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“The Buddha Sat Right Here is a memoir of illuminated adventure. Dena Moes spins a story of a family finding their place in the world and finding each other as they travel through India and Nepal. . . . This is a memoir of plural voices and plural epiphanies. With tenderness and wit, Moes weaves into her narrative the diaries of her daughter Bella, the paintings and poems of her younger daughter Sophia, the conversations and good advice of newly formed acquaintances and guides in India and Nepal, and the difficult truth of confronting the state of her marriage. By the end of the journey, each character appears awakened and transformed. And the cultures, cities, histories, and individuals who walk across each page become important stories and vivid characters of their own. With each step, Moes takes the reader on a journey into the beauty and idiosyncrasies of South Asian and American life, redefines what family can mean, and builds a breathtaking intimacy between the reader and the page.”


— RITO BPNERJEE, Director, MFA in Writing & Publishing, Vermont College of Fine Arts, and author of
Echo in Four Beats and CREDO


“. . . her descriptions of teeming city streets, vibrant landscapes, open country, and the delightful variety of many types of Indians and Nepalese enliven her locations and her spiritual searching.”


— KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Like all the best travelogues, The Buddha Sat Right Here is equal parts far-flung experience—the vivid colors and flavors of India— and internal pilgrimage, and I felt lucky to be along for both. Dena Moes is a writer of great intelligence, humility, and sparkle, plus she made me laugh. I loved reading about her family’s wild and beautiful transformation.”


— CATHERINE NEWMAN, author of Waiting for Birdy and Catastrophic Happiness


“Written with clarity, insight, and enthusiasm, this remarkable story will have you rooting for the Moes family from the beginning. Part travelogue, part spiritual guide, and part family drama, this story of the adventure of a lifetime has all the ingredients of great literature.”


— DANIEL VEIDLINGER, Professor of Asian Religions, California State University, Chico


“The Buddha Sat Right Here is a moving story of adventure, motherhood, and love. Dena Moes and her family set out on the adventure of a lifetime, finding along the way much more than they bargained for and exactly what they needed. Set among the colorful and spiritual backdrop of India and Nepal, this book stirred up a serious case of wanderlust in me and was a great reminder of the magic that happens when you step into the great unknown.”


— KIM DINAN, author of The Yellow Envelope


“Dena Moes is a brave soul, keen observer, and powerful storyteller. I truly enjoyed tagging along with her and her family on their eight-month journey across India and places beyond. From the chaos of the crowded cities to her search for that perfect moment between breaths, Moes—by turns a midwife, a budding Buddhist, a mother, and a wife—enthralls and enlightens. There’s a lot to love about The Buddha Sat Right Here.”


— LISO KUSEL, author of Rash: A Memoir
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For Clarabel and Sophia, pure beauty of Life’s longing for itself.
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INTRODUCTION
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THE ANNAPURNA RANGE, NEPAL APRIL 2014


I limp behind Adam and the kids as the first drops fall.


“Girls!” I call out. “Put on your rain ponchos!”


We are on the third day of a trek, hiking a ridge at 10,000 feet in view of the Annapurna peaks. The Himalayan sun beat down on us a moment ago, but now the daylight turns dim yellow. I am groggy with exhaustion, so at first I think I am imagining the eerie twilight as it falls. It’s only noon, I think, why is it getting dark? I look up to see the granite mountains vanish behind a wall of black clouds. Thunder booms, and streaks of lightning lick the foothills behind us.


Our guide, Isur, leads the way in plastic sandals and skinny jeans, as if this were a stroll in the mall. He drops his rucksack fat with trail bars, our extra clothes, and Adam’s ukulele and waits for us to catch up.


“There is a tea house an hour’s walk ahead and I will sprint there with your pack,” he says.


“Okay, good to know,” I say, gasping for breath.


“Just stay on the trail,” he calls back as he takes off running.


“I’m going with him!” announces fourteen-year-old Bella, breaking into a run before I can respond. Ten-year-old Sophia is at her heels, a flash of skinny legs and blond ponytail that disappear around a bend. Forget about running, I think, grimacing as I rub my seizing quads, I’m not even sure I can walk another hour. I take off my day pack to fish out my rain poncho, thinking Adam is beside me. When I look up, he is gone too.


“Wait,” I say, to no one. “I think we should stay together.”


Rain drips into my eyes and soaks through my sneakers. The distance between me and my family grows with every moment I dither, so I stumble on. Twenty minutes pass before the rain turns to thick snow. The snow lays a blanket of silence over the landscape, broken only by an occasional rumble of thunder. Rhododendron blooms sag on the trees, heavy with snowflakes. My wet feet are cold, but the rest of me sweats from exertion. My legs revolt, each step an excruciating override of fatigue. The world blurs into thick white flurries and I can only see a few feet in front of me. I wonder what would happen if I wandered off the trail by mistake. I think about my daughters, running on the slippery path to an unknown destination with Isur, a man we only met two days ago.


How could I have let the girls run ahead? What if they get lost or fall on the ice? A herd of fearful thoughts stamp at the gate, ready to throw me into a panic. I can see the headlines now: Terrible Fate of California Family Caught in Himalayan Blizzard. If only we had . . .


“Stop that,” I tell myself firmly. “Don’t go there. Walk.”


I pant with a mix of trepidation and the strain of not quite enough oxygen at 10,000 feet. While I catch my breath, I look this way and that, willing someone to appear and escort me to shelter. A handsome Nepali youth in a colorful wool cap would be my first choice, but a sturdy grandmother in a sari, a shepherd with his goats, anyone would do. No one comes.


I walk on. Part of me wants to feel sorry for myself. I teeter on the edge of self-pity and then get over it. Californians have little tolerance for dramatic weather, we consider sunshine our birthright. This storm came on so quickly though, blotting out mountains, sun, and sky. It is beautiful to be out in this, I decide. The clarity of my single goal—to stay on the trail—is like a meditation. My worries drop away with every step forward. Nothing matters but each footstep pushing into the snow. Everything else is out of my hands now. The children are with Adam and Isur, and they will be safely inside a tea house long before I will. There is no one for me to take care of now but myself.


What a difference from the life I left behind, I think as I trudge along. Our American life was a juggling act, and I was constantly dropping balls. I jumped out of bed every morning, already running late, already tired, to cook breakfast, make lunches, and hustle children off to school. While the girls were in school I ran a home-birth midwifery service. I drove the county roads checking on mothers and their newborn babies, or else conducted prenatal exams in my office. I was often sleep-deprived after being with a laboring mother all night. If I wasn’t at a birth, I took kids to violin lessons and play rehearsals after school. Arriving home to “Mom! What’s for dinner?” I rushed to get something passable on the table. I fell into bed each night worrying about tomorrow, vowing to catch up on laundry and yard work, and to make a healthy crockpot dinner, too. Unless I was called to a birth. Adam complained that I never had time for him.


Here I have one task—walk. No schedule to keep. No to-do lists. Nobody paging me or pulling at my attention. Just walk. One foot in front of the other, wiping the snow from my eyes, I revel in the simplicity, the focus. My fear of being alone dissipates, the ache in my legs melts away, and my limp becomes a jog. Soon I am galloping along the trail, feeling childlike and free. I laugh at myself. “Ha! I am more alive than I have been for years, not just going through the motions. I may be alone in a mountain blizzard but—”


“I am not driving the carpool today!” I sing into the storm.


“I am not at my computer paying bills!” I yell to the trees.


“I am not wandering the grocery aisles, wondering what’s for dinner!” I shout into the snowy void below.


“I am off-call!” I sob. “And out of range!”


I jog faster. The trail descends into a valley, into a forest of towering pines. I run, run, run, stumble, run, run, run, stumble. My feet have their own momentum as I pound down the mountain. I see a level clearing where a house stands tucked into the trees and I make a final dash for it, throwing open the door. I am a fully-realized heroine! I am powerful, like the storm! I can take these sopping wet sneakers off!


“I MADE IT!” I shout as I burst through the door.


The room is full of people: my family, European trekkers, and an extended family of Nepalis. A fire blazes in a woodstove, wet clothes hang to dry, and bowls of soup steam on the tables. The mood is calm and quiet, and everyone turns to stare at me, the person who just came through the doorway yelling, dripping with snow, face covered in tears. Sophia grins at me, her spoon poised above a bowl of Maggi noodles. Bella narrows her eyes and glares her warning, Mom, don’t be embarrassing. Adam stands by the fire warming his hands.


“Namaste,” I greet the Nepali woman beside me, clearing my throat and wiping the tears from my face. She seems concerned.


“I am not upset,” I say. “These are actually tears of joy.” She stares at me, silently.


“Namaste,” she finally replies.





CHAPTER 1
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[The] first stage of the mythological journey—which we have designated “the call to adventure—signifies that destiny has summoned the hero and transferred her spiritual center of gravity from within the pale of her society to a zone unknown.


—Joseph Campbell


CHICO, CALIFORNIA JUNE 2011


Some midwives review emergency scenarios on the way to births. Not me. After training at North Central Bronx Hospital, followed by ten years of attending home births, I trusted my emergency skills would be there if I needed them. No one ever says that resuscitating a newborn baby is like riding a bike, but it kind of is. Once you have resuscitated a baby at 3:00 a.m. on the bathroom floor, you won’t forget how to do it. Besides, most births are not emergencies. I used the drive to shake off whatever I was doing prior to getting called, so I would arrive at my clients’ homes clear-headed and calm. On this drive I was letting go of abandoning my family in the middle of a weekend music festival. They were used to my disappearing like this.


“Om Tare Tam Soha,” I mumbled to myself as I drove the tree-lined streets. Om Tare Tam Soha was a Tibetan mantra given to me years ago by a Buddhist monk named Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche.


I stood in line to speak to him after a teaching in San Francisco. When my turn came I explained that I was a midwife and asked for a prayer to say on my way to births. “Repeat Om Tare Tam Soha!” he advised me in a thick Tibetan accent. “Om Tare Tam Soha—this is the mantra of Tara. But don’t be confused. She is not outside yourself. She is not somewhere else. She is your own wisdom and compassion shining through. Tara is in here,” he said, thumping his chest. He smiled shards of sunshine into my eyes and turned to the next student.


I pulled my car into Sam and Elena’s driveway. The trunk was loaded with bags of IV fluids, two oxygen tanks, an Amish-made birthing stool, a bag of herbal tinctures with names like “Centered Mama” and “Placenta Release,” Pitocin, sutures, syringes, and Lidocaine. On the seat next to me sat a bag with Elena’s chart, the Doppler, and a blood-pressure cuff. I let myself in through the front door and an old German Shepherd eyed me mournfully. The toddler whose birth I attended two years ago had been picked up by Grandma. In the back bedroom Elena leaned against a dresser with her legs apart, swaying her hips and sipping coconut water. Sam puttered, his face a nervous grin. He hooked up the iPhone and found the right Pandora station, turned on the AC and closed windows against the heat.


“I am here, I’m going to bring my gear in,” I whispered to Elena, one hand on her shoulder. She nodded but didn’t open her eyes.


My skin tingled with the excitement of a baby’s imminent arrival, and all else slipped away. I pulled out the cookie sheet, laid a clean chux pad on it, and began my favorite ritual of opening the sterile packs. First, I opened the blue pack of instruments. Then, without touching anything but the wrappers, I dropped sterile gauze, cord clamp, bulb syringe, and gloves on top of the steel instruments before wrapping them all back up (as if there was anything sterile about birth). I placed an amnihook, a DeLee Mucus Trap, and extra gauze and gloves on the cookie sheet beside the birth pack I had made. My assistant Amber arrived and checked my oxygen tank set-up. When Elena moaned with a strong contraction I told her she was making progress, and that her baby was coming soon. Amber used my hand-held Doppler to listen to the baby’s heart every thirty minutes. We kept Elena’s glass of water full, but we did not disrupt her inward focus with chatter or fussing. We were there if she needed us, but she never even glanced our way as she swayed through contractions, leaning on the dresser.


An hour later Elena’s moans became low, deep grunts. Those grunts are the sound a woman makes when the baby’s forehead is pushing on her rectum from the inside. Women in this phase of labor look surprised as they tell me they need to poop, and I know it means the baby is almost here.


“Why don’t you get on your hands and knees now,” I said.


Elena still didn’t look at me but let me guide her to the floor, where I placed towels and chux pads under her. Then her bag of waters broke with a splash, filling the room with the unmistakable, sharp scent of impending birth. The pale top of the baby’s head was visible in the folds of her crimson vagina. Amber put my Doppler against Elena’s belly and we all heard the “swish, swish, swish” of the baby’s heartbeat.


“Your baby’s heartbeat sounds perfect,” I whispered.


I placed the cookie sheet of instruments beside me. My heart raced from the rush of adrenaline I always get right before a birth, the adrenaline that would help me respond in the event of a complication. I breathed consciously, slowly, to bring my heart rate down while I put a warm wet washcloth against Elena’s bulging bottom.


“I see your baby’s hair. You can push if you want to,” I said softly.


“I don’t need to. The baby is already pushing,” Elena answered.


The strongest contraction yet rocked through her body. “Muahhhhh,” she moaned. My gloved hand pushed against her perineum to protect it from tearing. The baby slid out as far as her forehead, and after a two-second pause the scrunched-up face emerged. Now the baby’s head was out, and I watched for the final rotation, the signal that the shoulders had descended into the outlet. The baby’s head turned to the side, the shoulders came under my hands’ gentle traction, and the baby was out with another gush of waters. Babies are slippery fish, born with their amniotic fluids draining around them, but I have yet to drop one. The baby turned from purple to pink with a gurgly, determined, “Waa!”


I held the seconds-old baby, still tethered to her mother by a spiraling umbilical cord, while Amber helped Elena sit against the bed. Then I passed Elena her baby and watched her bring the newborn to her chest and cover the damp little head with kisses. “It’s a girl!” Sam said, because, although I am the first to see, I never tell. Grins, tears, and gasps of delight welcomed the brand-new human. The hour after birth, mothers and babies have the highest levels of oxytocin possible in a human body. Their bloodstreams are literally brimming with love.


Amber took pictures and dried the baby with a receiving blanket. I placed my stethoscope against the baby’s back to listen to her lungs, still wet with amniotic fluid but clearing. Heart rate, normal. The placenta glopped into my bowl, after which I rubbed Elena’s belly until her uterus contracted into a grapefruit-sized rock.


Over the next two hours the baby nursed, Elena showered, and the family was tucked into a clean bed. We kept the curtains closed, and in the dim light the newborn baby opened her eyes wide and looked around. In gentle tones, I told the baby I would examine her now. First, I checked the features of the baby’s face: eyes, ears, nose—all symmetrical. I slid my finger into her mouth to feel her palate and latch reflex. Next came weight and length measurements, and a close listen to her heart and lungs. Her soft belly was palpated for masses, and her neck and hips for normal rotation. I placed a drop of Vitamin K in her mouth and made a set of keepsake footprints. I could have held her for hours, reveling in her soft, alert newness. Remembering to be professional, I placed her back into her mother’s arms.


Amber and I cleaned up, started a load of laundry, and made sandwiches for everyone. I reviewed baby care instructions with Sam and Elena, including the danger signs of something wrong. I would come back to assess mother and baby tomorrow and check in later this evening by phone.


After my gear was loaded into my car I glanced into the room one more time. Elena cooed at her newborn while Sam cuddled her. The room was cool and tidy, and a fresh fruit smoothie had been placed on the nightstand. Elena had uncountable nights of not enough sleep ahead of her. So many decisions, so much uncertainty. There would be endless rounds of diaper changes and wiping up spills and uneaten plates of broccoli. Infinite interruptions, days spent driving to children’s dentists and lessons, a veritable march of Back to School nights and violin recitals that run way too long. Eventually would come the times when doors would slam and the screamed words “I hate you, Mom!” would ring through the house. My job was to help women start the whole motherhood thing with an empowering, love-filled birth.


[image: image]


Adam and the girls were back, mud-stained and ravenous. I threw their laundry in and put a semblance of dinner together out of remainders from the fridge. At the dinner table Bella took the floor as usual, telling us the details of her friends’ social drama, with lengthy commentary and analysis. Over plates of rice, tofu, and sautéed vegetables, Adam, Sophia, and I knew better than to try to change the subject.


While she talked, my mind wandered to the festival I had missed. It was a local event where dozens of families camped out for the weekend, and bands played music on a lakeside stage. In years past our family had been in the lineup as the Moes Family Band, performing our original songs in a sort of three-part harmony while relying heavily on the cute-factor. This summer Bella was too “middle school” to be seen onstage singing with her parents and playing violin solos for their folksy songs. The band was on a break, but the weekend had been a blast anyway.


“Mom, are you listening to me?” Bella demanded, shocking me back to our dinner table.


“Yes. No . . . sorry, I’m just tired from being at a birth.”


Adam and Bella finished and started cleaning up while I stayed at the table with Sophia to make sure she ate her vegetables. Sophia was always the last one eating; the girl was mainly a breatharian and looked it. At eight years old she weighed fifty pounds and the scale hadn’t budged in two years. Her story of the weekend was that she swam in the creek ten hours a day, and with only Dad in charge ate nothing but candy and Cup O’Noodles. Her personal version of heaven.
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If I dug a hole straight down through the center of the earth from Chico, California, I would eventually surface in India. My sister Amy was a foreign correspondent in New Delhi who dreamed of becoming an international journalist while in high school and then went ahead and did it. She had not been interested in having children until, in her mid-thirties, she suddenly was. The Bengali academic she dated for a decade was game to help her start a family, but after two second-trimester miscarriages their relationship cooled. On the eve of their break up, a baby was conceived. Amy was forty-four years old when she found herself pregnant with a healthy baby at last.


As Amy’s late November due date approached, I informed her that babies in our family come two weeks late. Mine did, Mom’s did, and Grandma’s too. I probably over-emphasized that message, because when she called me with stomach pains two weeks before her due date she assumed it was a case of Delhi Belly.


“Oh no, Dena, what bad timing. It must be something from the restaurant I went to this evening. I never get sick—why now?”


I sat on the street outside a cafe in downtown Chico. It was 3 p.m., and high school kids filled the sidewalks on their way to the pizzerias and Jamba Juice. I closed my eyes to visualize my sister alone in her flat at 3 a.m. on the opposite side of the world.


“Don’t worry Amy, it will be all right. Mild food poisoning won’t hurt the baby. Do you have peppermint tea? Drink some and call me back in an hour.”


About forty-five minutes later, she called back. “Now I am shaking all over. And I just vomited. Do you think that is normal?”


“Umm, Amy?”


“Yeah?”


“Do your stomach pains come and go every few minutes?”


“Yes, now that you mention it, they do.”


“Are they kind of like . . . waves of pain?”


“Yes. They are. But now I also can’t stop shaking.”


“Amy, I think you are in labor. You need to call your doula.”


“Nah, I don’t want to bother her in the middle of the night. I’ll wait until morning. It’s only a few more hours.”


“Amy, call her now. As soon as we hang up. I am on the other side of the planet. You need someone who can see you, be with you. You shouldn’t be alone. Okay?”


“Okay, fine.”


Amy told me later that she took my advice and called the doula. While they were on the phone, her water broke. The doula came right over and could see that Amy was in advanced labor. The doula helped Amy quickly pack a suitcase and drove her to the hospital where the baby arrived, pink and screaming, before the doctor. Two days later, Amy left the hospital in disbelief that she was now the mother of a baby girl. After the heartbreak of the second-trimester miscarriages, and then passing into her mid-forties, she had given up on the idea of motherhood. Yet they were going to let her take this beautiful, perfect baby and leave. It happened so fast, she couldn’t quite believe it was real.
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My sister has a baby, I thought. She is a single mom and no one in our family is with her. And no one from our family is going. I hung up the phone and burst into tears. The pull of our sisterhood, that intense need women have for each other, overwhelmed me. I wished I could go to India right now. Adam walked over and I started babbling at him.


“I have to go. Someone should be there with Amy, and that someone should be me.”


He considered for a moment, before saying, “All right then, go.”


“Go? To India?”


“Isn’t that what you said you needed to do?”


“Well, yes. But I didn’t think you would say ‘Go ahead.’ That would mean leaving you here with the kids . . . for Christmas.”


I wanted to go but was afraid to be that far away from Bella and Sophia. And for so long. You don’t hop over to India for a weekend. It takes two days to fly there and then four days to recover from jet lag. A wave of guilt washed over me for even considering this idea. Could I skip out on the holidays? Who would attend the school winter concerts and help with the Secret Santas? Who would bake cookies for the teachers? The answer was always, me.


In truth, we both dreaded the Christmas season. Adam and I were raised Jewish and now were practicing Buddhists. I grew up celebrating Christmas by ditching my own family and spending the day with our Christian neighbors. Adam’s family observed the holiday with Chinese takeout and a Charlie Chaplin movie. Adam and I tried to put on some sort of Christmas for our kids but it always felt half-hearted. Bella made sure we knew that our efforts never measured up to what other kids got.


“Go ahead. We will be fine,” Adam said.


He waited while I waffled back and forth a hundred times. Can I book a flight and take off for India, leaving my children here? Would we all die from something like that? No, Adam is giving me this chance without hesitation, I should let him take over for me. I have shouldered the Christmas duties for years. I know it won’t be the same here without me, but no one ever suffered permanent psychological damage from a lack of Secret Santa gifts or Christmas cookies.





CHAPTER 2
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NEW DELHI TO VARANASI TO BODH GAYA, INDIA


Three weeks later, I saw my girls off to school with extra hugs and snuggles. Adam tenderly kissed me goodbye and placed my backpack onto my shoulders. He snapped photos of me by the car and then I headed to San Francisco to catch my flight across the world. It was ridiculously easy to pack for one person instead of four, to carry only what I needed instead of supplies for what often felt like an entire Girl Scout troop. With an Indian tourist visa stamped into my passport, Hepatitis A and typhoid fever vaccinations taken, and a cheap flight booked, I was off to India, the place I had always wanted to go.


I dated a Bengali American in college, and nearly went with him for a semester abroad in Calcutta. Then Adam inspired me to visit India when I met him in 1996. I found Adam on the outskirts of a Rainbow Gathering, a yearly counter-cultural gathering of hippies, peace activists, musicians, and nature-lovers. The gathering was in a forest in northern California. I had come out from New York with a friend to celebrate finishing my master of science program in nursing. One morning I opened my tent and there he was, under a tree. Adam was sitting in meditation like the Buddha, but with a pile of books at his side. For a Yale girl, any man who has hauled a stack of books into the wilderness is worth a look. As he sat there in meditation he radiated such peacefulness that my first thought was, whatever it is he is doing, I should probably be doing that too.


Adam was tall and lean, with slender, graceful hands. His skin was tanned the golden hue of an outdoorsy California boy. He wore a rainbow scarf tied around his waist like a skirt and sandalwood prayer beads around his neck. He was blessed with a classical sort of beauty, high cheekbones, big blue eyes, and a full, expressive mouth that widened into a sweet smile. His long hair was pulled into a topknot but strands of sun-bleached locks fell around his face like a lion’s mane, glowing in the morning sun. I thought about the pasty, cigarette-smoking, leather-clad artists I had recently been dating. One does not find sun-kissed, yogi-boys in New York City.


I was twenty-seven years old the summer I finished grad school. While my fellow students applied for jobs and planned their next moves, I had waited. I considered a couple of different options but had been paralyzed by indecision. I sat down beside Adam and we stared into each other’s eyes silently for a few minutes. The two words beautiful and children popped into my mind. I shook my head and asked him about his meditation.


Adam had recently returned from a year in northern India. He sat Zen meditation for years while earning his psychology degree, and then found Tibetan Buddhist teachers in India. Under their guidance he had done meditation retreats in Himalayan caves and studied in Buddhist monasteries. Adam returned to California a devoted practitioner of Tibetan, or Vajrayana, Buddhism. His explanation of meditation practice was a jumble of Tibetan, Sanskrit, and odd esoteric English words. What he said was not fully comprehensible, which I found intriguing. I had my career as a nurse-midwife set, but I had been longing for spiritual dimension in my life. I wanted to learn more about the Buddhist path that Adam was on.


We talked about going to India together that summer as we fell in love. Adam wanted to take me to the sacred places he had been and introduce me to his teachers. Some were elderly, he warned, and might not be around much longer. But I needed to get my first job as a nurse-midwife and start paying off my student loans. Then the wedding, his graduate studies in Chinese Medicine, babies, houses, and businesses followed one after the other. The vision of going to India was tabled for some future time. That future moment, I realized as I heard the boarding call for my flight, was right now.
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Ananya was a fresh rosebud of a human, with long black lashes that curled against pink cheeks. She slept swaddled in my sister’s arms, dreaming of milk and suckling her bottom lip. After two twelve- hour flights, a layover in London, and a cacophonous drive through swarmy Delhi traffic, I kneeled on the floor beside my sister’s couch peeking at my niece’s tiny face. Dark fuzz covered her temples and forehead. My sister has a baby! Amy had flown to the US every couple of years for the last decade to visit our parents, me, and my children. Her childlessness had grown into a subtle wedge between us, an unmentionable sorrow that increased with each miscarriage she suffered. Now that sadness had been washed away in the river of this late-in-life pregnancy and birth.


Amy welcomed me and said, “I can’t believe I have a baby. I just walked out of the hospital with Ananya in my arms,” in the tremulous, lovesick tone of a postpartum mother.


I listened to her recount her nearly painless birth and told her that most women don’t mistake labor for indigestion. Her maid- cook Vandana served us a meal of rice, sabzi (vegetable-based sauces), and roti (wheels of homemade flat bread). Then my exhaustion fell like a curtain after the first act.


The days with my sister rocked gently by. Jet lag made me like a newborn baby too—my eyes would close and I would drift off right in the middle of the day. Amy was happy to have my company. We chatted on her couch for hours while she nursed. I imparted my expert wisdom on such topics as burping, co-sleeping, and postpartum exercises. When Ananya awakened to scrutinize the world, we held her close and babbled at her in high, excited tones, cameras in hand. I brought Amy my favorite sling, the one I used to carry Sophia everywhere. When Ananya got her evening fussies, bleating inconsolably like a newborn goat, I slipped her into the sling. I pulled the cloth so it held her tightly against my chest, turned on music, and danced around the room. In minutes she was asleep.


“And voila,” I told Amy. “That is the trick. Well, one of them.”
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When a woman gives birth in the United States, family members may come help afterwards if she is lucky. They might manage household chores and cook for a week or two so the new mother can recover from birth and care for her newborn. I assumed I would be providing that kind of support to Amy, but it was not needed. Vandana took care of both household and food, and she would continue to do so long after I left.


There are no convenience foods in India, no frozen entrees or pre-made meals from deli cases. There is no Trader Joe’s selling gourmet organic canned soups and sauces. Vandana went to the market every other day and brought home fresh fruits and veggies, with which she prepared fragrant Indian dishes in the kitchen. She also made and served us tea, did the wash and the dishes, and cleaned the house. She put the laundry away, folded, where it belonged. She was there five days a week, and left the fridge stocked with curries, rice, and rotis for the weekend. Amy had her help, as well as a driver, and would add a full-time nanny when she returned to work. This was typical for middle, professional, and upper classes in India, as well as in Asia. Families who cannot afford servants live in extended-family households, with in-laws, aunties, and sisters sharing women’s work.


Vandana’s presence in the house made me uncomfortable at first, as if it were simply wrong to have hired help. But my initial judgment came from my American point of view and did not take into account the realities of India. If you took the United States, quadrupled the population, and then reduced the land mass by two-thirds, you would have the situation in India. India has 1.25 billion people, making people power its greatest natural resource. What a person does for herself in America a whole crew accomplishes in India, thereby creating a complex economy of livelihoods. Amy had her maid and her driver, but there was also someone who delivered the milk, someone else who came to sweep the front walk, someone to take away the trash to sort and sell, and a person waiting outside to polish shoes or mend clothes. Amy treated her staff well with fair salaries and benefits. In return, she could enjoy her eight-month (!) maternity leave without a thought about cooking or keeping house.


In America, we strive for a standard of independence that is impossible for mothers to achieve anyway. I tried not to compare my postpartum experience because, after all, I was privileged to live in America, married. But no relatives came to help after either baby and Adam went back to work a couple days after each one was born. I never felt so alone as I did in my house with my little ones. I would sit in my rocker nursing and trying not to glance around the room at toys, blankets, and clothes scattered everywhere. My arms were full of baby; I could not catch up. Here in Amy’s pristine flat, the smells of baingan bharta (eggplant curry) wafting through the hallway, I was happy for my sister. If she was going to be a single mother, this was certainly the set-up for it.


One afternoon I flipped through the North India section of the Lonely Planet guidebook. I had one week left in India and discovered I could visit two sacred sites by taking an overnight train. The first would be the holy city Varanasi on the Ganges river, birthplace of the Hindu god Shiva. From there, a four-hour train could take me to Bodh Gaya, which literally means “Place of Awakening.” A young Hindu prince sat under a tree there 2600 years ago until he awakened and became the Buddha. My postpartum-doula gig could shift into a short pilgrimage journey. Amy encouraged me to do it.
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My night train left from Old Delhi Railway Station. I took the Delhi Metro from Amy’s neighborhood and found the “ladies only” car to ride. With no men in the car, we ladies could look around and make brazen eye contact with each other. We all stared, faint smiles twitching across our mouths: women in saris with baskets of produce; women in skinny jeans with briefcases, tapping on Blackberries; and me, a green-eyed foreigner.


Emerging from the Metro, I found the Old Delhi station beautiful and atmospheric. The space had soaring arches and domes mirroring ancient Mughal style, all done in red and white. I was ahead of schedule, so I sat in a cafe drinking chai and watching the world go by. In the crowds I saw Muslim school boys in caps and long white shirts, women balancing copper trays of spices on their head, and red-uniformed porters carrying luggage straight out of the nineteenth century. I was so absorbed I almost missed my train. It was suddenly time to go, and I had no idea how to find my platform. I peeked into an office where men in khaki uniforms sat around a long table drinking tea. I looked from face to face as I asked about my train.


“Madam, your train has left!” said one officer and my heart sunk.


Arguing in Hindi ensued, until I was directed to a platform where my train stood. A thrill ran down my spine as I climbed aboard. Since giving birth to Bella twelve years ago, I rarely went anywhere alone. When we traveled at home we camped, which meant stuffing sleeping bags and tents, food and a cookstove, pots and pans, and toys and games into our car. Now I only carried a school backpack with an extra salwar, my journal, toothbrush, and a camera. I felt light, like a college student again. In Chico, I ran into friends and former clients whenever I left the house. I was pegged. I was Bella and Sophia’s mom, Adam’s wife, so many people’s midwife. Here on this train, my identity fell away like layers of an onion. I was an anonymous stranger—I could be anybody. I lay in my tiny assigned berth with my arms wrapped around my backpack and let the hypnotic motion lull me into slumber. In the morning, villages of mud and thatch huts tucked into rice fields woke up to the day as we rolled by. I saw bullock carts loaded with school children plodding down the dirt road, women at wells and water pumps, Hindu temples, and flocks of goats in blooming mustard fields.


The auto-rickshaw I picked up at the railway station dropped me on a noisy corner in front of an alleyway.


“Go into that alley,” the driver told me, “and keep walking. Signs will guide you to the Ganges.”


I stepped into the dimness, rounded a corner, and the sounds of cars, trucks, and horns dropped away, blocked by ancient stone buildings. With each step I took, I walked backwards in time. Cows stood like sentries and monkeys clucked at me from balconies high above. Corner temples contained statues of brightly-painted gods. Hand-painted signs with arrows guided me to “River View Hotels” and “Bathing Ghats.” I passed very few people, just an ancient Hindu holy man, barefoot and in orange robes, and an old woman leading a donkey laden with copper pots and sacks of rice.


I lunched on my hotel’s rooftop terrace, drinking in the silence and the Ganges view. Hindus believe that bathing in the Ganges is a blessing that clears away lifetimes of sin. Pilgrims have been bathing in the river along these ghats, or stone embankments, since at least 1200 BC. Boatloads of pilgrims plied the waters, surrounded by haloes of birds. Priests in orange robes sat along the river banks with altars, flowers, and their vermilion powders for third-eye blessings. Goats chewed on old flowers that washed ashore, children played cricket on the wide stone banks, and cows roamed. Colorful fabrics laundered in the river flapped on their lines. The temples and hotels that lined the ghats in both directions were ornate and in varying states of distress and disrepair.


After lunch I wandered the ghats, observing shrines, flower wallas, laundry women, monkeys, and cows. I gazed up at the colors and ancient temples, and then down to avoid stepping in litter and cow dung. A procession of mustachioed faces offered various services.


“Guide, madam?”


“Boat ride?”


“Best price tour of the ghats?”


“Come, I’ll take you to the best jewelry shop. Or is it silk you wish to buy?”


Dreadlocked, ash-smeared Shiva babas gestured at me to sit and join them for a puff. Shiva is one of the three main Hindu gods, along with Vishnu and Brahma. The river Ganges is said to spring from his hair, and the trident he carries represents the unity of the three worlds that a human will face—the inner world, the immediate world, and the broader outer world. Shiva babas renounce their former lives to become homeless devotees. As part of their puja, they smoke marijuana-filled chillums which they share with passers-by. Just being here felt like an altered state of consciousness, so I dropped coins into their begging bowls and kept walking.


A temple on the far end of town drew me in. The roof was decorated with a pantheon of carved gods staring with googly eyes. Monkeys played on these statues, leaping from one to another. A baby monkey sat in the palm of one of the god’s open hands. I walked up the steps, took off my shoes, and entered. A priest handed me flowers, and I passed him a ten rupee note back.


In the windowless backside of the temple, a four-armed marble statue of Vishnu caught my eye. No one was around so I sat down in the deserted darkness. I observed my breath for a few minutes and felt my excitement ease into calm. My breathing grew slow and even. I thought of the swirl of experiences I was having: traveling alone after so many years of motherhood, my fascination with the spiritual devotion here, the contrast of desperation and decay amidst beautiful temples and pilgrims.


A bell began to sound. It rang and rang, and the echoing sounds banged around the marble walls, straight into my skull.


“Wake up!” the bell seemed to call.


I stood and approached the Vishnu statue, gazing into its face. The dim light of the butter lamps flickered, and the worn marble face of the statue appeared to move. I stared and stared, unable to blink before the dancing Vishnu.


“Wake Up!” the voice rang with the bell inside my head. “Wake up!”


Wake up to what? I wondered.


And I seemed to hear this, in the ringing of the bell, “The truth of things is way beyond your thoughts.”


The bell fell silent. My mind felt hollow, clear in the sudden absence of sound. The silence caressed me with shivery fingers as I thrilled to the idea that I just had a spiritual experience! I placed my flowers at the feet of the statue and stepped out of the temple and into the sunlight.


Further down the river, sweating half-naked men carried massive logs to the river’s edge. I hung back and watched as wood was stacked higher and higher until a holy man gave a signal. A long bundle, wrapped in white cloth and covered with flowers, was brought over and placed on the logs. The pyre was lit, the fire was fierce. The cloth burned off and I realized the bundle was a corpse; the fire, a funeral. As the cloth burned away I glimpsed a foot, an arm. Here in this public, wide-open walkway along the river, the funeral took place. People came and went, crowded around, made and sold chai in a makeshift newsstand, and threw flower offerings into the fire while the body burned. Cows wandered through. Somehow, it made sense—chaos, life, death, fire, water, all happening on a patch of stone embankment where such activities have occurred daily for five thousand years. The truth of things is way beyond your thoughts. Through acrid smoke, a blood red sun slipped behind the hills.


On the ghat below my hotel the evening Aarti was underway. For this nightly ritual, Hindu priests danced with flaming candelabras to the sound of chanting and drums. Hundreds of people watched from the ghats or in a flotilla of boats. Palm-sized leaf boats with candles shimmered in the water. I stood in the midst of the fray, suddenly dizzy and overstimulated, until two arms pulled at me. I looked up and a plump priestess on a platform bobbled her head. I climbed up and she blessed me and painted my third eye with vermilion powder. I felt like I was in the arms of the Divine Mother, and together we had the best seats in the house.
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The train to Gaya was ten hours late so I waited in the Varanasi railway station all night. The station was full of families camped out on blankets, filling the floorspace. Women in colorful saris squatted to serve meals out of steel tiffin boxes, fathers helped children and babies go to the toilet on the tracks, groups of bent and withered elders and Hindu sadhus or holy men sat silently with no baggage but copper begging bowls. Monkeys, dogs, rats, and an occasional cow added to the throng. As the night wore on the hours passed more slowly. I could not find a single bench with room for me, so I stood as long as I could, nodding with fatigue. Then I lay on the filthy station floor, using a discarded film of plastic as my blanket.


I questioned what on earth I was doing here.


Adam introduced me to Buddhism the summer we fell in love. Between hikes to desert hot springs we visited Tibetan Buddhist retreat centers in Flagstaff, Arizona; Santa Fe, New Mexico; and Crestone, Colorado. We read Sogyal Rinpoche’s The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying and Trungpa’s Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism to each other as we drove. Buddhism’s philosophy of caring for all beings resonated with me. There was even a vow, the Bodhisattva vow, to dedicate one’s life to freeing beings from suffering. It fit perfectly with my intention to serve mothers and babies as my life’s work. How could I have missed this until now? I wondered. I received blessings, initiations, and teachings from Adam’s Tibetan friends and teachers, and by the end of the summer had become a student of Buddhism in my own right. And, we decided to get married.


Adam taught me to meditate and I could not believe the roar of random thoughts that crashed through my head when I sat and “meditated.” Then I realized that this was how my mind was always operating, but I hadn’t ever noticed it before. Adam and I meditated beside clear mountain streams, while steaming ourselves in hot springs, and in Tibetan-style Buddhist temples. Slowly I learned to calm my mind and taste the stillness and serenity that Adam seemed to abide in. Over the sixteen years since that summer, Adam and I kept up our meditation practices to varying degrees. It was harder for me than Adam: babies and nursing, packing school lunches, and recovering from all-night births filled those edges of my day when one might sit. While I found Buddhism meaningful, I also had a nagging feeling that I was borrowing it from someone else. It could never be wholly mine because it belonged to a foreign culture, far away.


At dawn the train pulled in and I stumbled on. I had a bed reserved but still couldn’t sleep. If I missed the Gaya stop I had no idea where I could end up. I lay on the greasy vinyl bed watching villages flash by my window. I arrived in Bodh Gaya without sleep or a friend, as far from home as I had ever been.
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Bodh Gaya’s streets were dusty and lined with India’s ubiquitous chai stalls, cows, and bazaars. Motorcycles and rickshaws honked their horns. Beggars squatted and stared. But there was another element that I hadn’t seen in Delhi or Varanasi. Tibetans, living in India as refugees from Chinese occupation, walked the roads wearing long wool dresses, hair in thick black braids, babies strapped on the women’s backs. They carried hand-held prayer wheels which they spun as they walked. Tibetan monks formed a sea of maroon robes that flowed through the streets and packed into pedicabs, rickshaws, and shops. I saw monks and nuns in orange, mustard, and sky-blue robes too. They were pilgrims from every Buddhist country in the world: Bhutan, Nepal, Burma, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan.


But the majority were Tibetans, the Dalai Lama’s own people. I had admired and studied Tibetan Buddhism for sixteen years yet had only met a few Tibetans in person. I stepped into a chai stall crowded with monks and grinned as I sipped my tea. I couldn’t help it—I didn’t know there could be so many Buddhists in one place. The monks were friendly and smiled back.


At the gateway of the Maha Bodhi (great awakening) park I gazed up at the stone tower, a monument to the awakened heart. One hundred and eighty feet tall, every inch of it was carved with intricate designs. This was the world’s living, breathing center of Buddhist pilgrimage. People of all colors, genders, castes, and creeds circled the tower. In every nook and cranny, someone was praying. People offered incense, made bows and prostrations, recited the sutras (the teachings of the Buddha), or meditated. The stupa was a colossal beehive, humming with the prayers and chants of thousands of Buddhists in dozens of languages. Flat surfaces held Dixie cups of water by the dozen with yellow and orange blossoms floating in them. Flower garlands were draped on upright stones. A veil of peacefulness hung over everything. This is the Burning Man of Buddhism! This is the Disneyland of Dharma! I have to come back here with the whole family!
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