’s, and other high officials in the federal government. These are the people who even now shape India’s future relations with the international community, the politicians who will decide whether or not to engage Pakistan militarily, the scientists and high-level bureaucrats who plan and operate India’s vast economy. Every house was surrounded by a steep wall and watched over by a chaukidar who stood guard just outside the gate.


I was coasting along taking all of this in when the distorted squelch of a loudspeaker caught my attention. I followed the sound, riding my bicycle down a few streets to a spacious public courtyard, where several hundred people had gathered under a gaily colored tent. I peddled closer, hopped off, and walked my bike up to where I could peer inside. This was definitely not a wedding. Only women were in attendance, the plump wives of India’s economic elite and their svelte, unmarried daughters, all of them thoroughly captivated, so far as I could make out, by two men who looked down on the audience from an elevated stage at the far end of the tent. One of the two was an old fellow with a marvelous, bushy beard. He was sitting quietly, legs folded, eyes down, as if meditating. The second man stood in front of him addressing the group through a microphone. Neither of them wore any clothing whatsoever. The one at the mike was handsome in a movie star sort of way. He was holding forth on the subtleties of Digambara Jainism, an ancient religious sect that dates from the time of the Buddha. The Jain path to liberation is a form of complete renunciation that culminates in death by starvation.


I was certainly no naked saint, but a heartfelt disgust with my own impurity was nevertheless driving me deeper into a self-styled asceticism. The Fulbright grant made me wealthy by Indian standards, yet amid such widespread poverty I refused to live anywhere near the level I could afford. I sought out the grimiest dhabas, public eating places distinguished by a row of massive aluminum cooking pots lined up out front on a masonry stove. While I sat over my dinner—a few peas and a chunk of potato submerged in mustard oil and chilies—cockroaches scurried around my rubber sandals. The spices had tears streaming from my eyes. My sinuses poured. All around me Sikh mechanics and taxi drivers dismembered plates of scarlet chicken, the grease in their moustaches and beards glistening under the glare of neon tubes. A gold embossed picture of Guru Nanak blazed down from where it hung on the wall over the wooden cash box, illuminating us with his blessing.


After one of these meals I was stricken with food poisoning and spent the night dry-heaving over a plastic bucket, my body straining to turn itself inside out. For the next two days I was repulsed by the thought of food, yet I felt strangely cleansed—spiritually pure—a sensation that almost compensated for the ordeal. Nevertheless, within a few days I was my old self again, foaming at the mouth to do something—anything—to purge myself of an indelible stain that seemed to taint my very being.


One evening I fell into a horrific brawl with my landlord, who was apparently trying to cheat me out of a month’s rent. The ferocity of my rage at this old man caught us both by surprise. All it took was a few lost rupees to set me off. What other ugly emotions were there, just under the surface, waiting to erupt?


November arrived and I was besieged by sentimental memories of Thanksgivings past. Of course the holiday did not exist in India, but I resolved to mark its passing with a thirty-six-hour fast. On the morning after the fast, I awoke ravenous and went directly to a shop and purchased five pieces of pista barfi. But after one or two timid bites I was overcome with self-loathing and ended by dumping the sweets into the hands of a beggar child who had trailed me as far as the threshold of the store. Later that night I crouched over my desk, lonely and exhausted. I wrote in my journal, “I’m tired of being selfish, tired of being greedy and hateful. Hollow as a cracked shell yet soaked with desire.”


From time to time some tiny, pleasant episode would distract my attention—the sight of a small girl with jasmine flowers tied in her hair, a kind word from a shop owner—and for a moment or an hour the world would appear innocent and hopeful, as if to be sentient, to wake up in the morning embodied and self-aware, was not such a painful thing after all. But always, before long, I felt the earth crest under my feet and the path begin its descent. Being less than fully healthy most of the time—and indisputably mortal—I could not rid myself of the conviction that my self-absorption was more than psychological. I felt as if somewhere in the raw, wet darkness of my body the hard seed of a tumor had quietly sprouted.


I clung to my academic work, which meant that I was constantly reading. There was the library at Delhi University, of course, and the big American Library near Connaught Place, where I often went to browse. But there were also lots of cheap bookstores in the markets of New Delhi. The only thing I spent money on was books. My favorite place for this was Motilal Banarsidass, in Jawahar Nagar, not far from the university. I spent many afternoons, after class was dismissed, foraging through those dimly lit, chaotic aisles stacked with books on every aspect of Indian culture. I read voraciously, books on religion, books on mysticism, logic, mythology, psychology, and philosophy.


All the while I continued to research the early history of Vedanta—a Hindu philosophy that was to have been the foundation for my dissertation. I found Sanskrit, the ancient language of India, mesmerizing. Its phonetic structure, its ability to form compounds of truly extravagant length, its complex grammar—eight cases, six types of aorist, singular, dual, and plural forms in every declension and conjugation. The undisputed queen of Indo-European languages. And then there is the inconceivable wealth of vocabulary, developed over the more than three thousand years when this language was the primary vehicle for South Asia’s intellectual and artistic culture. Reading the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras, or some other classical text in the original Sanskrit meant that I was engaging with the actual words of Indian philosophers, poets, mystics, and yogis who were otherwise lost in time. To study their writing like this was to gain privileged access to a way of understanding—to an entire world, really—inconceivably remote from my own.


I should acknowledge that this trip to India was made against the express wishes of my graduate advisor. He considered it unnecessary. In his own words, “Going to India is a waste of time.” And I suppose he should know. Abraham Bentley Sellars was an internationally renowned historian of religion who occupied an endowed chair at the University of Chicago. Sellars was the author of countless articles and three books on the history of religion in India that were widely acknowledged as both learned and original. Every bit of this dazzling work had been done in the library, or right in his office in Swift Hall. That is to say, Abe Sellars had never himself set foot in India, and he had no desire to do so. His interest in Indian culture was strictly professional. He delighted in exposing the delusion and outright hypocrisy that—in his view—lay behind ancient Hindu ritual practices and, one gathers, behind the entire ancient Indian religious world. He had built his substantial reputation brick by brick, demonstrating in considerable detail how—through a meticulous historical analysis—humanity’s deepest spiritual impulses could be adequately understood in terms of competition for power and wealth. Abe Sellars was a man of formidable intelligence, but he was cursed by a sort of reverse Midas touch: In the brilliant light of his intellect, everything could be explained and everything turned to dust. I had come to India, against his advice, to see if I could find here something important, something alive, something not even Abraham Sellars could kill.
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