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Who is brave enough to remove the bell from the neck of the fierce snow lion?

 

 

 

 

 

 

The one who tied it there in the first place.

 

—Buddhist riddle






PART I

Before





1

Urban Bardo

THE BRAWL BEGAN with an eggplant. Maybe the sauji’s scale was off by a few grams, or his change short a few paisa; maybe the woman in the pale blue sari had miscalculated. But her outraged shouts caught the attention of six local boys, who stood smoking unfiltered Gaidas in a nearby doorway.

The Indian merchant shouted back, his brooding face screwed into a mask of indignation. The teens sidled up beside the shopper, adding their own racial insults to the mix. Their voices carried down the alley, inciting a state of alert. Guava and tamarind vendors, freshly arrived from the Indian border, glanced nervously up the lane, counting out change with fresh precision. The housewives and didis pretended to ignore the altercation, but held their purses more tightly against their bellies.

The brinjal seller was on his feet now, yelling at the teens. He was a thin man with a square face, a few years older than the boys but much smaller. He grabbed an eggplant and raised it high, meaning to display the fruit’s tender flesh, expound upon how difficult they were to transport. But his gesture was misread—and before anything could be explained, one of the boys seized one of the purple fruits and pitched it with tremendous force into the little man’s chest. It burst against his shirt like a balloon. The seller shrieked with rage and groped for the hardwood stick reserved for pariah dogs and greedy cows. The teens charged, grabbing his cart by the corners and heaving it over.

Eggplants and lead weights rolled at drunken angles down the filthy street. As the shoppers scattered, sellers leaped to defend their wares. Most of their stands were spared—but the hooligans toppled a pyramid of tangerines, and kicked over a basket of onions before skipping away.

 

THE INCIDENT MIGHT never have registered if the taxi driver hadn’t been chewing pan. We were stopped at a traffic light on Kalimati Avenue: the ugliest road in Kathmandu. My driver cleared his throat and tilted his head out the window.

“Fight,” he observed, and spat red spittle.

“What? Where?”

There was an alley on our right: a sloping chute angled between precarious brick tenements. Women were fleeing the lane, moving awkwardly in their saris. Oranges and potatoes fled with them, rolling across the sidewalk and into Kalimati’s gutter, where they were snatched up by a gathering crowd of pedestrians and dogs.

I felt a certain thrill. “Who is fighting?”

“Everyone fighting.” He craned his neck to see over the crowd. “Always fighting. In Nepal, too much fighting. Over there, market, many Indians. Too many Indians in this place.” He spat again.

Further up the lane I could see the unmistakable aftermath of chaos: overturned carts, scattered produce, men waving their arms like agitated mantises.

I opened the taxi door and shouldered my daypack. “I’ll get out here.”

“Better you stay in car. Very danger here. Maybe shooting, also. If police come, maybe shooting.” He squinted as I pulled a large bill out of my pocket. “Sorry . . . no change.”

“Never mind.”

“Sir?” The driver held my sleeve.

“Hajur?”

“You are a very lucky man.”

“Why is that?”

“You can leave Nepal.”

I grinned at the irony. “Drive safely,” I said.

THE SITUATION HAD calmed by the time I arrived. The produce sellers were reclaiming their wares, arguing among themselves in rapid, overlapping Hindi. I spoke with a few bystanders, but there wasn’t much of a story. Tensions between Nepalis and Indians had been escalating for months, and incidents like this were common. But the locals needed vegetables, and Indians needed to sell them. In a few days the street market would be open again, with a bored soldier leaning against a utility pole. Or maybe not; another half hour passed, but the police never arrived.

Back on Kalimati, I held my breath as a convoy of diesel trucks roared by. Gravel dust swarmed above their beds with every bounce. A pall of black soot hung above the ground. Taxis navigated the miasma like devils on the fly, weaving erratically to avoid cows, bicycles, and pedestrians.

I was standing just before an uphill grade. Along the roadside, boys and men in tattered and grimy rags hauled huge, flat carts loaded with pipes, lumber, rebar, or tin roofing. Their bare feet left shallow prints in the asphalt as they pulled the wagons with woven hemp ropes. Twenty yards up the rise, the grade became steeper; half of the pullers on each cart would drop their ropes and run behind to push, their backs bent at right angles to the road. Beneath leathery skin, the sinews of their calves bulged like balls of twine. They moved so slowly I could almost feel them breathe, hear the breath hiss out between their lips, sense the ache in their ruined lungs. Their labors were never-ending. Once these loads were delivered they would collect their pay and buy themselves just enough food and chiya to fuel the next uphill push.

A stream of foot traffic coursed along the sidewalk, moving in both directions. Men in baggy darwa-surwals, their black woolen vests absurd in the afternoon heat; women in bright polyester saris; kids chasing metal hoops through the gutters, their threadbare clothes the weakest link in a decade-long chain of hand-me-downs. All beneath a soundtrack of ceaseless diesel thunder, the blaring of Hindi movie soundtracks, Radio Nepal soap commercials, car horns, bicycle bells, barking, braying, shouts.

 

ONE MEMORY DOMINATED my thoughts every time I found myself on Kalimati. Years ago, when I was green around here, I’d bicycled down  this avenue with a seasoned traveling buddy named Paul Janes. Janes had prematurely thinning hair and pale blue eyes, the youngest son of a Texas panhandle preacher. We’d stopped at this very point on Kalimati, straddling our bikes, and squinted up the filthy, congested road. Paul raised his eyebrows, and shook his head.

“This is it,” he said.

I turned toward him. “What’s it? What are you talking about?”

“This, man! Kalimati! I know it.” Paul gazed up the road with theological dread. “One day, we’re gonna arrive in hell,” he whispered. “You and me. We’re gonna drop down that long, slimy chute and land bare-assed on the griddle. Then we’re gonna stand up, and look around us. You know where we’ll be?”

“Where?”

“Right here, man. Kalimati. Wait and see. This is it.”

 

WHETHER OR NOT Kalimati would prove to be hell itself remained to be seen. But it certainly qualified, in the here and now, as a bardo.

Not, of course, as the Bardo. The Bardo—capital B—is the spooky purgatory mapped out in The Tibetan Book of the Dead. In that ancient treatise (one of the first great travelogues), the Bardo is defined as the terrifying obstacle course that awaits the soul between death and rebirth. While migrating through this zone, our final spark of consciousness faces all manner of demons and obstacles: pits of fire, multiheaded cobras, rabid weasels. But these demons are all self-generated. It is during this crucial test that the trained mind can attain liberation—or control the circumstances within which it will be reborn.

In a broader sense, though, any difficult passage can be considered a bardo. Life, for example, is the bardo we navigate between birth and death. And there are bardos within bardos. Enduring a root canal, for instance, is a kind of bardo. A bout of dysentery is a bardo. Facing gridlock on the San Francisco-Oakland Bay Bridge, standing in a grocery line behind an old man counting out pennies, and paying off a student loan as an unemployed English major all are de facto bardos.

At this moment, Kalimati was the latest in a series of brief, personal bardos—this one transporting me to an appointment at the Kalimati clinic.

The clinic was one of the few places in Kathmandu where I could get an injection with confidence. It was run by Western nurses: people who believed in germ theory and practiced the option of sterilization. It is very important to seek out such enlightened caregivers in Asia. Otherwise, one runs the risk of contracting ailments far worse than hepatitis B: the debilitating liver disease that I was attempting, through a stringent schedule of gamma globulin shots, to avoid.

Fifteen minutes later I descended from the clinic with a limping, but relieved, step. Common sense dictated I walk or jog the four miles home, exercising my hindquarters in order to stave off soreness from the injection. Laxmi would be waiting, a lunch of noodle soup and home-baked bread at the ready. But for some reason (to flaunt my fresh immunity to the local germs?) I detoured into a tea shop and ordered a glass of chiya.

The bhojanalaya was dark and musty. A few flies circled in the air. There were no lights, and scant illumination filtered through the windows. The cement floor had been recently mopped; there were streaks of wetness and the sharp smell of bleach. Posters of current pop idols—Bruce Lee, Bob Marley, Phoebe Cates—were tacked to the walls.

The table by the kitchen was occupied by a little girl, drying metal plates with a dirty towel. I chose a spot near the windows, the better to see what I was drinking.

“Khaana khaanuhunchha?” A woman in her late thirties turned from the glass cabinet above the cash box and addressed me in Nepali. “Will you eat?”

“Hoina . . . duud chiya matrey dinus. Cheenie chaindaina.” No thanks. Milk tea, please. No sugar.

“Haus.” The woman set down her rag and walked through a curtain of plastic beads into the kitchen, returning a moment later with my order. “Biscoot khaane?”

“Haus.” She brought a packet of arrowroot biscuits. They were good and crisp, as they should be in February—a far cry from the waterlogged  wafers that had constituted my very first purchase in the Kingdom of Nepal, more than ten years ago, during the heart of the monsoon.

 

TEN YEARS AND seven months ago: That was July 1979. It already seemed like ancient history. Nepal in 1979 was unknown to me, a place that had never crossed my radar. I’d been lured to Asia by a gorgeous woman I’d met in Athens, a medical school graduate on her way to Kathmandu to study ayurvedic medicine for six months before starting her internship. After a month together in Greece we parted, vowing to meet in Nepal. But in the time it took me to scrape up enough money for an onward flight, she’d fallen in love with someone else. Her Dear John letter reached me in Cairo. I’d held a match to my ticket, but finally succumbed—not to hope, but to sheer momentum.

Cairo to Bombay, Victoria Station to Patna. I’d arrived in Kathmandu by overnight bus, during the thick of the rainy season. Though the ground was a sea of mud, the magic of Kathmandu filled the air like ozone. I loved the monsoon. It was a miracle, a dual baptism in water and fire. After each lightning storm the sky broke open, and rainbows arched between impossibly green hills. Then the clouds coalesced, and with a clap of thunder the rains fell again. It was as if the whole valley were being washed clean, over and over again. With my broken heart, Nepal was the right place to be: a green world.

Mornings I followed the trains of pilgrims walking in bare feet or rubber thongs up the empty avenues, watching with curiosity and delight as they offered flowers and coins to Ganesh, the elephant-headed remover of obstacles and lord of auspicious beginnings. There were always drums beating from someplace, tablas and horns and bicycle bells, the grating scream of ravens, arguments and laughter. Yet, somehow, Kathmandu was also the  quietest place I’d been. Between every sound was a beat of pure silence, so pure that the temples and pedestrians seemed like brilliant, abstract stitching on a sheet of air.

I’d never expected it to be so cinematic. Every sight, large or small, was a flawless frame in a motion picture. A sacred cow poised in a carved wooden doorway, three schoolgirls in bright purple uniforms, a street stall  selling pistachios and masks. I shot picture after picture: a beggar with a melted face, the hallucinatory displays of the glass bead district, butchers’ shops displaying the fly-blown heads of freshly slaughtered goats.

My senses awakened with a vengeance. Smell, especially: juniper incense, tobacco and ganja, cow shit, jasmine, frying honey, kerosene and eucalyptus. I spent my afternoons at the Yin Yang Coffee House, filling my journal with a wild energy fueled by hashish, ginger tea, and french fries. As I rode home on my rented Hero bike, the thunderstorms turned the streets and alleys into a slush of cow manure. Primitive electrical lines spat and shorted, with blue and red explosions, above my head. On clear evenings I’d watch the sunset from the roof of the Kathmandu Guest House, waiting for the fruit bats to drop from the trees and soar over the grounds of the Royal Palace. I could follow their path across the valley—which was still, in July 1979, a patchwork of emerald paddies, uncluttered temples, and white palaces.

It was like no place I’d ever been, no place I’d even imagined. Yet it was so familiar that on my very first afternoon in Nepal, I sat on a cane chair in the garden on the Kathmandu Guest House, opened a package of soggy arrowroot biscuits, and—surrounded by flowers and a grinning plaster Buddha—wrote down the words I’d waited all my life to write: Welcome home.

 

BUT BARDOS LIKE Kalimati were part of the scene, too. The avenue connected the country’s capital with all points west and south, including India. Since nearly everything that came into Nepal was imported from India, Kalimati remained a congested conduit for diesel-spewing lorries and buses.

For decades, the friendly relationship between Nepal and India was one of the few reliable facts of South Asian politics. The two countries have more than a border in common; they share cultural and religious bonds dating back thousands of years. Siddhartha Gautama—the historical Buddha, who traveled and taught in India during the fifth and sixth centuries BC—was born in southern Nepal, in a small kingdom called Kapilavastu. The long friendship was also sanctified by two treaties, giving landlocked Nepal special trading status. Nepal was able to export goods to India virtually tax  free, and to import petrol, medicines, and other critical goods without paying high tariffs.

India’s concern for its poor neighbor wasn’t purely altruistic. The Kingdom of Nepal, a vaguely rectangular country roughly the area of North Carolina, is wedged between India and China. In a geographic irony, the Himalaya on Nepal’s northern border, formed by the violent collision of the Tibetan and Indian plates, is all that is holding the Chinese and Indian armies apart. If Chinese troops were to gain control of Nepal’s high passes, only rolling foothills and dry scrub would stand between them and New Delhi.

A reasonable fear, or groundless paranoia? It mattered not. Even though the treaties didn’t spell it out, it was understood that Nepal’s privileges came at a price. India’s concerns were Nepal’s concerns. The two nations would enjoy free trade, open borders, and a cozy solidarity against the Chinese threat.

Imagine, then, India’s astonishment when, in the late 1980s, Nepal blithely permitted China to build a road right over the mountains, and smack into Kathmandu. Once the road was completed, Chinese factories began to spring up on Nepal’s southern plains, striking distance from the India border. This deviant display was followed, only a few months later, with news that Nepal had violated a secret treaty with India—in force since 1965—by purchasing arms from Beijing. The tanks and guns were no threat to either neighbor—but for India’s prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, this was one more act of betrayal.

In March of 1989, the India/Nepal treaties came up for review. This might have been an opportunity for Nepal’s King Birendra, one of the world’s last absolute monarchs, to reassure Gandhi of Nepal’s political fealty. The king did nothing of the sort. In an act of stunning hubris, Nepal’s parliament refused to sign the documents. Their needs had changed; it was time for a new, improved treaty that recognized Nepal’s new power and position.

India nodded sagely and said nothing. The treaties expired. Rajiv Gandhi closed thirteen of India’s fifteen border crossings with Nepal and raised the import taxes on Nepali goods thirtyfold. He then sent inspectors  to Nepal’s shipping docks at the Port of Calcutta. The facilities were deemed unsafe, and padlocks snapped into place.

It was as if New Delhi had clamped a pillow over Nepal’s face. Medicines vanished from the Kathmandu pharmacies. Gasoline was rationed to a trickle. Manufacturers could no longer get the materials they needed, and production on everything in the kingdom, from jewelry to hydroelectric dams, ground to a halt. Fruits and vegetables instantly quadrupled in price. An Indian merchant whose stall was located in an alley just off Kalimati announced an extortionate price for spinach. Less fortunate than this afternoon’s eggplant wallah, he was beaten to death by an angry mob.

 

I’D COME TO Kathmandu five months ago, in the fall of 1989, finishing up a book. As the mess with India heated up, I started reporting on the crisis for the San Francisco Examiner. Even now, things were in steady decline. The conflict with India was still unresolved. Gasoline and medicines remained scarce, although the moneyed few (and all foreigners, of course) could tap into the black market. For the majority of Nepal’s population, though, the crisis was intolerable. Rice and rubber, cookware and cloth—anything Indian, which was pretty much everything—had soared in price.

Something was happening, unique in the kingdom’s long history: The Nepali people were getting fed up. Not just grumbling and mumbling fed up, but angry and dangerous fed up. Nepal was a kingdom on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

The ministers didn’t care; they were too busy draining aid money into their own pockets and feathering their own nests. India didn’t care; Rajiv Gandhi wasn’t going to budge until his adversary cried “uncle.” As for the king himself, well, no one dared guess what Sri Panch Maharaja Birendra Bir Bikram Shah Dev was thinking. He seemed to pass the days in a royal coma, spouting empty epithets in The Rising Nepal and remaining majestically aloof.

No one was minding the store. And as Nepal’s people absorbed this fact, so too did they become aware of recent events in the Philippines, Soviet Union, and especially Romania—where a similarly clueless leader had lately been perforated by his subjects. Tired of spending five hours waiting in line  for a jerry can of kerosene, sick of the crazy inflation that had pushed the price of a kilo of sugar to a full day’s wages, students, merchants, housewives, schoolteachers, and even government workers were beginning to speak the unspeakable.

Did I want to go back to America? The truth was, I was ready for a break. I’d been in Nepal for more than 150 days and missed the small comforts of central heating, California wine, and potable tap water. I was tired of showering with a snorkel. March 6 would be my thirty-sixth birthday, and my girlfriend—a term that seemed more theoretical with every passing week and increasingly lukewarm letter—had expressed her intention to wait until that day, and not a day longer, for my return.

But revolution was in the air. The fever had a grip on me. January and February had seen a continual series of protests and strikes, each one larger and more passionate than the last. They were the growing expressions of Jana Andolan: a People’s Movement that had begun with student uprisings almost one year ago. At any moment, the deesha could hit the fan. And I’d be here when it did, filing front-page stories.

 

I FINISHED MY tea and paid the sauni. Outside, the glare off the asphalt clenched my pupils down to dots. Kalimati’s baseline cacophony was matched by the ululating shriek of a car alarm (issuing, I noticed, from a moving vehicle; the driver looked pleased). Traffic, courtesy of the black market in petrol, had stabilized at about 50 percent. It was hard to imagine where the missing half, when it showed up, would fit.

I reached into my jacket pocket and was momentarily puzzled when my hand found a small, round object: a tangerine I’d picked up on my way out of the vegetable seller’s alley. It looked okay, despite a spate of recent abuse. I cupped it in my right hand and flagged a cab with my left.

I was staying, then. Here for the duration. It wouldn’t be easy, and it wouldn’t be pretty. There would be some nasty scenes: broken windows, cracked ribs, maybe worse. And even if the Nepalis took to the streets en masse, demanding self-determination, there were no guarantees. The kids in Tiananmen Square knew all about that.

But what if they did pull it off? What would follow centuries of absolute rule and decades of wholesale corruption? Democracy, one hoped. Prosperity. Liberation! Because that, presumably, is what bardos, including  the Bardo, are all about. At the end of its painful journey, if the soul plays its cards right, there’s a payoff: the chance to leap off one’s rusted, creaking cart and fire up the warp engines.

No one could say where Nepal was going, but it was bound to be an interesting ride.

I peeled the tangerine, and tossed the rind to a waiting cow.






2

Fear of Shoes

IN CHAPTER 9 of Cosmos, Carl Sagan describes the end of the world. A two-page spread, accompanying the text, reproduces a series of four paintings. Each illustrates a phase of the Earth’s annihilation, due to the inexorable heat-death of the sun.

Of all these images, the first is the most eerie and disturbing. The painting portrays an idyllic, sun-washed coastline, ripe with trees. The sky is peppered with clouds, and islands dot a perfectly blue sea. Several billion years from now, the caption reads, there will be a last perfect day.

For the Kingdom of Nepal—and for myself, for strangely similar reasons—February 17, 1990, was one of those last, perfect days. Pilgrims and children crowded the entrance to the Chabahil Ganesh shrine, tossing rice at the brass image of the elephant god. Men strolled down Mahankhal, their arms linked. Dogs nosed lazily through wrappers and rinds, somehow aware of the rhythms of a Saturday. Strains of Bryan Ferry’s Bête Noire  pulled like an undertow beneath the soundtrack from Coolie, blaring from households on opposite sides of the street.

I walked my rented bicycle through the gate to the Boudhnath stupa, turned left, then rode clockwise around the massive white dome. A plastic bag of tangerines dangled from my handlebars, jerking as the bike bounced along the cobblestone road. The wide, circular path surrounding the shrine was an important kora: a devotional path, followed clockwise around a holy mountain or Buddhist monument. The ancient white dome of Boudha  itself—symbolic of a lotus, an egg, and/or Buddha’s overturned begging bowl—rests upon a three-tiered plinth. The entire site, viewed from above, is revealed as a giant earthwork: an elaborate geometric mandala.

There were constant distractions. The route circling Boudha has evolved into a hodgepodge flea market, an open-air bazaar crowded with statues and textiles, incense and conch-shell horns, Tibetan bells, Amitabh Bachchan posters, antique beads, army boots, and porcelain dishware. Beggars lean against the stupa’s circular outer wall, waving wasted limbs beneath long rows of prayer wheels. Mendicants recite sutras from tattered manuscripts, nodding like Hassids. Here is samsara, the earthly realm, in microcosm: an infinite tattoo of pain and color, spread out beneath the four pairs of Buddha-eyes that gaze down, as colorful as a child’s finger painting, from the golden square finial atop the high, white dome.

Overwhelming as the scene was, it was just warming up. Lhosar, the Tibetan New Year, was only eight days away.

I veered away from the kora, made my way down a muddy lane slick with banana peels, and arrived at the entrance to the Ka-Nying Shedrup Ling Monastery. The abbot of the monastery, Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche (rinpoche being an honorific title meaning “precious gem”), gave public talks about Buddhism every Saturday morning. They were scheduled for 10 a.m.; I was about ten minutes late.

No big deal, I figured; if the place operated on Tibetan time, I was still comfortably early. But after climbing the three flights of stairs leading to the lama’s chambers, I saw that the waiting area was empty. Everyone was already inside. Against all odds, the Saturday teaching had begun on time.

There was something intimidating about the sneakers and flip-flops and hiking boots piled to the right of the heavy maroon curtain that served as a door to the meditation room. I could see Dr. Dan’s black motorcycle boots, placed neatly against the wall, but most of the footwear was unfamiliar. The men and women who owned it were presumably regulars, earnest practitioners of Tibetan Buddhism. They were students who knew Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche intimately, and guarded their insider status.

But the fact of an ally in the room was comforting. My visit, after all, had been Dr. Dan’s idea. An internist from Miami, Daniel Kauff had moved  to Nepal in 1983 to volunteer with the Himalayan Rescue Association. When his tour with the HRA ended he’d organized Kathmandu’s first Western-style clinic and published several papers on the etiology of bacterial dysentery. His involvement with Buddhism began three years ago, when he set up a free weekend clinic for Tibetan monks. This had involved working closely with Chokyi Nyima. Although Dan initially had little interest in the dharma, he’d found himself drawn in by the young Rinpoche’s humor and insight.

Chokyi Nyima, for his part, was fascinated by the empirical diligence of Western medicine, and by the fact that a professional caregiver from one of the wealthiest countries in the world could also be quite neurotic. The two men became friends. Over the course of just a few months, their meetings evolved into spiritual Q&A sessions.

“It was such a unique and unlikely friendship,” Dan confessed, “that I considered writing a book about it: The Rinp and I.” As time passed, though, and Dan’s respect for the lama increased, he abandoned his thoughts of turning their rapport into a vehicle for comedy.

Dan had prevailed upon me to visit Chokyi Nyima several weeks earlier, after reading the manuscript for a book I was writing about Buddhist art.

“You talk the talk,” he observed, “but when are you going to walk the walk? No offense, but your writing would be far more credible if you had a broader understanding of the dharma.” I couldn’t argue. Though I felt an intuitive understanding of Buddhism and comprehended the basics (I knew, for example, that dharma literally meant the “law,” or practice, of Buddhism), I’d seldom attended any formal teachings.

 

COGNIZANT OF THE requisite formalities, I carried a few small gifts for the Rinpoche: a bag of tangerines, purchased outside the Boudha entrance gate, and a kata, the traditional silk scarf that one presents to high lamas and other respected personages. Possession of these props would be enough, I hoped, to place me a notch above the lowest stratum of curiosity seekers.

My Reeboks joined the pile of shoes by the door. I parted the woolen curtain and stepped into the meditation room.

The light was marvelous. It filtered through the yellow curtains hanging over the windows, giving the broad, rectangular space a buttery warmth. There were about thirty-five Westerners inside. They sat attentively on the round cushions and thick Tibetan carpets covering the floor. A low sofa rested against the wall below the yellow curtains. Against the facing wall stood a huge wooden altar, a sort of high hutch with glass doors and shelves. It contained dozens of small statues, all flanking a golden Shakyamuni Buddha with sly, almost mischievous eyes. Among the smaller statues I recognized Tara, the goddess of compassion; Padmasambhava, the saucer-eyed wizard who had brought Buddhism from India to Tibet; and Manjushri, master of discriminating wisdom, with his flaming sword poised in the air.

Chokyi Nyima sat on a comfortable cushion on a slightly raised platform. He wore a dark maroon robe, which passed over his left shoulder. A red silk vest and yellow undershirt were visible beneath the robe’s swoop. His head, I noticed immediately, had an unusual shape. It was somewhat oblate, flattened out at the top and bottom, like an ostrich egg on its side. On a small table before him sat a Tibetan bell, a silver altar-box, a dorje, and a pile of red blessing cords, which he knotted as he spoke.

When he noticed a stranger had entered, Chokyi Nyima stopped speaking and fixed me with an appraising eye. As if on cue, every other eye in the room turned to regard me as well. I stood very still, feeling like someone who intended to steal a honeycomb and had just been noticed by the bees. My kata hung over my slightly outstretched hands; the bag of tangerines dangled from my forearm.

Serious dharma students, I knew, prostrated themselves three times before approaching a high lama. This I could not do. I could never reconcile such an action with the images I’d absorbed in Hebrew school: heroic Jews forfeiting their lives by refusing to bow, for any reason, to a mortal king.

The Rinpoche studied me for a moment, smiled, and beckoned me forward with a staccato of nods. I walked forward resolutely. But as I approached the dais I realized that I was towering above him. This didn’t seem appropriate, either. So I dropped to my knees, set down the tangerines, and—before he could resist—draped the silk kata around Chokyi Nyima’s neck.

There was muffled laughter from the assembly. I remained calm, folding my hands in my lap as Chokyi Nyima regarded me with a highly amused expression.

“Do I know you?” His voice was frank with a high, slightly comedic pitch.

“No, Rinpoche. We haven’t met.”

“I see.” More tittering from the audience. He reached into the bag of fruit and handed me one of my own tangerines. “You can sit down now,” he said.

I stood up and turned around. Everyone seemed amused, but I read no malice on their faces. I spotted Dan, who tapped a place next to himself on the low sofa. As I sat, tucking my legs into a sort of trampled lotus posture, an attendant monk placed a porcelain cup on the carved wooden table in front of me.

“It’s tea,” Dan whispered. I nodded, letting it cool.

“Don’t you like tea?” Chokyi Nyima called out, still attending my every move.

“I love tea,” I replied, sipping from the fragile cup and burning my tongue. “Mmmm. Very fine tea. Very fragrant. Thank you.”

Chokyi Nyima nodded, and seemed satisfied enough with my well-being to return his attention to the room at large. But his cell phone rang; the lama plucked a handset from his robe, pushed a button, nodded, and spoke in rapid Tibetan into the receiver.

Dan leaned toward me. “Do you know why everyone was laughing?”

“I did something stupid?”

“I wouldn’t say stupid. Different. Charming, actually. You put the kata around Chokyi Nyima’s neck.”

“And?”

“That’s wrong. You’re supposed to hand the kata to the rinpoche. He blesses the scarf and puts it around your neck. That’s the way it’s done. So, basically, it was like you were giving him a blessing.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “He wasn’t insulted?”

“Not at all.” Dan leaned in closer, placed a hand on my shoulder. “And I’m pretty sure you made an impression.”

I GLANCED BACK toward the head of the room. Chokyi Nyima had concluded his telephone conversation and was sorting through a pile of papers on a lacquered tray. He was humming softly and had tucked the ends of my kata scarf into the V-neck of his yellow undershirt.

“So,” he said, slapping his palm on the stack of paperwork and looking up abruptly at the assembled group. “Where were we?”

“Buddhism,” someone volunteered. It must have been a joke, though no one laughed.

“Ah yes. Buddhism!” The Rinpoche scanned the room with a droll countenance. “Always Buddhism! Never talk less than Buddhism here. Only Buddhism! Such high mind! Such great mind! Oooooo! Very, very good!” He adjusted his robe with a practiced gesture and smiled winningly.

“So. What is Buddhism? First, here’s what I’d like to say: In this world, there are many types of religion. On the one hand, Buddha dharma is a religion. But Buddha dharma is not the same as other religions. We shouldn’t include it in the religion section! Understand?” There were many nods, and a few affirmative grunts.

“What I think—and also true!—is that religion is on one side, and science, physics, chemistry, on another side. Buddha dharma is in the middle! Buddhism is a religion, but Buddhism is not really a religion. Buddhism is a science, but Buddhism is not really a science.

“So what is Buddha dharma? Hmmm?” The Rinpoche lowered his voice and spoke slowly. “Buddha dharma is common sense: Truth.

“Other religions are also searching for Truth. Science, also, is searching for Truth. Each has a different way of searching, and each has a different idea of what makes Truth.

“Now, one problem is God. Some people are sure there’s a God. Hundred percent sure! Some people say no, there’s no God; believing in God is wrong. This is not a small contradiction! What I think is, there’s no need to contradict. But first we must ask, what means ‘God’? Hmmm?” He cupped his ear expectantly.

Hands were raised, and opinions offered. God is energy; God is love; God is Jesus Christ. God created the Universe. God is dead. God is that  which protects us. God is an old man with a white beard, wrathful but just. God is George Burns. The group broke into laughter and scattered conversations.

“Okay.” Chokyi Nyima raised his hand for silence. “If you believe God means something solid, powerful, permanent, controlling the universe, then it’s a little strange. Who made him? Why does he behave as he does? When he’s happy, he helps; when he is not happy, he punishes. He’s sort of a nasty man! If, on the other hand, God is a kind of truth—a kindness, a peace, existing beyond ideas—perfect! Then there’s nothing wrong! If you understand that way, it makes more sense, and it’s also quite logical.

“A different way of believing,” the Rinpoche continued, “makes a different way of understanding. And the best understanding is the most logical understanding. When something is logical, we have no choice but to believe. So: Logic is the best religion. Do you understand? If an argument can be defeated, it is not the best! If you cannot defeat it, then . . . what? Automatically, without choice, it’s the best. Okay? Make sense?”

His words recalled a memory, a scene I’d once witnessed in Lhasa. Dozens of novice monks filled the courtyard of Sera Monastery, engaged in a debate class. They paired off, arguing philosophy in high, shrewd tones. One monk played the devil’s advocate, and the other replied. Each point of logic was underscored with histrionic gestures: The monks smacked their palms together, tossed their robes over their shoulders, and swung their prayer-bead rosaries in yo-yo-like loops. Debating skills are an integral part of Tibetan monastic training. If Buddha’s teaching is robust enough to withstand objective scrutiny, the thinking goes, any doubts or denials can be met with rational, watertight replies.

The Rinpoche cleared his throat and shifted forward on the dais. “So. Thinking logically, here is what Buddha says.

“First: Everything—trees, birds, rocks, even world, even whole universe—is impermanent.

“Second: The mind, jumping between hope and fear, creates suffering.

“Third: emptiness. All phenomena are essentially empty; nothing actually exists, or has solid form.

“Fourth: egolessness. Even the ego does not exist! There is no I.

“This what the Buddha taught. But do we trust him? Hmm?” The Rinpoche scanned the room, eyebrows raised. “Okay. First, we listen. Then, we test: like science.”

I listened to this teaching, enthralled. It was one thing to read about Buddhist philosophy in texts, or on the little cards describing Buddhist statues in museums; it was a completely different experience to hear a lively, charismatic lama explain the teachings with humor and conviction. Most of all, though, the emphasis on logic fascinated me.

And on general principles, the notion of a spiritual philosophy that could be tested (and dismissed if proved untrue!) appealed to me immensely. Science had always been my strongest subject, and direct experience was its lodestone. When we were kids, my brother, Jordan, and I had combed the nearby woods for dead birds and squirrels, dissecting them with scalpels from the local hobby shop. It wasn’t enough to read about hearts, brains, and intestines; we needed to see them. Not only that; we had to pickle them, preserving the choicest organs in baby food jars on our bedroom bookshelves.

“First, Buddha says, impermanence. True, or not?” The lama peered around the room. “Whichever way we examine, we have no choice but to believe about impermanence! Why? Because everything is changing. Always. Everything is changing, very subtly, moment to moment. Everything is impermanent.”

I nodded, knowing this to be true. I’d read about it in physics books and seen it at work on my 1979 Datsun station wagon. Nothing, large or small, lasts forever. According to the laws of entropy, the entire universe is in a state of slow death: cooling, inexorably, toward absolute zero.

Chokyi Nyima continued, as if reading my mind. “The whole world will change. Even the sun. Even the moon. But our inner world—our thinking, hoping, fearing, all our emotions—also changes. Every day, many changes. There is nothing, nothing, that does not change. Right? Hmm?”

There was a brief interruption. Two Indian children walked right in, and casually approached the Rinpoche. The eldest, a young girl, carried a bouquet wrapped in cellophane. “Oooo!” Chokyi Nyima cried. “Really good  flowers! But where is a vase?! Really good flowers need a vase!” He bounced up from his seat and abruptly left the room. Dan turned toward me.

“What do you think?”

“He’s wonderful,” I said. “Very cute. Is that it?”

“I don’t think so. This kind of thing happens all the time.”

Indeed, Chokyi Nyima returned a moment later with a porcelain vase. The tightly bunched stems cleared its narrow throat with a pop, splattering water everywhere. The Rinpoche set the vase on his table with a grin, placed his hands over his knees, and leaned forward again.

“So? What next? Suffering.

“To suffer means, what? Buddha says, where there is ego, there is emotion. Therefore there are also negative emotions, and hope and fear. True?” His rhetorical question hung in the air. “We have no choice but to believe about suffering! Suffering is here. We have suffering. Ego creates the dualistic mind, and a dualistic mind means you and me. And from this idea of ‘you’ and ‘me’ come hope and fear, and many other negative emotions.

“We know about suffering and impermanence very well,” the Rinpoche concluded. “We all have direct experience, so we don’t need to doubt these two points. We have some kind of trust in them. On the one hand, trust is faith; but it’s not blind faith, because it can be tested.”

So far, I had followed his train of thought without a hitch. There was no need to apply the scientific method to impermanence, or to suffering, two facts that no one who’d ever owned a goldfish, or a human heart, could deny. But I was curious to know how the Rinpoche would “prove” the notion of emptiness. String theory, which holds that matter is a tangle of formless, energetic vibrations, had come to this notion fairly recently. Buddhist philosophers must have their own way of describing this abstract idea.

“Okay. Everyone okay? Everyone sharp?” Chokyi Nyima surveyed the room, clearly aware that the easy part of the teaching had come to an end.

“Next, Buddha says, everything is empty. Nothing is real!” The lama’s eyebrows flew up. “Now there’s trouble! Now we have trouble! But one good thing: Buddha says, ‘Please check well! Don’t trust only me. Don’t trust only what I say. Check yourself, to see if this makes sense or not.’ So, we are  allowed to check! We are happy to check! Even if we trust Buddha, even if we respect the dharma, Buddha said, ‘Check.’ So, we check. We examine.

“The problem is this: Everything seems to exist. We say that everything is empty, but we have no direct experience of that. We need to have some kind of proof. But what is our proof? So far our proof is seeing, touching, hearing, feeling. This table . . .” He moved the vase of flowers onto the floor. “. . . is here. I see it; that’s proof it exists.” Chokyi Nyima leaned forward and banged the wooden surface with his fist, rattling his teacup. “Touching: second proof. And sound.” He banged the table again. “Third proof. And hurting!” He smacked the table sharply with his palm. “Aieee! Fourth proof that table exists!

“So! There’s many proofs that table exists. But these proof are very, very low proofs. Very, very, very gross proofs. Why? Hmmm?” He waited for an answer, but received none. “Because they rely on our senses.

“But there are other proofs; proofs that will show that the table does not exist. How? If we really check well, we find . . . what? That all things, all objects, are created of atoms. But the smallest atom itself does not exist! Why? Because everything that exists has at least six sides: east, west, north, south, up, down. To have size, must have sides. If no sides, then no size. And the atom, if we try to examine, ends up being size-less; point-less. Even the physicists say so: An atom does not really exist. Only if you look for it, then it seems to exist!”

Though not entirely convincing, I did find these observations intriguing. They recalled Fritjof Capra’s Tao of Physics, a reminder that Western scientists were not the first to plumb the subatomic world.

I was also aware that this teaching, all the Saturday teachings, were a superficial introduction to a subject that might take a lifetime, or many lifetimes, to master. This morning’s session was not designed to enlighten, but to stimulate. It was working; I was already thinking of this as the beginning of something, the first of many teachings that I would attend over the coming months.

“Finally,” Chokyi Nyima continued, “The Buddha says, egolessness. And this, maybe, is the most difficult of all. Because we really, really think ‘I’ exists. We are very sure ‘I’ exists. We think the ego is me, I. And that I am  here . . .” (he pointed to himself) “. . . and not there.” (Pointing to a woman at the front of the room). “Isn’t it?

“But where am ‘I’? Can we pinpoint ‘I’? We think the body is ‘I.’ But no; the body is not me; it’s my body. Is my name me? No; my name is not  me; it’s my name!” He glanced around eagerly, clearly enjoying this riddle. “I know! My mind is me! But wait…my mind is not me. It’s my mind. It  belongs to me, but it is not me! So what’s me?!” Heads shook throughout the room, a silent chorus of befuddlement.

“It’s complicated,” Chokyi Nyima admitted. “But true! My body is not  me. My name is not me. My mind is not me. These three things are mine.

“But where is the owner? We cannot find the me to which these things belong! Yes? No? Right? You!”

Chokyi Nyima looked directly at me, tugging the silk kata I’d given him with both hands. “You, with the neck like a giraffe! What is your name?”

“Jeff.” The room rollicked at my expense.

“Jeff. Even sounds like giraffe. No? Jeff. Gireff. Jaff. Giraffe. Right? Right? Ha ha ha! Very good!” He slapped his leg with delight. “If I say Jeff—or Giraffe!—you think, me. Oh, oh! Me! You don’t think, ‘Jeff is my name.’ You think, ‘Jeff is me. Me and Jeff are one.’ Same with the body. My  body. Also, same with thinking. My mind. Today my mind is happy; today my mind is not happy. Isn’t it?” I nodded dumbly. “So it seems there is a me in there somewhere—hiding. But where? Can we find it? No! Very strange! Very complicated! But we cannot find! Whose name? Whose body? Whose  mind? Who?!”

I was unable to reply. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. The monk who had poured my tea approached the lama and whispered something. Chokyi Nyima looked at his watch, nodded, and turned back to his students.

“Today we talked so many things,” he concluded. “Talked God; talked Buddhism. Talked logic; talked faith. But most important, we talked about the basic conditions: Impermanence, Suffering, Emptiness, Egolessness. Hmm?”

No one could disagree.

“So, please: Think well; examine well. Test well! And we will discuss more, later. Okay?” He adjusted his robes again. “Finished. Now, necessary  to perform puja.” He tapped his wrist. “Good watch. Very important. These days, we can time our puja exactly. Start at the exact right second. Split second,” he added wryly. “What did we do before watches? Maybe everything went wrong! One second early! Split second late! Oh! Oh!”

He stood up, but his students remained seated.

“Lhosar, Tibetan New Year, is coming. Many pujas! So next Saturday, no teaching.” There was a collective sigh of disappointment. “Maybe Monday. Call and see.” He looked at me. “You have my number?” I shook my head. “No? Get it from this monk. Giraffe is always welcome. Free from the zoo, always welcome! Right? Ha ha ha!” With that, he left the room.

“You’re a hit,” Dr. Dan said.

We left to find our shoes. A few students cast me amused smiles. My own feelings were bittersweet. Though it was flattering the Rinpoche had noticed me, I couldn’t pretend to enjoy hearing my schoolyard nickname revived.
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Black Armbands

THE MORNING WAS clear, cold, and fogless. Barefoot devotees filled the sidewalks, returning from their morning pujas at the neighborhood shrines. A small crowd thronged the vermilion-smeared Ganesh next to the Candy Cane Cold Store, lighting incense and offering flowers and fruit.

I hit a pothole, and my Nikon bounced against my back like a sharp-nosed papoose. After a short uphill climb, Maharajganj Teaching Hospital appeared to my left. It was a high brick edifice with few architectural pretensions and a dry, trampled lawn. Dozens of doctors, nurses, and orderlies stood in front of the main entrance, holding signs. All wore stethoscopes—as if to prove, touchingly, that they really were doctors. An instant later I guessed the real reason: The stethoscopes were stage props, for the benefit of the press. Trained in the Western world, these doctors understood the power of images. Though it was unlikely many newspapers would run a story on the strike, a captioned photo might make the cut.

News of this historic strike, the first by the doctors and staff of Nepal’s most prestigious hospital—by any urban professionals in Kathmandu—would appear in the San Francisco Examiner within twenty-four hours. Filing that report was my job—though at the moment, it felt more like a privilege.

The events that provoked the doctors’ action had stunned the entire valley. They’d begun two weeks ago, when thousands of university students in Pokhara, a lakeside town in central Nepal, gathered to celebrate Nelson  Mandela’s release from prison. Armed police troops arrived. The scene descended into violence: Six teenagers were shot, and hundreds arrested.

And last Sunday—February 18, “Democracy Day”—the crisis reached a head. The holiday was created to honor Tribhuvan, the present king’s grandfather: a worldly ruler who’d pledged reforms, but died before he could deliver. Far from celebrating his legacy, the day was a flash point for passionate demonstrations across the country.

Undaunted, the police had cleared the streets for the official parade. A cardboard cutout of the waving King Tribhuvan bounced along Durbar Marg in a horse-drawn cart, its right arm pulled up and down by a string. When the figure was pelted with stones, the troops charged the crowd. By nightfall, half a dozen demonstrators and a policeman lay dead.

 

I PARKED MY bike by a wall where, in the event of another riot, it might be protected from bricks and tear gas canisters. Shrugging my left shoulder forward swung the Nikon around my torso and into my hands. There was an interesting photo shaping up near the police truck. I could get the silhouetted soldiers, wearing olive green riot gear, in the foreground. The doctors, dressed in white lab coats and holding their protest signs aloft, formed a human chain beyond.

This would need a long lens: I wanted everything flat and sharp. Moving toward the anemic flower bed that would provide my angle for the photograph, I saw I wasn’t alone. A determined, dark-haired woman wearing a khaki photographer’s vest and three cameras slung around her neck beat me to the position. She pulled a shot, grimacing as she focused. I guessed she was with Reuters, or the AP; she had the earnest, entitled posture of someone who intrudes on other people for a living.

It would look like I was stealing her shot, but there wasn’t a lot of choice. She bristled when she saw me, but it was more a “don’t-bother-me-I’m-busy” scowl than a territorial snarl. She was quite pretty, I thought. Or, if not pretty, attractive—if you went for women with lipstick stains on the backs of their Nikons. I liked her shoes: red Converse All Stars with yellow laces, a dash of color in her otherwise functional uniform.

I felt an urge to make conversation, but decided to let her be. We had pictures to take and, for my part, interviews as well. I snapped a 135-millimeter lens onto my camera’s bayonet mount, narrowed the aperture, and advanced the film with my thumb. The lever moved without resistance, and when I looked at the frame counter I realized why: There was no film in the camera. My vivid memory of loading a camera the previous night was accurate—but I’d loaded my point-and-shoot, not my Nikon. The clamshell Olympus was still sitting on my night table, atop a pirated edition of  The Bonfire of the Vanities. I was screwed.

There was nothing to do but ask the woman. She performed a quick double-take as I approached.

“Hi, excuse me. Can I ask you a favor?”

“What might that be?” She gave me a slightly wolfish appraisal, then glanced at the settings on her camera.

I took her in. She was on the tall side, slender but sturdy, with vivid hazel eyes and thick chestnut hair looped through a dark green scrunchie. Up close, high cheekbones and a wide, animated mouth lent her face a larger-than-life, celebrity quality. I felt I’d seen her somewhere—on a news broadcast, or a late-night comedy special. Or maybe I’d just sat across from her at Mike’s Breakfast. People start to look familiar fast in Kathmandu.

“I’m shooting f8 at 125,” she offered, “if your meter’s broken.”

“No,” I said. “You’ll never believe this, but I forgot to load my camera. Or bring extra film. Incredibly stupid.”

“It happens.” She grinned. “Or so I’ve heard.”

“Right. So . . . Have you got an extra roll I can borrow? Or buy?”

“Or beg?”

“I am begging.”

“Black and white, or color?”

“Black and white would be perfect.”

She fished through the pockets of her vest, probing half a dozen before she found a stash of Plus-X. “Here, take two.”

“Thanks a million. Listen, let me pay you for these.”

“Forget it. I appreciate the opportunity to even out my karmic debts.”

“I’m going to run over there and load this,” I said, raising my chin toward the shadow of a brick wall. “Will you be here awhile?”

“I live here. My name’s Grace.” She extended her hand, which was small and cool.

“Jeff.”

“Yeah. I’ve seen you around. Didn’t you write that book, with the great title? What was it?”

“Mr. Raja’s Neighborhood.” Recognition is the ultimate aphrodisiac. I was suddenly eager to know this woman. “I’m surprised you’ve read it.”

“I haven’t,” she shrugged. “I just like the title.”

This seemed the appropriate moment to end our conversation. I made the ritual noises and moved away to load up.

 

THE MORNING PASSED without incident. The doctors walked in a wide circle, joined by scores of laypeople and patients, and chanted political slogans. The soldiers slouched in their flatbed truck, smoking cigarettes and annoying each other with their bayonets. I shot a full roll and decided to call it a day, as far as picture-taking was concerned. There wasn’t a big story here—no violence—but there was someone I wanted to meet before I left.

He was leaning against a brick column near the hospital doorway, talking to a local reporter. Dr. Mishra was unusually tall for a Nepali, with graying hair and a calm, paternal air. He wore a quilted black topi—the traditional soft, brimless Nepali hat—and fiddled with the bell of his stethoscope. A cardboard sign tacked to a stake leaned on the wall behind him, upside down, like a discarded shadow puppet. The reporter paused in his questioning as I approached, acknowledging with a nod the priority given to foreign press. Such behavior had initially embarrassed me, but I had learned to accept it gracefully.

“Namasté.” I pressed my palms together in the traditional greeting and introduced myself. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, doctor. I’m impressed that you arranged this strike.”

“Thank you, yes. I’m sorry we meet under these circumstances, but welcome.” We shook hands. “And this gentleman, as you may know, is Mr. Kunda Mainali, editor of the Shaligram.”

“City desk only,” Mainali amended, laughing. I liked him on sight. “A pleasure to meet you. Are you from the States?”

“Yes, how did you know?”

“I spent two years studying journalism in New York.”

“Columbia?”

“Hunter.” The reporter seemed apologetic, as if he had failed in his studies and landed Nepal as a hardship assignment.

About fifty yards away, Grace was photographing the soldiers. They struck macho poses, their rifles angled suggestively. Mainali glanced in her direction. “You are a friend of Grace?”

“We just met. How do you know her?”

“She and my wife are good friends. She’s quite a character.”

“Oh?” I didn’t know whether he meant Grace or his wife, but felt myself in danger of being sidetracked. “Well, I hope to see her again . . .” Grace looked back toward us and gave a little wave, its intended recipient unclear. Both Mainali and I lifted our hands tentatively.

“Dr. Mishra,” I asked, pulling out my notepad, “can you summarize the reasons for this unprecedented strike?”

“Well, you know, it has everything to do with Bhaktapur. Have you been there?”

“Yes. Many times.” Bhaktapur, one of three “sister cities” in the valley, was a rustic woodworking village just east of the capital. It was less developed than Kathmandu, but far more political.

“Two days ago, when Bhaktapur had their wildcat strike, the police tried to force the merchants to open their shops. When the merchants refused, and students began throwing the stones, the police fired on the crowd.

“So that is the background. Yesterday, as you know, the people demanded that the police return the bodies of the demonstrators who were shot.”

“I heard. Was that so they could be cremated within the appropriate time?”

The doctor shook his head. “Not only that. Aside from the religious concern, there was a humanitarian question to be addressed. I treated some  of the victims, and I believe that the troops used dum-dums: lead bullets that flatten on impact, causing terrible wounds. Only a further examination of the corpses could prove or disprove such a charge. But the palace refused. And so we called this strike.”

“Were there any risks associated with today’s action?”

“There are always risks.” Mishra narrowed his eyes at the soldiers. They were tossing an orange among them, completely uninterested in the demonstration. “But for doctors, the risks are not so great. If they throw us in prison, then what? Already, there are not enough doctors.” He nodded toward the soldiers. “They will not willingly arrest us, not without orders. Because at some time, I think, they might get sick also! The greater risk, I think, is for this gentleman here, isn’t it?” He placed his palm on Kunda Mainali’s shoulder. “What do you say?”

“That is probably so.” Mainali, also a tall man, appeared to be in his mid-thirties. Like Mishra and most of the other demonstrators, he wore a black armband. The journalist had clear, gray eyes and a cold sore on his upper lip. When he smiled it caused him visible pain. “If I were to publish the story of this demonstration, they would throw me in prison. In that way, you see, the lack of press freedom is good value for the palace; it’s similar to banning the demonstration itself.” Mainali grinned, and grimaced. “Protest all you like, no one will know about it!”

“That’s not strictly true,” I said. “The International Herald Tribune  is in Nepal; so are Time, and Newsweek, and Asia Week. I’m here. Then there’s the BBC, Voice of America, Reuters . . .”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Mainali nodded. “The educated minority will hear about the strike.” Mishra grunted in agreement, sensing what was to come. “But most of the people in this country don’t speak English. The Shaligram  is published in Nepali, yes. But this is a story we dare not print. And even if we do print it, many people don’t even read Nepali! They speak Sherpa, Tamang, Limbu, Rai, Tharu, every dialect you can name. It’s easy to forget, but the people affected by these actions live not only in Kathmandu, but all over Nepal. As you can imagine, gaining any kind of consensus in this country will be extremely difficult.”

It was 10 a.m. Wednesday in Kathmandu, which made it 8:15 p.m. Tuesday in San Francisco. The foreign desk would be open until 1 a.m., which gave me four hours to file. I asked a few more questions of Dr. Mishra and walked toward the army truck. The day was warming up. Grace had taken her vest off, and was surrounded by a band of soldiers. They had worked out a pretty good system: One or two would talk to her, diverting her attention, while the others looked down her blouse.

When she saw me coming she pulled a folded slip of paper out of her pocket. “Here’s my number,” she said, stuffing it into my shirt pocket. “Thought I’d save you the trouble of asking.”

“That’s very considerate. Are you free for dinner, or has one of these guys already invited you over to the mess hall?”

“Very funny. Actually, they’re great. This sergeant’s sister-in-law was in my class at the English Language Institute, two years ago. Small world, I guess.”

“That’s nothing. Dr. Mishra’s uncle’s best friend once sold a Tibetan carpet to a woman who babysat for my second cousin’s Spanish teacher.”

“Smartass,” Grace said. “Call me after four.”
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Lotus Land

AT THE CORE of my being was a delusional notion, firmly rooted, that half the people in San Francisco spent the better part of each day waiting, in unbearable suspense, for the next news flash about the political situation in Kathmandu. But who in the Bay Area gave a damn about Nepal, except the Nepali community itself (150 people, maybe), the employees of the half-dozen local trekking companies (a similar number), and the people who’d actually been here?

But it had a grip on me. Since 1979, with each subsequent visit to Nepal I found myself more thoroughly ensnared by its culture and religious traditions. The palettes of Hindu and Buddhist philosophy had mingled here for fifteen centuries, interwoven but distinct, like colors on marbled paper.

Geographically, the story of the Kathmandu Valley began shortly after the dawn of human history. In those days, the area was a vast inland lake—“seven calling distances across,” the ancient texts say—inhabited by a race of sophisticated snake gods, called nagas. One day a saint named Bipaswi, one of the first in a long line of human buddhas, climbed to the summit of Nagarjun, a fin-shaped hill on the valley’s northwest rim. Bipaswi plucked a seed from within his robe and tossed it into Nag Hrad: “the tank of the serpents.” Soon a miraculous lotus, with emerald petals and diamond pistils, blossomed on the lake’s surface. The flower emanated a fierce radiance that hummed like a hive and illuminated the mountain flanks a hundred miles north. As the luminance had no earthly source, it was called swayambhu: the self-existent.

Centuries passed, and pilgrims from all over Asia traveled to the lake to pay homage to this amazing lotus and meditate within its novalike nimbus. One of these was a saint named Manjushri: the bodhisattva of pure wisdom. After surveying the scene, Manjushri decided to finish Bipaswi’s work. He trekked around the ridges bordering the lake, raised his scimitar, and with a mighty blow cut a gorge in the southern hills. As the waters drained away, the circular valley gleamed like an emerald carpet: a mandala of otherworldly beauty, suspended between the plains of India and the peaks of Tibet.

And so it remained, more or less, until the first Toyota taxis arrived. These were joined by diesel buses, and two-stroke Tempos spewing toxic fumes. Cement factories rose among the valley’s southern rice paddies, upwind of the city, churning out enough particulate matter to cover the trees with a fine patina of lethal white dust. Caustic chemicals from Tibetan carpet factories flowed into the Bagmati and Vishnumati, until the rivers became so polluted that children playing on their banks suffered chemical burns. Cheap concrete apartment buildings replaced carved wooden homes, and the gaps between these earthquake deathtraps were filled with billboards hawking whiskey and cigarettes. Meanwhile, the population exploded. In the decade since my first visit, Kathmandu had tripled in size.

Yet the magic of the place survived. It was choked and abused, but not even the ragged breath of industry could wilt it completely. There were always hidden realms, new discoveries to be made. The nearby foothills were still lush with pines and rhododendrons, while the sacred temple retreats of Boudha and Pashupati remained oases of calm.

And so I continued to visit Nepal, year after year. Arriving with my cameras and trusty Smith Corona, I installed myself in a spare, sunny sublet in the Naxal district. The venerable old neighborhood was five minutes from the shops on Durbar Marg, and a two-minute walk from Nag Pokhari: one of the mysterious “Snake Lakes” scattered through the Kathmandu Valley.

 

PARAKEETS SWARMED OVER the front lawn of my small compound. Laxmi, dressed in a purple sari with little gold dingbats, was hanging the laundry.  My didi had washed the sneakers I’d left, accidentally, next to the laundry basket. They lay on the grass, tongues protruding, preternaturally white.

I loved the word didi; the literal meaning was “sister,” but it was also applied, universally, to women who served as housekeepers and cooks. During my early visits, I had viewed the arrangement cynically. I soon understood that these domestics earned about as much as high school teachers—and that working in a Western-style home, for people who made reasonable demands and had no caste-consciousness, was a cherished job. It worked for me, too. In Kathmandu, where washing machines were unheard of and finding an edible chicken might consume an entire afternoon, the relationship was an enormous asset.

“Laxmi, no lunch for me today . . .”

The Shresthas’ eager Doberman began to bark from the roof, followed by an angry shout from inside the upper flat. Captain Shrestha himself, I guessed. The dog probably wouldn’t listen to anybody else.

“Yes . . . all right . . . dinner?” She had the quietest voice, no more than a whispered squeak.

“Dinner,” I repeated. “Yes. Can you make your lasagna? It’s delicious.”

This was a kindness. Compared to my previous housekeeper, who had mastered dozens of Western dishes, Laxmi was a disaster. Her quiche was soupy, her eggs oily, her brownies gritty with granulated sugar. A drumstick of her fried chicken, dropped from a height, would bounce like a rubber ball. The first time she cooked lasagna, working by sight from an English-language cookbook, she neglected to add cheese, vegetables, or tomato sauce. I was served a brick of baked pasta, doused with a film of catsup. At that point I’d paid Laxmi two weeks’ advance wages and sent her off to apprentice with my friend Radha: a competent cook who’d agreed to teach my didi the basics. During that week Laxmi absorbed the concept of lasagna and came to grips with a dozen other simple, essential dishes. Though her chicken remained elastic, I began to suspect that this was less a function of Laxmi’s cooking than a genetic adaptation of the local fowl, which had developed the ability to be struck repeatedly by taxis and bicycles without suffering visible harm.

My housekeeper smiled shyly in response to my praise, revealing a heartbreaking overbite.

I tapped my shirt pocket, making sure I’d remembered the floppy disk: eight hundred words on the doctors’ strike. The time difference between Kathmandu and San Francisco would serve me well. If I filed my story by noon, it would arrive in time for the Wednesday edition.

My fixation on Nepal’s fate struck me as a brittle obsession. As far as I was concerned, this oppressed little monarchy was my personal Soweto, my own private Bucharest. But what if nothing happened? Critical mass is impossible to predict when you’re dealing with unknown combustibles. What if the royal family, with the army’s help, crushed the democracy movement? Who would really care? Development dollars might slow down, but not for long. Funds would continue to flow in, funneled into the pockets of  panchayat ministers. Heroin would continue to flood Kathmandu, enriching an unnameable few. The best and the brightest would wrangle visas and leave for Europe, Australia, America. While other South Asian nations advanced into the twenty-first century, Nepal would remain a medieval fiefdom, steered by an antique monarchy.

How much more abuse was required before the Nepalis shook off the yoke of subservience?

For the moment, that question was irrelevant. My only concern was filing my story. That meant going downtown to the single computer store, printing a hard copy from my diskette, and riding to the Blue Star Hotel to fax it off. But that final step was risky. Many of the major hotels were refusing to send out antigovernment dispatches. My best bet would be to drop by Coal and Clarice’s place. My friends had a printer as well as a fax, and could be relied upon for a celebratory drink.

That was it, then. I’d have a small morning: hang out with Coal, fax my story, and drop by American Express to pick up my mail. From there, I could walk to the Nanglo Café.

The fog had burned off, but the air was so dusty that riding my bicycle would invite respiratory failure. As our front gate slammed, the Shresthas’ Doberman went off like an air raid siren, crouched at the roof’s edge. I barked back—a move calculated to drive the dog insane—and was joined  by a pack of kids playing on the roof of the car park. Amid this chaos I departed, trotting a hundred yards to the neighborhood taxi stand.

There were no cabs. I sat on a low brick wall beneath a sacred ficus tree, watching a nearby tailor at work on a treadle sewing machine. A few yards away, protected by a low, green fence, was my favorite shrine: the brick-lined pool of Nag Pokhari.

The story of these dark, mysterious pools fascinated me. For centuries, the people of Nepal had worshipped nagas: snakelike demigods whose kingdom fills a warren of subterranean caverns and canals. Eons ago, when Manjushri drained the valley, the naga kings moved their palaces into these aquifers. From their hidden kingdom they continue to protect Nepal’s rivers and households, regulate the monsoon rains, and guard the Earth’s store of gems, minerals, and underground treasures. Their presence is ubiquitous, and pains are taken to appease them. Though benevolent by nature, these creatures can also be wrathful, sinking their fangs into those who trespass upon their territory.

There was a splash from the lake, and I craned my neck. But whether the noise had come from something jumping out or falling in, I could not tell.
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