
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Quotations from Readers:

“Incredible journey…. Told with passion, insight,
doubt, truth, wisdom, and fantasy. And lotsa belly-laugh humor. The
Yiddish-Indian interplay was fantastic, and nailed so many cosmic
absurdities in so many delicious ways.”

George Ruckert, Professor of Music, MIT

 


 


Sex, Drugs & Raga-Roll

 


A Fictional Memoir about

The Explosion of Indian Music in California
in the Sixties

by Jim Kohn

 


 


Published by Jim Kohn

Smashwords Edition

 


Copyright © 2010 Jim Kohn

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 


 


Contents

Preface

 


Book I 1966

Playing for the dance of Krishna

was not going to be

just another blues tune.

 


Book II 1967

Hey Mama, rubies on your toes,

Oh Mama, diamonds on your nose.

And from a book of verses in ancient Hindu
curses

you sing to me of love.

 


The idea of a California college of Indian
music began slouching toward the land of raga-roll.

 


Book III 1968

 


Why would he, a young Jewish-American
artist, enamored as he already was with poetry and music that
promiscuously got in bed with jazz, Tin Pan Alley, folk music and
the balladry of America and its Old World origins, and the new
fusions of the Sixties, why would such a person think he could cast
all that into the fires of the classical intensity and rigors of
North Indian raga?

 


Book IV 1969

A musician’s life is like a light

a-burning in the wind,

his song shines out and when he’s done

you only know he’s been

 


Khansahib said, “Sometimes, like music, you
can’t understand, you just play.”

 


 


Book V The Seventies

 


I’ve just heard The Greatest Man In The
World

singing music absurd like the great cosmic
bird

who cries in the night for fools like
me.

I don’t seem to know the way to get free
within us.

 


Monkey mused, “What mortals these fools
be!”

 


Epilog

Pain can’t be remembered

and love can’t be stilled...

and I’m Watching California Go.

 



Glossary

List of Songs

About the Author












Preface

Sex, Drugs & Raga-Roll is a
fictional memoir that tells the actual story of the explosion of
Indian classical music in California in the Sixties. This cultural
infusion that continues today was inspired by the teaching of one
of the greatest musicians of modern times, Ali Akbar Khan. His
College of Music became a magnet for other famous musicians, such
as Ravi Shankar and the Grateful Dead. Intertwined is the fictional
tale of Joey Levin as he becomes the right-hand dude of Khansahib.
Joey tries to find his way through the transcendence of the music,
the sensual entanglements of his relationships, and the advice of a
mythical Monkey.

 


 



Book I

1966











Our technology has given us the alternative, be good
to one another, or cease to be, but it has also given us the
leisure to consider this alternative and the means to choose life,
if only we will. Will we? 1966 may well answer that question, once
for all.

Kenneth Rexroth

Sunday, January 02, 1966

San Francisco Examiner






What they didn’t say was, how could you walk away
from a good teaching job to learn some obscure kind of music that
will earn you dinners of beans and rice, the food of the devotees
who played that music in the first place? And they knew it also had
something to do with a kind of bohemian artsy drug scene, pot this
time instead of absinthe. Oh, and mescaline, psilocybin, peyote,
San Pedro cactus, sunflower seeds, LSD-25, MDA, DMT, and all kinds
of mushrooms. One could almost appreciate the convenience of being
an alcoholic.


Chapter 6






“There’s a fucking snake in my glass!”

Chapter 8












Chapter 1

 


1

The Eyebrow

Nine in the morning, Joey sat on the carpet
in class, his sarode laid in front of him. He thought he’d tuned it
rather well, yes, not bad. After all, he’d played and tuned many
stringed instruments in his life, so why not the sarode?

Waiting for class to start, he thought about
how he was getting tired of all the hip talk, the like, man, trippy
cat talk. He criticized himself when he did that, when he started
mimicking some trendy dialect-of-the-year in order to feel
accepted. I don’t need to do that, I’ve got a masters degree in
linguistics, I have a college-informed, if not approved, vocabulary
and I can pick and choose from Hip or any other lingo and I can
come up with my own rich lexicon of penetrating expressions and
observations. Like, is that a gas, or what?

Khansahib came in, they half-ass stood up,
slowed down by the eroding cartilage around their knee and hip
joints.

No, please, sit, said Khansahib, and they
yielded thankfully to gravity and to the permanent creases in their
ambulatory apparatus. Immediately an eager student presented his
instrument. Now, after a few weeks, some of the experienced
musicians among them were anxious to be tested, to have the guru
evaluate their ability to tune the 25 strings on their own.

They were beginning to hear new phrases laced
with a little hope, like “not bad” and “OK, you must try” and even
“yes, getting better” once in a while. Joey finally insinuated
himself before anyone else (it was a very subtle ritual, the little
anticipatory moves toward the dais, the challenging or yielding
gestures, the nod, you go ahead, man).

Khansahib took Joey’s sarode, which in his
hands looked like a formidable weapon, with the round suggestion of
a phallic knob at the tip of the peg box and the lacquered leaves
of the lotus tuning pegs, the deep mahogany belly, the thin tight
goatskin head, and the shiny fingerboard flashing in the light with
the chromed pizzazz and heft of a Mercedes bumper.

Khansahib tinked across the main four
strings, low octave, fifth, upper octave, fourth; sa, pa, sa, ma;
and he gave Joey the Eyebrow. The Eyebrow, for fuck-all! That’s
all. He touched up some drone strings and handed it back. The
Eyebrow descended, like the flag at the end of a rainy day. For
fuck-all.

Joey’s transformational summer had begun like
this:

 


2

As Seen From Above

The room had a platform covered with an
oriental rug. The rug had a design, a structure, of a tower rising
into the clouds as seen from above, a Tantric conundrum. And the
rug was part of another design: the room with its ordinary plastic
classroom tools and whiteboards, and above the room the design that
rose up into the belfries, and up through the gothic gray stone and
the slate roof, above the yellow-green spackle of sycamore leaves,
and outward to the pale misty blue of the eastern shore of San
Francisco Bay where it dissolved into the blithering dapple of
miniscule fog droplets blown from the mouths of Pacific island
serpents crossing the rolling curve of the planet… as seen from
above.

Sitting, standing, waiting, the hour of nine
in the morning, needing to pee, have a smoke, get loaded.

Joey looked out into the cool blue morning
through the glass panes of the old church that were dissected into
diamonds by lead beading, the panes’ bevels refracting the early
sun into shards of gems, prisms of rainbow. The fractured light
distorted the view of the trees into leaves of tangerine and the
sky into a marmalade orange, the sunlight flashing into the room
and causing the girl next to him to squint delightfully. A muffled
voice, maybe through the walls of a nearby room (or was it from the
roof?) seemed to be whining a child-like melody. The girl opened
her eyes and for an instant they swirled with revolving light. The
song could have been in some Indian tongue or for a moment perhaps
English with a Yiddish accent, words that sounded like, “Joey,
Lucy. Joey, Lucy.” Or was it, “Jai guru, jai guru.”?

What the fuck?

Then a short stocky man, a dark round-faced
man, walked in, wearing white pants, a long silken shirt and a tan
vest. They all stood up as they had been instructed to do by the
session director.

“This is the Master; you can call him
Khansahib,” said the director.

Joey was working out the phonetics in his
head, kaan-saab, like the Swedish car. The Khansahib nodded his
head, said something quietly like hello, please sit, but no one did
until the master slipped out of his loafers and stepped upon the
platform and folded himself down as smoothly as a falling leaf.

He sits in the deep nap of the rug-temple

his head is dusted with snow crystals

white doves circle and circle high above him.

Joey and the others got down to floor level
in a much less graceful way, with various limb contortions, like
figuring out one of those metal music stands where some of the
hinged angles never get tucked in correctly.

They all stared at the Khansahib person, a
powerful enigma, already a juggernaut of something unknown. Cool.
The Khansahib looked at them in a fatherly, gentle way, with a
quiet, almost silly smile.

“Today we will not have practical lesson,
maybe tomorrow when you have something to play, your new
instrument. And then we can sing and learn something about raga and
tala. For now, I can just tell you something about the music, you
see. I learn from my father (it’s almost “fodder” but not quite),
he taught so many, you see, like Ravi-ji, Nikhil…” And names of
other musicians Joey hadn’t heard of yet.

In the next half-hour Khansahib’s story
slowly unfolded, the students getting a variable staccato of it
depending on their ability to dig his dialect as modified by
alternating states of caffeinated alertness and cannabis
cushioning.

The story had something to do with
Khansahib’s father, who was apparently already quite old and had
learned from the court musician of the Nawab of Rampur. Joey wasn’t
sure what a Nawab was or where Rampur was, probably someplace in
North India. Khansahib’s father had gone through all kinds of
obstacles until he could start learning from the great court
musician, Ustad Wazir Khan.

What Joey heard was, this teaching was old,
no, it was like ancient, “tousand tousand years,” and had reached
some kind of Mozartian high point in the time of the great Mogul
emperors of India.

Everyone seemed to be digging it. Like who
knew it was such a vast and legendary kind of thing and that they,
these collegiate hipster kind of folks, were somehow going to bring
it into themselves?

Joey was sitting on a little rug sampler. It
contained no jeweled tower, no muezzin heights or Himalayan porch,
red, yellow and blue, where the icy winds of the Kush rattled the
prayer flags. He only knew that his butt was getting numb and his
thigh muscles were pulling at his knee caps like a puppy with a
rag.

His first taste of the power of Indian music, the
breath of music

the siddhi that can come when pure tone mates

with deep heart and flame of life.






3

Red Silk Dream

The women came out of their first dance
class, flushed, hot, tousled. They had assaulted the floor with
their bare feet. Marlena found Joey outside in the courtyard during
a cool mid-morning break.

Marlena, breathing hard, said, “We did the
basic step, like a drumbeat, slapping the floor, and it freaking
hurts.” But she laughed and said, “In the Court the dancers danced
on marble floors until their feet and ankles were destroyed and
then they were finished as dancers. But maybe not as
courtesans.”

“Such a deal. You mean, concubines?” Joey
asked. “Is it magical? The dance?”

“It is, and hard, and maybe hopeless in the
end. But worth a try. I’m so hungry, Joey, I would kill for a
pastrami from Bernstein’s or a grinder from Pasquale’s. God, a
minute ago I was wrapped in a red silk dream, giving everything I
have to the Prince of the Pandus. But I’m just a Brooklyn girl and
I can go from goddess to horny and hungry in the twinkling of an
ankle bell.”

Sniffing opportunity, Joey said, “Tonight
you’ll have a long soak in the tub and I’ll rub your feet with
olive oil.”

Marlena, almost whispering, “Don’t talk about
it anymore now. Just stop at the booze aisle of the market and get
some Sambuca on the way home. We’ll celebrate. A Sambuca
night.”

4

Godhead

In the vocal class that afternoon, Khansahib
taught more about notes and rhythm, raga and tala. Don’t worry, he
said, it will be like for babies, sweet but good for you. Like
sweet rice with honey. When you feel happy then it will be more
easy.

The song is about Krishna and the Gopis,

the divine milkmaids who long to be one with the
god.

The godhead. The god, being a head,

getting head, giving head. One godhead.

 


The rhythm cycle, the tal for this song, is
in sixteen beats. The tabla teacher played for the class. The
teachers explained that the sounds, the words they spoke, the bols,
will tell you where you are in the rhythm cycle.

Joey thought, like the phrases in a jazz
tune, the pickup, the first line, the bridge. But maybe not like
that at all.

The tal says, dha-dhin-dhin-dha,
dha-dhin-dhin-dha,

dha-tin-tin-ta, ta-dhin-dhin-dha and on and on,

the Gopis longing, reaching out for the shimmering
light,

the blue lightning, baring their chocolate
nipples,

my sweet one, piya bina, take us into your mind,

give us peace, ta-dhin-dhin-dha DHA.

 


A Sambuca night.

5

Sticky

Joey and Marlena lived in a small basement
apartment in West Berkeley, with those half-windows that let you
see people’s feet and ankles as they walked up to the main stairs
of the house above. (No diamonds in the sky.) There was an Italian
landlady and it was always damp from the bay outside.

Joey had first met Marlena at a party in the
U District of Seattle. She was working on her Masters in English
and Philosophy, a student of semantics. As for the meaning of
meanings, he was instantly hot for this voluptuous beauty with
olive skin and waves of black hair. The party folks were into jazz
and poetry, red wine and pot. Joey and Marlena connected with their
intellectual interests and by the end of the evening, like two
children of the Sinai desert, they were fucking each other beyond
rapture in her apartment.

It wasn’t going quite so idyllically that
evening in their Berkeley pad, however. When guys get horny,
especially when they think their woman is godforbid horny herself,
they become like a nudnik with a divining rod, the latter being
their dicks, which want to go right to the source, the wet spot,
where the action is. This is the idyll men think about.

Marlena was, in fact, in the hot steamy
bubble bath but instead of having her feet rubbed by the devoted
Joey, staring, as he would be, from under his dark curls with his
black spaniel eyes, looking down at her full round Jewish breasts
as they bobbed at the surface of the water like overfed seals, she
was talking on the telephone to her Mama in New York. It won’t be
over quickly, Joey thought.

He sat in the living-dining-hallway-parlor
room on an old worn rug, not fancy, but would have served
Bodhidharma well. He sat under the billows of a thin Indian
bedspread draped across the ceiling, swooping here and there under
a couple of dim light bulbs that glowed like the areoles of some
undefined electric goddess, looking down divinely on Joey trying to
attain the half-lotus. He was reading from his class notes,
counting and clapping, singing a sweet little tune in Kafi raga,
springtime in the Himalayan foothills where the Jemuna River
flashes white, piya bina, my sweet one, almost a minor blues,
interwoven with the fluttering reach of a mother’s wings.

“Mama, it’s too much, these amazing master
musicians and dancers…”

Jo tu racho, the hot musty Brindawani Forest, the
blinding spice…

“I don’t know the point, Mama, it’s always
the future with you, I don’t know what I will do with dancing the
stories of the Mahabharata…”

My legs again, why do they have to sit this way?
Anyway, they do it from birth so it’s different for them. Maybe if
I have a couple of tokes I’ll ignore the pain, tunnel in on
this…

“…legends about the ancient times of Gods and
Goddesses…what? No, well, no, I’m not becoming a Hindu or
anything…”

…Shyama…Krishna, glowing like blue night, the
rutting smell of the God inseminating the jungle itself, and the
acrid sweat of the elephant…

With her hand over the phone: “Joey, I’m
dying already, more Sambuca, please, that’s a sweetheart. What,
Mama? No, Joey just said something is all. Hello Joey, Mama says,
her darling little jewboy! What? I said it because you said
it…”

Later, many tokes later, many sticky anise
swallows of Sambuca later, they lay on the mattress on the floor,
vaporous streetlight caroming off the walls, Marlena grasping
Joey’s curls above each ear and pulling him back and in again into
her oily snarl of a Mediterranean muff, ramming his nose and chin
into the sluice between the olive forests where the headwaters
emanate from the thunderous hair of Krishna, the nectar of Mother
Ganga, the huffing shudder and then deep unconsciousness.

Joey was dazed and numb-tongued. The melody
had not come to the downbeat for him, fulfilling the round to the
first beat. Their session had been hot but not an idyll. He went
into the dark bathroom, washed his face, drank some water, and
finished himself in a stab of joy over the toilet.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


1

The Scene

Joey and Marlena dug visiting Haight Street,
which sizzled with the effervescence of acid, the hustle, and the
anything-goes freedom. They got stoned and walked the streets,
peered in all the windows where raggedy entrepreneurs had laid out
hash pipes and dance posters glowing with black light, writhing
with the serpentine illuminations of Mouse and Kelly, announcing
the new heroes of The Fillmore, Winterland, and The Avalon Ballroom
in unreadable runes that resolved into names if you stared at them
long enough and then melted back into larval paisleys, names like
The Grateful Dead, Big Brother and the Holding Company, The
Jefferson Airplane, Quicksilver Messenger Service, and The Great
Society. A revolutionary weave of sounds poured out of shops and FM
radios: electronic instruments mixed with droning tamburas and
poorly played sitars, the ringing beat of tablas, the new rock of
San Francisco Bay nuzzling the ancient puzzle of India.

New ideas, new businesses, and new art forms
bubbled up from the miasma of imaginations gathering daily at the
nexus of Haight and Ashbury Streets, the aggregation growing with
each runaway, each dropout from the world of suits, and each
artistic enterprise. Joey wasn’t certain how it would carry him
aloft on a high wave of creativity but he was sure it would happen.
And, more and more, Indian music seemed to be the catalyst.

2

Tuning

On the second day of classes they received
the instruments they had ordered. Sitars and sarodes emerged from
crates full of wood straw, snuggled in their red-and-black-checked
cloth bags, revealing weird concoctions of dull brass, bumper
chrome, dark hardwoods, inlays of faux ivory, dried gourds, carved
lotus-flower tuning pegs, stretched goatskin, and more strings per
instrument than a Western guitar quartet.

Joey’s sarode was carved from heavy chunks of
mahogany or teakwood and had the damndest bone bridges with not
only notches on top for the main playing strings but rows of tiny
holes underneath, which guided the twenty or so sympathetic strings
to hum and vibrate just above the stretched skin that made up the
face of the thing.

A whole class was devoted to the tuning
scheme. The sympathetics varied according to the scale and raga to
be played (hah! as if anything scale-y or raga-like was in their
sights). Most of these vibrational wires disappeared into a row of
nipples along the side of the wide fretless chrome fingerboard of
the sarode. Then they traveled down through holes to catch the end
of the long tuning pegs that rippled along the side like the
appendages of a porcupine with birth defects.

At the beginning of every instrumental class,
each student in turn would bring up his or her instrument and offer
it to Khansahib, like making an offering to a magi, seeking a
blessing and some basic help in getting the awesome beast under
control. Then the Master would tune thirty or forty instruments.
Twenty-five strings on each one. And the students sat. And
listened. For hours. And anticipated the sharpening/tightening or
the flattening/loosening of each string with invisible muscles in
their ears, making their ears twist about like sophisticated
animals as they followed the turning of friction pegs, wood on
wood, until a sudden consonance released the tension in the air and
the tone of the string disappeared into the compatible overtones of
the drone that hummed the root target of each tuning.

Listening to the Master tune the instruments
was the first lesson of every class. Then Khansahib continued
composing for their benefit, a simple and glorious tune, exemplary
and beautiful, in and of itself.

Time unfolded, divided into measures

each containing the beat of rhythms

and the shapes of notes that ascended or
descended

sometimes the tones stepping in front of one
another

playing tricks, jumping over

twisting, hand over tone, like monkeys.

 


This world of sound was sound that resounded

in the soul, the pure sound,

the breath that creates, Nada Brahma,

the ways of tones and the tales they tell.

 


They beat the tones from the strings

with the smooth triangles of coconut shell

or the little wire armatures of the sitar picks,

striking down, da, up, ra

together, dara, faster, diri…

 


and then came the tuning again.

Playing for the dance of Krishna

was not going to be

just another blues tune.

 


3

Got Cran

The composition explored a morning raga, a
spring raga, sweet, like dew on jasmine. “All right,” Khansahib
said, as if to say, all right, children. One of the second-year
tabla students played for the class and got the signal to start the
tal. The pickup to the gat (the “got”), the tune. The class came
thrashing in, like a marathon of metal bees.

Khansahib listened, gently showing the
accents of the tal with his hands. He listened with the indulgently
pained look of a father listening to his promising child, a wincing
forgiveness on his Buddha-like face. He leaned on one knee, smoking
a Players now and then. All right, children.

Sometimes he looked particularly at Dodger,
who often played a note here and there so off pitch that it seemed
to cause bizarre waves up and down the sympathetics of nearby
sarodes and sitars, like the odd wiggle of a jump rope when hit by
the jumper’s toe.

Dodger’s friends, and he had quite a few, got
that metal-mouth fear for him, not knowing whether Khansahib was
ready to banish him to a closet or was actually amused and amazed
that he would keep trying to play this fiendishly difficult
contraption called the sarode.

After class, as students wiped the acidic
sweat off their strings, Dodger spoke right up, no shame, dammit,
just determination. His shaggy brown hair and short beard along
with a toothy smile reminded one of a fearless puppy.

“Khansahib, I’m just not getting my fingers
at the right intervals on the fingerboard.”

“Yess?” he sings, with a smile.

“I know it sounds god-awful and I never
played any instrument before, frets or no frets, but I have an
idea.”

“Yess?” Khansahib is intrigued.

“If you could mark where the fingers go,
where the frets would be if it had ‘em, that would help. I don’t
care, y’know, I’m not ashamed. It’ll just take me a little longer
but I’ll learn how to do it, if it’s the last thing I learn.” Big
Dodger smile.

“Yess, I can do this, just with some, what
you call it? Yes, crayon (“cran”), then you can wash off later when
your fingers have learned.”

And he did, and they did.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


1

Rock Gods

Joey’s machine ascended the great arch of the
Bay Bridge. The van moaned in anticipation of the crest with a view
of the City crowded around the hills, white facets of buildings
rushing to the peaks like sugar crystals, stained pastel pinks and
tans as if soaked with the acid that throbbed through the
thoroughfares of Babylon. A summer sun was spinning off somewhere
into the Pacific, electric cotton-rolls of fog tumbled over the
Marin headlands.

Earlier that week, Van Dyke, the model of a
hip sadhu with long hair and beard, Indian kurta shirt and beads,
invited Joey and some others to the Avalon Ballroom to hear the
band that he and Shelby, a sarode student, played in, a band called
The Great Society that had achieved a degree of local fame.

They parked and went into the Avalon
Ballroom, already infamous as one of the cathedrals of the San
Francisco Sound, a combination of folk rock, open-ended blues
improvisations, Eastern music, and lyrics of freedom, rebellion and
freely-given love.

Joey saw Van Dyke up on stage flailing the
bass, his beard wagging like a goofy dog’s tail. Shelby was playing
a soaring guitar lead. The Great Society incited the crowd to dance
and jump and jig around.

He had lost sight of Marlena, lost in the
weaving wiggle of young costumed bodies inventing a dance of tribal
ecstasy. All he could see were young girls in their uninhibited
display of maidenly wonder, lithe legs, lightly wrapped plum
breasts, doll-sweet faces caught in increments of leaps and spins
by the stop action of the strobe lights.

Outside the main room there was a table
holding a large punch bowl filled with a red raspberry liquid,
quickly disappearing into paper cups. It was labeled Lectric Kool
Aid and Joey looked at it with fear and fascination, like one would
the eyes of a cobra.

Then he heard singing and he was pushed with
the press of bodies near to the stage. Girls were screaming and
jumping up and down behind him, he could feel their little hard
bodies against his back and the sustaining whip of the guitar
lashing out and entwining the windings of their spines, controlling
the sway of their hips, pressing the nibs and switches that caused
their trembling to rise and fall with the rhythm.

He was stunned by it all, the power of the
band, the solid electric weapons of music, the rock gods. He worked
his way toward the back, toward the alcove where black lights bent
something behind your eyes, where the strobes pounded the photons
around your feet. There were mirrors all around, he jumped into the
light and caught his comic gawkiness in the frozen snippets of
Joey-ness while oily kaleidoscopic amoebas oozed across the
walls.

The Jefferson Airplane was playing next. Joey
ached with envy, to be worshipped like that, high on a dais, a kind
of new religious rite for the young and the liberated, but he saw
something beyond the rock scene, some way of fusing this electric
fire with the profound antiquity of Indian music, new instruments,
plugged-in sarodes, exotic stringed things pushed around the sound
spectrum by an array of foot pedal controllers, songs with real
poetry, word webs far beyond the simple suggestions of the Sixties
anthems of the day.

Later, at home, the buzzing energy of the
night wouldn’t let Joey and Marlena sleep. They were both
uncontrollably full of lust and they surrendered to the engulfing
tides of love-making. His cries were of the parrot and his gasping
was filled with the scent of sandalwood and sweat. Her cries were
of the fishing eagle and her gasping was filled with the scent of
sandalwood and sweat.

2

Masters

Some of the work-scholarship students helped
set up the platform, the thick Persian rug, heavy with deep crimson
and gold weaves, the wide baskets of flowers flared out with
gladiolus and roses, in preparation for the concert of the master
teachers. It would be held in a big room in one of the many
buildings on the Briggs estate. The Briggs were the money behind
the Asian Society for the Arts that sponsored the summer session.
The wood floor shone in front of the stage and beyond that were
carpets for student seating and chairs for dignitaries.

A dozen or so students found a secluded spot
away from the main hall where the concert would be held. That
wasn’t too difficult since the ten acre estate was thickly
landscaped with palms, eucalyptus, bottle brush bushes, lilies and
abundant shrubbery. Somebody, maybe Van Dyke, kept loading up a
wood hash pipe, which made the rounds. Time to get prepped for the
big event.

Like the elders standing around the circle

they pass the sweet pipe, the sticky black hash,

blue smoke fading into the blue-green eucalyptus.

 


Joey fought off his cautious instincts and
joined the group. The thick smoke gathered over their heads as well
as within. Soon that warm, comfortable presence began to grow
behind and just above the eyes. Pupils dilated, saliva lost its
moisture and turned gummy, everything seen became
more-than-seen.

Joey looked into his friends’ eyes -- they
laughed, what was there to say? The masters were about to play.
They would play for them, the toasted but talented student body and
for a gaggle of friends of the mega-rich Briggs, the local Indian
embassy wogs, some San Franciso politicos (would the mayor show?),
and a few classy pseudo-artist babes on the make for exotic
celebrities.

Next thing, people were jamming into the
concert room, wide but not deep, putting everyone close to the
stage. The smell of fancy perfume and the stuffy exhalations of the
large crowd were already a little nauseating to Joey. Why couldn’t
it be outside? In India it would be outside. Students squatted down
on carpets, their butts on cushions if they thought to bring
them.

First up were the South Indians. Joey
thought, there’s a whole mystery about this North/South,
Hindustani/Carnatic thing.

While the musicians were setting up to play,
Dodger whispered an opinion to Joey.

“The cats from the jungly South,” he said,
“are from the older race of Indians, the Dravidians, and their
music is more pure tropical jazz. The Northern Indians, Aryans,
were invaded often by central Asians, the Moguls, who brought with
them Islamic culture and different instruments. Check out the drum,
man. Dodger pointed to the double-headed barrel drum, thicker in
the middle, the heads tightened with hide strapping. Very jungle,
man.”

In the North, the barrel drum, (down South
it’s called the mridangam… who can even say that?) seemed to have
been cut in half and set upright, the mridangam half for the right
hand, and a kind of metal pot adaptation for the left.

The other instrument was a bamboo flute, no
keys or pads or plumbing of any kind. Just a piece of bamboo with
finger holes. Basic, man. Then another dude sat down with only a
big terra cotta pot. Tip jar? Clay drum. Right on.

The music started without the dancers.

“The flute, called the venu in South India,”
Dodger said, “a little different from the North Indian bansuri, is
warm and rich, almost like the human voice, if the body was made of
the humid winds of the forest. Dig it,” said Dodger, “this is the
ax that Lord Krishna played, seducing the milkmaids, the Gopis, in
the sacred Brindawani forest.”

“How do you know all this shit?” Joey
asked.

“Did a lot of research. I can’t play for crap
but I can read and listen.”

The music that evolved was a mind-blower. The
luscious beckoning lines were punctuated with intermittent bursts
from the drum. Nothing like the steady rhythmic flow they were
getting used to hearing in their Hindustani music lessons. This was
some kind of subtle hip jazz, totally perplexing.

They didn’t rap about it much longer because,
with a commanding slapping of drumming feet and the high brass
ching of ankle bells, the dancers entered. Now, with the tunneling
of the hashish mind and the gestures and masked expressions of the
dancers, they were in the presence of deities so ancient that Moses
and the prophets of the Old Testament seemed like some
sand-behind-the-ears desert dandies.

The dancers mimed stories of cosmic troubles
in the Hindu heavens. Heavily outlined eyes burned like tar-pit
tunnels into the Vedic past. Creators, destroyers, preservers,
Shiva, Kali, Brahma, concepts so galactically comprehensive that
the mind melted down in its attempts to comprehend.

And that was just the warm-up, so to speak,
followed by a short intermission. Next came the North Indians.

Everything became part of the tapestry of the
Indian night. The dry East Bay hills suggested the dry jackal night
of the desert highlands, Bedouins squatting on heirloom carpets,
minds honed sharp by the edge of strong tea, the grid upon grid of
Hindustani music, the warp of melody entwining the weft of rhythm,
building layers of inlaid symbols like the great Mogul structures
of the Indian renaissance.

First they heard an achingly poignant sunset
raga in the keening nasal whine of the sitar, Nikhil-da peering
through thick glasses, seeing nothing in the room, pulling the
strings across the wide arc of the frets, pulling the primal cries
from a land so ancient that in its early days the Americas were
still floating about like stone ships looking for a mooring. The
slashing duel with the tabla followed, the bumblebee hum of
overtones thrashing like a thousand-stringed brass harp, oh man,
like help, I am like dying, man, if I could play one note like
that, a sitar student said, I would play that note ‘til I die.

Then, without further intermission, as if to
pick up the baton while it still smoked with white heat, Khansahib
and his tabla-ji took the stage. Two students from last year, Van
Dyke and another sitar student, played two small instrumental
tamburas, little sprouting gourds without frets that breathed the
guiding drones of the scale in gently caressing waves, a
Pythagorean buzzing that carried like stage whispers to the back of
the hall. Oh mercy, fuck me, am I ready for this, Joey kvelled?

When Khansahib played, Khansahib taught,
Khansahib informed. With just-so touches of the coconut shell
plectrum, that metal cello, that kick-ass rebab, slid and soared
and sung out a low chesty song. As he began saying in class, first
you play just one note, first note, Sa, from note below, sneak up
on it, like a lover who comes from behind and puts hands over the
other person’s eyes. Making love to notes, that’s what he said,
that’s what he did.

As the complexity of variations increased,
with rhythmic restatements, and the punch of melodies within the
throbbing wrangling of the sarode strings unwound, it took most of
them beyond their ability to comprehend, in any literal sense. It
was too much, in both senses of the cliché. To stay with Khansahib
at all, from the slowest sliding of the alap through to the manic
surrender and swarming buzz of the jhala, one had to open up all
the gateways of the senses, and then open windows into the skull
itself, and finally absorb it directly through the membrane of the
solar plexus, the hara, the body-brain.

3

Checkmate

After encores and standing ovations, a joyous
jabber arose from the liberated listeners. They began zig-zagging
around, laughing and clustering to schmooze, while many of the
students were still stumbling about, kind of stunned. Wasted, man.
Oh wow, what the fuck was that, who was that masked man? Soon they,
too, defrosted, warmed up, got into the scene.

Khansahib quickly began to lose the glazed
look that performers get when they’ve just frightened themselves
with the ecstasy of their own performances.

After nearly an hour, most of the fancies
left and only Khansahib, the director, and his hot administrative
assistant, plus about a dozen students, some courtesans, and for a
little bit, the Briggs themselves remained.

Blurred as some of them were by midnight, the
women seemed to be engaged in an almost unnoticeable end game,
something like the chess the Indians developed millennia ago with
princes on their rook-like elephants, maharajas and ministers, but
even more like the maneuvering of the harem wives, suave and slinky
but potentially vicious. The students were getting at the alcohol
as they watched the proceedings, hovering around the snacks, trying
not to stare.

One of Khansahib’s admirers, a tall,
full-bodied woman with black hair and red lips, had gotten closer
in and was trying to take over pouring the guru drinks. Knight to
King Three. But then, with a glide like a kite suddenly appearing
over a field mouse, in an aqua sari that set off her red hair like
an emerald-and-ruby-studded statue of Saraswati, Goddess of Wisdom
and the Arts, the slender admin woman began to gently massage
Khansahib’s broad muscular shoulders. Check.

Ah, thought Joey, she can only do that
because she’s done it before, privately. Oh yes, oh yes, he’s had
every inch of those slim white legs and the fruits of the treetops
beyond. Khansahib has already scored that long-legged honey, has
already brought his strong oiled chocolate skin against her
blushing apricot creaminess. We fools, we know nothing.

Ah, thought Dodger, the spoils of the
conqueror, he’s just shown us a hint of this art of composing on
the spot that has soothed and inspired the rulers of those ancient
provinces for “tousand tousand years.” The Brits introduced the
sophisticated flavors of the realm, the fine Scotch, the Players
cigarettes, and the alabaster flesh of eager women. Watch out what
you wish for.

Ah, thought Alpert, what a fine thing to play
the teak machine and cause the jungle to tremble. Guru of the
classroom, master of Maya in the concert hall, like a mini-Raja,
with most of the rewards and little of the bullshit of the ruling
class. He has the priceless touch, he soars, he gets the red-gold
pussy.

Ah, thought Marlena, these men with their
little hard tails, they get all shot through with the juices of the
lustful life. But who turns the valves, who directs the flow, who
squeezes the snake until it swells with mad desire and then lets it
come forth, coming forth just and only just as they allow it and
inspire it? Yes, the women, we, the women, we have the power, we
mix the potions and gesture with our hips and breasts and mouths
and cunts. That one, tonight she is Queen to the maestro’s King,
and she will have every urge of him with the touch of her long
white fingers, if only Queen for a night.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


1

Twisted

During that summer session of 1966 -- no one
spoke of it as “the first summer” as if there would be more -- few
thought it would be anything more than one of those music seminars
where you got a good hit of something exotic and hoped it would
inspire you to make a new discovery or two. Dropping out and tuning
in to broadcasts from the Other Lands, or, if you were trying to be
a Buddhist, the Pure Land, was all the obsession.

Joey and his friends hadn’t much of a future
plan beyond the summer, maybe go somewhere warm, like Mexico or
Hawaii, and figure out some way to survive that wasn’t selling out
to The Man. Best, of course, would be making it as an artist or
musician, becoming the next Dylan or Miles or maybe someone with
loads of current panache, like Kerouac or Ginsberg. Studying with
one of the most revered raga-meisters in the world might turn the
trick.

Joey, for example, had thought that, after
the summer, Mexico wouldn’t be a bad idea for the winter,
stretching his savings well into 1967, by which time he would
certainly have a plan.

Joey was pacing the floor of their little
living room, gesturing emphatically like an Italian movie director,
lecturing like Leonard Bernstein.

“The raga, every raga, has mood and color,
rasa, and more, yet it’s designed to evoke its power at a certain
time of day and in a certain season. Y’know, like there’s rainy
season ragas with, say, lots of pathos and love. Hey, Marlena, are
you even listening? I mean, like, have you checked out for the
night?”

Marlena was lying on the couch, dozing off
and trying to stay awake, too.

“Hey, Joey, lighten up. It’s all so, y’know,
like a big head trip. Then what? I mean, it’s feeling that matters.
Like we dance, it’s feeling… feelin’… Krishna, gopis, the divine
fuck, all feelings, raga feelings…”

“Oh, man, now you sound like one of those
street hippies, everything is groovy, don’t think about things, go
with the flow, Joe.”

Marlena, waking up, sat up, fire in her
eyes.

“Screw you, Jack, don’t you try to make me
out as some sort of intellectual vacuum. Jeez, it’s a good thing
I’m not a blonde! Listen, you still have to absorb it into your
body, raga, rhythm, dance steps, gestures, story-telling…”

“I know, I know, gotta get both sides of the
brain into it.” Joey pushes his hands into his lower back,
stretching. “And the back. That sitting on the floor, hunching over
the sarode, I’m starting to get twisted.”

“You are twisted, Joey. And don’t start
complaining about your body to me. While you’re sitting in your
lotus posture, we’re trying to flatten the floor with our bare
feet, but I think the floor is winning.”

Joey was staring out the window at the moon
fading in and out of shreds of fog drifting in from the bay, from
the Golden Gate, from the ocean.

“Hey, Joey, I swear. Maybe you should ask
Khansahib for advice. Aren’t you and some of your buddies going to
visit him on Friday?”

“How do you know about that? I just heard
about it today.”

“I heard about it from Elena. Dodger’s all
hyped up about it.”

“Khansahib just wanted to invite some of his
sarode and sitar students over for a visit, get to know them
outside of class. Like, maybe next time a party with wives or
husbands and all, but this time…”

“Don’t start apologizing, Joey, it’s no big
deal. In fact, since Dodger will be there, too, Elena and I decided
to have a girl’s night, get down and get funky, tell stories about
the men, like the slaves of the seraglio.”

“Girls? Just the two of you?”

“Well, Arwen will be there too. I think she’s
really Bala’s best student (ah, see his eyes light up?), yes, that
skinny boyish blonde I’ve seen you drooling over. So, you cool cats
go have your Scotch and smoke your Players with the Baba, we girls
will be playing in the harem garden.”

2

Like a hen with her chicks

Dodger and Joey saw one another walking
toward the guru’s apartment on a pleasant Berkeley evening, no fog,
a low warm sun, the redwoods and cypress in this older part of town
scenting the air with spicy terpenes.

It was an average-looking modern apartment
with new wall-to-wall carpeting. The carpet was the main piece of
furniture to an Indian. Like a combination of lawn and furniture.
The sofas and chairs just become something to lean on. Or sit
cross-legged on.

Khansahib was sweetly gracious. “Yess, please
come in. Just sit anywhere. You will like to have a drink?” The
lads stammered a bit, then quickly accepted an offer of Scotch. A
few other students from the class were there, including Rosalie,
the sitar player, and Maloney, another sitar student, scrawny where
Rosalie was deliciously endowed. Maloney had connected with all
things Khansahib, including the Scotch whiskey and the Players
cigarettes.

Rosalie shared the hostess duties with
Christy, a sarode student. She had an Irish face with dark hair and
wore an expression that combined raised-eyebrow innocence with a
coquettishly devilish smile. She was an early adapter of Indian
pidgin English, that sweetly amusing dialect most of the teachers
spoke. Christy was also adept at the accompanying gesture, that
sideways neck dip which in the West was an attempt at a
self-chiropractic adjustment but to an Indian meant something like
“you bet, OK, right on, cool, yes?”

“You like some snack, yes? Just we are having
some chips and soon some samosas will come out of the oven.”

They smelled good, whatever they were.

And they drank and noshed and spoke of things
musical and philosophical. Khansahib told stories of Maihar and his
venerable super-dada, of the warm bonding of teacher and devoted
students, the small fellowship that can be the foundation of, yes,
like that, a musical ashram, Khansahib said, my dream to have a
place for everyone to learn and play, like a musical Shantiniketan,
that Ashram of Tagore’s.

“The great Indian poet, Tagore?” asked
Rosalie.

“Yes, that ashram he had where people learned
so much, to take care of all their needs.”

And so they talked and they drank, they ate
samosas, little stuffed spicy potato things, and they didn’t even
mind it too much when Khansahib said it would take twenty years to
become a performer of classical Indian music. Maybe you’d be a good
player in ten.

“But you see, just play one note, practice
that note until it is perfect, then the rest is so easy.”
Khansahib’s koan number one.

And he watched them, like a hen with her
chicks, like the pea-hen, knowing her gangly scrawny fledglings
will have a chance to spread wide their iridescent tails some day,
and he looked at each of them, young, white, handsome children of
this new wealthy land, blessed with health and ease and
opportunity, like the princes of the maharaja’s court, having days
and nights of free hours in the cool halls to linger over their
instruments, hour after hour, to sing one note, opening the throat
to echo the sweet clean drone of the tambura, until it is
perfect.

He looked at each of the students, beginning
with Rosalie. He thought in the gentle jungle tongue of Bengali,
she is so beautiful, lithe like the gazelle, but also pulled into
herself, a Himalayan ice queen, and like the queen, sharing in
great family wealth, with a sure touch on the sitar and a clear
tone of voice, yet like all of them without the reedy richness
rising from the Indian breast. Still she will enjoy and she will
help.

Christy, Christy, fierce as a hungry snow
tiger, she scratches at the sarode like a kitten. She has eyes like
a deer. Soon she and I…

And this Dodger boy, a happy devil but
intense as a mongoose holding on to a snake. He cannot play much
now but still he will succeed, therefore he will inspire others who
will see that all difficulties can be overcome.

Maloney, the most open-hearted, does not
question everything in the American way. He is more like an Indian
disciple, hungry and ready for filling, like the empty gourd of a
sitar.

And that one with the sweet smile, so shy but
smart and eager, that Joey Levin (Joe Eleven?), he has the gift of
the monkey, to speak, to write, to charm, to make beautiful girls
want to rub their skin into his curly black hair. And he can play
and sing in the same natural way that he can talk and cast the
passionate spell. He will help the most.

3

King Faun

Arwen’s room, the womb of the golden fawn.
She sat on a cushion, lounging like a boy, her straw-gold hair
pulled back and tied off, and smiled at her two best friends, Elena
and Marlena. They were both motherly, deliciously voluptuous, and
direct-speaking, and very funny ladies. Arwen was happy. She smiled
like the mythic faun, cat-eyed and impish. As Graves said,

Here down this very way,

Here only yesterday

King Faun went leaping.

 


Arwen was creating her totem, both the sweet
baby doe, the fawn, and King Faun, the half-goat half-lusty young
man, a guardian of the land of fairy. In this new age of the
Sixties, people felt encouraged to reinvent and redesign
themselves. Remaining your old self, your old name, religion, and
home-town persona now seemed archaic, reactionary.

Arwen leaned forward and lit candles on the
low table in the middle of the room, then went into the
kitchen.

“It’s almost ready. Can you smell it? Shroom
tea. The mildest and gentlest of the psychedelics, the sweet
psilocybin.”

Marlena smiled, as if holding some secret
thought in.

“And one of the more sensual. The love
mushroom. Hey, bring it on.”

They sipped, they chatted, they laughed, they
played with Arwen’s body paints. She was studying the painted masks
on the faces of Indian dancers, but had made herself up that night
as the Goat God, King Faun, with exaggerated eye lines and other
markings of her totem. Marlena and Elena decorated one another with
heavy red lips, eye shadows and magical inscriptions on their
foreheads.

They ate fruits, cheeses, rice cakes, cashew
butter, sipped and chatted some more, laughed about the men, how
they would risk anything to get their little fleshy pointers inside
their latest fantasy woman. Such little things, really, capable of
rendering delightful feelings, no doubt, but only because Nature
made pussies so sensitive. And that whole plot just to make sure
that the genetic packages are delivered regularly. Or, from a
survival point-of-view, as often as possible.

Marlena said, “Well, Joey makes an
interesting point. He thinks it’s also a way of linking human
beings, spine to spine, a first chakra connection, plugging into
the cosmic circuit. He trips out on those kinds of metaphysical
ideas a lot. But there certainly seems, and often feels, to be some
truth in the idea.”

“Yeah, it would explain other things. I mean,
it would work the same for man-on-man, right? And woman-on-woman?
More research needed…” Arwen drifted off into some interior
cogitation on the idea.

She and Marlena agreed on an erotic theory of
the dance, erotic in the sense that it plugged the dancer and the
audience into an intimate deep surrender to the feelings that
flowed through humans and planets, the roar of Kundalini as it came
forth from the darkness of the first chakra, the generative fire
that fueled everything and rose up into the radiant flower of the
Mind. The stories of creation and dissolution, Maya and Brahma.

“This is nice, Arwen,” Elena said, “But I
gotta go. My sister is staying with the kid and I’m getting
shit-faced in wonderland.”

“No, wait, I’ll call Joey to pick us up in a
bit and we’ll drop you off. Anyway, what about these goats? They
wouldn’t have much to trade for if we didn’t like their stuff,
right? So, what’s your favorite kind of dick?”

Elena says, “Are you asking me? Maybe it’s
not what kind, but how it’s used? He wants it slow, make it last,
just little dips with the tip, then the big gusher, we struck oil,
grandma! But me, I’m always saying, ram it in hard, big guy, oh, I
want to be nailed on the castle wall, me, head down on my knees,
him, mounting me like a stallion. Crap, I don’t believe I just said
that! C’mon, Marlena, call the boy, let’s get on down the
road.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


1

Blotter

Joey and Marlena got serious about their trip
to Mexico. It will be cool, Joey said, we can save money, live in
the tropics over the winter, practice, hang out with some brujos
and make the Indian/Indian connection.

Then he got to worrying. What if the van
won’t make it, if there’s huge mountains and volcanoes and shit?
What if we break down? I can’t fix anything mechanical.

Dodger shook his head in disbelief. “Man, you
are getting so hung up on all this. Hey, it’s the Sixties, Mexico,
tripping on a trip, you’re either on the bus or off the bus! Just
munch some of Owsley’s blotter and then head south.”

2

Forest Maiden

Marlena had Sunday brunch with Arwen.

“He’s driving me crazy. Men can be such
babies.”

“What’s the insecurity issue here, anyway?”
Arwen asked.

“Issues. Like, the van breaking down and we
don’t speak much Spanish. And not being able to do stuff on my own
because the Mexicans are so macho and he thinks I’ll be at risk or
some such bullshit.”

“So, hah, interesting, says the Faun King.
Me, I’m your savior. I can figure out car problems in my sleep. And
the two of us can do things together without being vulnerable
girls.”

That evening, Joey blustered, “You’re
kidding, right? Arwen come with us? She’s this wispy thing, she’s
going to fix the van engine or take out some beefy guys?”

He thinks, oh, like, is this good or bad?
Arwen, forest maiden, traveling for six months with us? Oh don’t
think about it don’t think about Marlena’s Renaissance flesh on one
side of me Arwen’s boyish feral bony ferocity on the other every
guy’s dream no don’t think about it never will happen the way you
think it will.

“Joey, you’ve got that dumb gawking look on
your face again. She’s become my best friend, I really trust her,
and no sense thinking about group sex in the jungle, stud boy, I
think she swings mostly in the other direction.”

3

The Trip

Full moon dinner with Arwen, Joey, and
Marlena. Dhal, veggie curry, chapatis, yoghurt cucumber raita,
brown rice, mango pickle, the salty hot and sour kind that
Khansahib loves, you have to go to San Francisco, to Haig’s
Delicatessen, to get it.

Arwen said, “So Joey, you look like a man
with a purpose. Marlena tells me you’re writing poetry, you’ve
performed, you’re trying to put together the art form that will
carry you to a new place.”

God, Joey thought, she really is beautiful.
Not that voluptuous dark beauty like Marlena but the elfish fair
kind of beauty, slender, graceful and playfully impish. This
probably isn’t a good idea at all.

They’re making plans for the assault on The
Trip, tripping with a whole generation tripping out. The greenish
violet moon streaks in and mixes with the candlelight, flickers
among the shiny hairs on their heads, like crowns of radiance.
Moonlight is reflected light that takes on certain mineral
reflective qualities that can only be generated from the moon’s
surface. If the doorways of the mind are open, the light penetrates
into deeper coils, the nautilus of the brain’s dynamo that connects
the soul to the body. Or so Arwen thinks.

There was a platform in the van with a
mattress on it and everything stuffed underneath. And a small tent.
They still hadn’t talked about who’s sleeping where, although Arwen
said the tent would be a gas. Doesn’t seem safe, a single woman in
a tent, Joey thought, maybe it should be me. But then. Then there
was a real lack of any more thens that made a fuck of a bit of
sense. Oy yoi.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


1

Tree of Me

The three mescaline musketeers set out in
early October for the East -- the U.S. East, not the Mysterious
East -- on a pilgrimage to behold the bizarre echo of themselves in
that older past-perfect known as The Parents. Someone always got to
stretch out and sleep on the bed in back, and they traded off as
navigator and driver. Cactus, desert, the sensual contours of the
Southwestern rocklands, some old Route 66 and some new Interstate
40, and the first night at a camping park in the desert.

Arwen slept in the tent. Joey kept looking at
the peak of the tent through the van window, like a fox watching a
rabbit hole. They had road food in a little truck stop earlier, got
set up quickly in the camp. They had all crowded into the tent for
a nightcap, candle glowing, eyes glinting, taking deep tokes off a
fat joint.

Back in the van, Joey spooned up to the curve
of Marlena’s goddess butt and tried to slip into her from behind
but she was worried that the van would rock around and would create
an uncomfortable situation for Arwen’s first night with them.

Joey said, “Nah, I’ll bet it would just get
her hot.” He was thinking, it’s not going to be like this for the
whole trip, is it? Oh, the tingling itchiness of the tree of
me.

Why can’t life be like a good hot story, he
wondered? I get up to go pee behind a Joshua Tree, on the way back
she sticks her fairytale face out of the tent with a gold braid
across one eye and whispers, “Just come a little closer, Joey boy,”
and then, without another word, takes my rod in one hand, cups my
balls in the other, and then slips the full of it down her sweet…
oh man, I better get to sleep. Fuck all.

2

Candide

If all went well, another long day of driving
would get them into Pittsburgh by nightfall.

Pittsburgh, with its giant black spider legs
of deciduous trees ripped clean of dead leaves by a cold wet wind,
hills wormy with the abandoned caverns of old coal mines, once a
source of unspeakable wonder and fear to Joey’s boyhood
explorations.

The Levins were quiet professorial humanists,
bright-minded caretakers of academic knowledge. They usually
tempered the quintessential oy of Jewish long-suffering with a
philosophical acceptance of the inevitability of disappointment. So
when they listened to Joey’s litany of Indian musicians’ names,
“some of the greatest musicians in the world,” they responded with
an emphasis on their worldly appreciation of the classical goodness
of non-Western art forms.

What they didn’t say was, how could you walk
away from a good teaching job to learn some obscure kind of music
that will earn you dinners of beans and rice, the food of the
devotees who played that music in the first place? And they knew it
also had something to do with a kind of bohemian artsy drug scene,
pot this time instead of absinthe. Oh, and mescaline, psilocybin,
peyote, San Pedro cactus, sunflower seeds, LSD-25, MDA, DMT, and
all kinds of mushrooms. One could almost appreciate the convenience
of being an alcoholic.

And then there was this attractive mechanic
who made it into an odd trio with overtones of free sex. As if
anything were free.

“And so, Arwen, do you also play one of these
many-stringed lutes?”

“Me? No, not likely. My instrument is my
body. My feet pluck the sounds from the hollows of the earth.
They’re my ticket to fly, my wings, my freedom. You dig freedom,
Mr. Levin?”

Ira Levin wiped a hot hand across his
forehead, which in his case extended back to his neck. Is she
simply audacious and confrontational for the thrill of it, he
wondered? Or just able to feel unselfconscious enough to really be
that spontaneous? Either way, charming, provocative.

Later, both the senior Levins gave their
intellectual approval to this youthful hiatus of Joey’s. Not that
they didn’t basically hate the idea but, in the tradition of the
picaresque adventures of many a European lad, from Candide to
Goethe, future heroes of the life of the mind might need to follow
their whims for a while, explore the gaudy follies of the Left
Banks of the world, before settling down to a more contemplative
and useful life.

“There are many things to learn from other
cultures,” his mother intoned. “In Mexico, you can visit the tombs
and pyramids of the Aztecs and the Mayans. Quite mysterious
accomplishments, you know.”

Later, Marlena said to Joey, “Do they really
mean that crap about Mexico and India and the keys to the structure
of modern civilization and the mythic soul of humanity and
all?”

“That’s just code. They mean, I’ll outgrow
it.”

3

Morris

The Lifschitz clan, Morris and Emma, plus
Marshall, Marlena’s twelve-year-old brother, lived in a
brick-and-stone modern house on a shady suburban street in Dallas.
It felt like a bank building, the heavy walls and curtained windows
a medieval keep against the merciless oven of the central Texas
heat. Why did Jews leave the temperate enclaves of northern cities
to go to the bleak plains of places like Dallas? Then, again, why
did they go to Israel?

Morris Lifschitz, a brash proud Ashkenazi
from Minsk via Cleveland, unlike the Levins, wasn’t detached or
patient about the wayfarers’ planned winter in Mexico or their
eventual return to goyim guru land. He fired off salvos like a
mortar attack against a platoon of rebels in a Vietnamese
jungle.

“A meshugge cockamamie idea, is what it is.
One summer of nonsense wasn’t enough, with the Hari Krishna music?
Now it’s the greatest classical music in the world already? Brahms
is chopped liver? Beethoven is a schlemiel?”

“It’s not a matter of one culture being
better than another…”

“And look at you, Joseph Levin, ex-college
professor, letting your hair grow like some farblonget Beatle.”

“Hey, Joey,” Marshall said. “I hear those
Mexican señoritas run around half naked.”

“Marshall!” Morris commanded. “Make the punim
seen but not heard.”

Arwen could only take about half-an-hour in
the Lifschitz arena, infused with the thick smell of a brisket in
the oven. She excused herself and whispered to Joey that she was
heading out to the shopping center at the corner to find the local
bar. He scurried to the door with her and argued in a panicky stage
whisper not to go out in the heat.

“It’s OK, Joe Eleven, I’m going to find me a
cowboy and ride ‘em like a Brahma bull. See you later.” He
sputtered, she left, he felt a possessive dread and imagined Arwen
with heavy eye makeup, red lips, shiny black leather chaps, riding
some red-eyed yahoo, rubbing her blonde bush into his sweaty back,
her whip cracking like heat lightning over his curly-haired cowpoke
head. He hadn’t played the sarode for two weeks, or read a book or
written a poem, and there were still some hours left for his being
kosher barbecue on the end of Morris Lifschitz’s skewer.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


1

Diving Ducks

They reached Padre Island, at the battered
maw of the Rio Grande where currents tossed aside heavy ships like
puppies hanging on to a knotted rope, mixing in their bullion and
silver with lost pirates’ hoards. They walked in the swampy surf at
night, the water warm as chicken soup, alive with iridescent
creatures, phosphor streaks in the breaking waves, knowing that
magic, like poetry, can happen anytime.

The Island was quiet, just a couple of seedy
campgrounds and some old resorts that got periodically battered by
hurricane winds and high surf. Joey thought it would be cool to
smoke a big doobie and sit in the sand, staring at the streaks of
green light in the surf, maybe all of them singing a bhajan. Before
he could say anything, however, Arwen was out of her little cotton
dress (O how form-fitting it was that day and so sweetly touched
with sweat) and into the water, followed quickly by Marlena.

“C’mon, Joey. Here’s your chance! Spawning
time!”

They rose and surged like dolphins,
slithering around one another in a pale white twisting,
disappearing and reappearing in another place like diving ducks
(“if the ocean was whiskey…”) and he sat there, terrified and
humiliated, as they swam away into the deeper water, like rutting
smelt, into those unreachable depths where the toes touch no sand,
out of his realm, and he, made of stone.

He tried not to watch, he tried to meditate,
he thought he would lie back and stare at the stars but he couldn’t
not watch. He waved, feeble chops of his right hand, wanted to call
them back like some obsessive Jewish mother, but he simply sat
there in pain, squinting into the starlit mist, catching flashes of
their sculpted movements as they formed a continuous torus in
space-time.

When they finally came closer, riding small
waves to the shore, he could see their arching backs and butts
leaving comet trails of luminescence behind them. Arwen hadn’t
brought a towel so Marlena gave her hers and grabbed the one Joey
was sitting on, freeing it with a sharp pull and a “Give!” Joey
figured Marlena had already told Arwen about his fear of deep water
while they were gleefully rubbing each other with their cold hard
nipples.

2

Oaxaca

The trio headed south.

They were all eyes as they traveled across
the Rio Grande delta and into Mexico. Born and raised in temperate
climates, they were soaking up the sub-tropical vibes for the first
time. Cotton, sugar cane, deep green citrus trees adorned with
globes of orange and yellow fruit, fields of green sorghum, the
scramble of old cars, burros, and people on the streets of
Matamoras, the descent into more tropical and lush plains near the
coast, palm trees, huge mescal cactus plumes, villages full of,
yes, real Mexicanos, so much to see and absorb that Joey actually
stopped feeling sorry for himself for a while.

In a strangely ironic way, they were
wandering through a landscape more and more tropical, more like
India, surrounded by a poor rural culture peopled with
brown-skinned tribes known to norteamericanos as Indians, misnamed
by the confusion of the early European explorers seeking a passage
to that other India. The food, the spices, rice, legumes, food of
the tropics, that was right, too, but other things were of another
rasa, another mode, especially the language and the music. Still,
some link was there, the ancient native populations of the warm
bands of the earth exploited and abused by the tough mercenary
agents of northern European merchants.

They drove through barren mountains with
flashes of exotic red bushes and magenta bougainvillea vines, roads
twisting insanely along ancient pathways, echoing with the
screaming roar of Mexican buses, challenging death on every curve,
fringes dangling and swaying above the driver, chicken cages on the
roof.

They had taken no pot across the border (like
carrying coals to Newcastle, Joey had said) and contrary to their
expectations, they ran into no hippie heads or enterprising
peasants with any of the native herb. They compensated by smoking
local cigarettes, at 50 centavos a pack, and got some tequila. So
much for tropical psychedelics. But they were planning to spend
some days in Oaxaca, famous for its market and center of Indian
culture, and supposedly presenting sellers of dried peyote buds,
magic mushrooms and other medicines of the brujos.

Better be some magic ahead, Joey is thinking,
because, in the meantime, I’m getting no sarode practice in, I’m
not getting stoned, in fact, not getting high in any way, no pussy,
no ménage à nada.

There was plenty of magic at the Oaxaca
market but none of it ingestible. They got some hand-woven blankets
with red, yellow and black bands and a menacing Montezuma in the
center, a couple of Huichol yarn paintings (very mysterious and
sensual), and a crystal rabbit, resonating with fertility. The
latter definitely seemed like a bad idea to Joey but Marlena said a
very old man just gave it to her. Gave it to her? Definitely a bad
sign.

Joey would only eat food in decent looking
(aka Americano) restaurants. Arwen bought carnitas from street
vendors.

“Listen, Arwen, we can’t stop at every
crapper for the next hundred miles just because you want to eat
native. Did you see all the flies on the meat being sold in the
market?”

“Cool it, Joey. It’s the noble pig, cooked to
crackling doneness over coals before your very eyes, and doused
with antiseptic spices that have kept the Mexicans alive and well
since before Columbus first got a knob job on the Santa Maria.”

3

Morelia

Morelia was elegant and civilized, like
postcards of Spain, colonial buildings and cathedrals, winding
backstreets under clear blue skies, the crisp air of a high plateau
in autumn, hundreds of little shops to explore, the old covered
market. Herr Kunstler was up one of the surrounding hills, with his
little cluster of houses, red-tiled roofs and stucco walls,
Kunstler a friendly old man with white moustaches and a thick
accent.

A friend had written Kunstler and they were
expected. They moved into a small house with tile floors, running
water, a bathroom, a couple of bedrooms. The only heat was a small
fireplace in the living room. Hot water was produced by an
interesting device outside of the shower, a kind of trash burner in
which a copper water pipe was coiled inside the fire chamber. It
was fast heat, but brief, and required a partner on the outside to
keep it stoked.

The problem with stoking anything in much of
Mexico was that every piece of loose wood that could possibly be
construed as kindling was immediately scooped up by eager kids.
Firewood, mostly what Americans called sticks, was cut from small
trees and shrubs farther and farther away from urban centers and
got schlepped in by burros that were loaded to three times their
size until they looked like wacky giant porcupines. Fortunately,
Herr Kunstler purchased quantities of the stuff, which was provided
as part of the rental.

Now they could settle into what was the goal
of this mad winter scheme. Sarodists could sarode, dancers could
dance, meditators could sit and stare at the wall, and all for a
pittance of shared peso expenses.

Sometimes Joey could actually get into the
groove and connect with the music from the summer session. He
played the sweet and poignant morning ragas, with the softened
flatted notes; the Sarangs in the afternoon, sparse and full of hot
dust; Kalyan in the heart of the evening, with its bold major-like
scale, except for the spicy bite of the sharp fourth. He imagined
armored elephants screaming and charging and Portuguese mercenaries
running for the harbor and the shelter of their ships.

One morning at the market in Morelia, Joey
encountered a strange little man sitting cross-legged on a rug, not
unlike a man of India. He had a wooden cage with a rather large
monkey in it. Joey had never seen a monkey quite like that --
well-proportioned, almost human in demeanor, with a rather handsome
monkey face. The old man seemed to be oblivious to the market
traffic and noise. Nothing appeared to be for sale. When Joey stood
there, the monkey became alert and stared at him, inclining his
head from one side to the other as if sizing him up. Then, if a
monkey could smile, the monkey smiled.

Suddenly, the little man came to life,
reached into a woven basket with a lid on it, and took out a small
figure made of dark green polished stone. He threaded a thin
leather thong through a hole in the figurine and handed it to Joey,
making a circle around his head to indicate that it was to be worn
around the neck. Joey hesitated but the man kept at it until Joey
took it. He muttered “precio?” at which the old man smiled, shook
his head and waved him off. The monkey laughed.

Joey was spooked by the encounter but slipped
the thong around his neck as he walked away. The spookiness seemed
to fade away when he did that. He took the stone in his hand and
saw that the squatting figure was a monkey with a little hat
on.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


1

Verrückte Kinder

Two dramatic and intense rituals, quite
different in nature but both visceral and intense, guided them into
a mythic world, led them into the living plasma of the past and
future, like the Ganges flowing from Shiva’s hair. They were to be
the defining experiences of their Mexican retreat.

When they first arrived, Kunstler suggested
that they get a young turkey at the market for Thanksgiving. It
wasn’t a local holiday but what the hell. In fact, it wasn’t a
German holiday either, but the old man had spent some time in the
States and he had acquired a taste for some autumnal bird. There
was a corn crib full of dried cobs that provided the fattening diet
and exercise for the thumbs, pushing the kernels free and into
Thanksgiving’s food pan.

Arwen was wild about the idea and
enthusiastically sought out just the right one, which got hog-tied
and carted up to the villa in the van. This turkey was quite
different from the short fat American hybrids; this guy looked like
he could win a quarter-mile sprint. The plan was, they would all
celebrate together, which Kunstler thought would cure any
homesickness in the nutty norteños. The only catch was that the
Americans, or some subset of them, had to perform the beheading.
And the plucking, cleaning, etc., the latter with advice and
expertise from Herr Kunstler.

Their responses varied.

Marlena, looking at Joey with a diabolical
grin, obviously delighted by the discomfort it would cause him,
said, “Well, beloved hunter, it’ll soon be time to crank up the
machismo and show us maidens the way of the warrior.”

Joey displayed a flat affect, no emotion, but
the bitter taste in his mouth was like sucking on a rock, and he
thought, this is like Arjuna, Prince of the Pandava’s, consulting
his charioteer, none other than the Krishna dude himself, and
saying, like, man, I don’t want to waste those cats over there, my
uncles, my cousins and all, and anyway I’m like not into killing.
But then, what about the Jewish thing, not that I know anything
about my own freaking heritage, but shouldn’t the Jewish male be
capable of properly offing a stupid bird, bleeding it in the kosher
way, wearing a fedora and fringes?

Then he said, “We could have pumpkin
curry…”

Arwen looked at them both with that
expression they were getting to know, the arched eyebrows, the
little private smile like Mona Lisa with her hand in her panties,
the way Arwen looked when she had a plan for them all to
fulfill.

“The Faun King will perform this sacrifice,
with the Prince holding the victim and the Princess holding the pan
of blood. We have long enough eaten our food unconsciously, wrapped
in plastic, pale and bloodless and barren. Let’s celebrate, beloved
ones, like the ancient ones who live within us. Like the Aztecs
whose land we desecrated, we will redeem ourselves, finding our
lives renewed while bathed in the warm blood…”

Joey said, “What the fuck are you talking
about, Arwen? Anyway, wasn’t it the Spanish who desecrated the
land?”

“We gonna kill the bird, Joey boy, and eat
ourselves silly!”

Herr Kunstler opined, “Verrückte Kinder!”

2

Turkey

The bird had been pecking down corn for
nearly eight weeks and may have been getting fatter, it was hard to
tell, because he still looked like a cross between Abdul Kareem
Jabar and Carmen Miranda. On the morning of the big day, the day
before Thanksgiving itself, Joey was holed up behind a closed door
ferociously wailing away on the sarode, playing scales and
exercises, hoping he would be ignored by seeming so devoted to his
practice.

He was banging out the notes, sa-re-ga-ma,
first-second-third-fourth, and all around the scale, and skipping
notes, playing thirds, and all the picking patterns, da-ra,
down-up, dara-da dara dara, and on and on. If he had been
practicing like that all along he would have been a raga prodigy by
then.

He sang a dadra in Bharabi, a light classical
song in a sultry swinging six-beat rhythm, “Jo tu racho Shyama, te
ri Lila aparam para,” whatever you have created, my Lord Krishna,
your play is beyond our perception. He didn’t want to hear any
sounds of preparation outside his room. Crazy fucking Arwen, this
chick has got us all wigged out.

Arwen waited until Herr Kunstler went to town
on business. He said he’d be gone all morning. Marlena knocked
politely on the bedroom door and called, “C’mon, Joey, time to
purge some karma!” Da-diri-diri-diri. Then the musical little call
that your sister does when you’re in the bathroom too long, with a
melody that rises in the middle like a frigging bell,
“Jooooey.”

It became quiet for a while and he felt
relieved -- they’re gonna leave me alone! -- and then his automated
Jewish guilt set in. He imagined them struggling with the nasty
ostrich, dodging the inch-long spurs, hating him. How miserable the
next few months could become -- no domestic pussy, no exotic
threesomes -- so he sat there, stuck on a da-diri-da-ra, caught in
a quagmire of lust, guilt, regret, and terror.

It was almost a relief when he heard Arwen’s
voice outside his door.

“Joey, you in there, oh hornéd one?”

Something about her, the voice coming out of
that sweet face, framed by long gold braids, Goldilocks out of
Isolde.

“Yes, Arwen. Yes. I. Am. Here.”

“Joey, just listen to me a minute. I know
this is uncomfortable for you. And mysterious and distasteful for a
nice city boy. But you don’t want to be that forever, do you? I beg
of you to come forth and help us make this something special.”

“How special?” A lame attempt at stalling for
time. He opened the door.

Oh my. There, in fact, stood the chick, the
Golden One, wrapped around the hips and legs in a multi-colored
sarong and bare from the waist up.

He was all staring eyes and gaping mouth.
Those sweet hard teacup boobs, those raspberry…

“Not now, baby. Put these on and join us in
back.” And with that she tossed him a pair of deep red drawstring
pants and walked off.

Dammit, she wins again. She always wins! What
the fuck.

There was a place around back, out of sight
of the street and the ubiquitous snarling yellow dogs, near the
woodpile, with a stump used for splitting firewood. The day was
overcast and smelled like rain. The girls had herded Thanksgiving
into the corn crib with its abundance of grain where he was more
beady-eyed than usual, as close as a bird’s expression could be to
“Holy crap, I’ve died and gone to Heaven!” That would indeed be the
next step.

Marlena and Arwen, in long kaleidoscopic
wraps, were adorned with elaborate necklaces made up of large beads
and other odd trinkets. Now where the hell did that stuff come
from, Joey wondered? They had painted their faces with red, white,
black and green streaks radiating out from their eyes, which had
become alien stars. Their mouths were made up thick and red into
both erotic and demonic Kali-like orifices. Joey thought he had to
piss really bad, right now!

As soon as he was seen by the ladies, each
took an arm and led him to a bench where they first removed his
white tee shirt (“What were you thinking, Joey? I said to put on
the pants, just the pants.”) and then began painting his face. The
monkey fetish on the thong remained. He had no idea how he was
beginning to look. He could feel the warmth that radiated from the
close bare skin of the females whose smiles looked liked grimaces,
what with the bizarre makeup. They didn’t try to avoid brushing
their bodies against him as they worked on the design, Marlena’s
fully-formed tightly-packed breasts that he so loved to rest upon
and Arwen’s pert and incisive nipples, now as erect as Hershey
kisses. And the turkey was looking at them, uttering a low menacing
gobble.

He saw that the trinkets in the necklaces
were skeletons in the forms of people doing daily things --
working, dancing, playing musical instruments. They were figures
from La Dia de los Muertos and the women had transformed themselves
into some kind of Mexican Kali worshippers.

He heard Arwen chant in a strange voice
something that sounded like, “…and may the blood of our sacrifice
give us Life and bring forth our Thanksgiving.”

And they swooped upon the startled beast

and wrapped themselves around the struggling wings
and legs

and Marlena grabbed it just behind its tiny head

and pulled it across the stump for only an eternal
moment

and the ax came swiftly, separating the living
connection

between Joey and Marlena, except for the arc of
red

and as he fell back still holding the pulsing
body

Arwen captured the blood in a bright pottery bowl

dipped her hands into it and spread it over

Marlena’s face and breasts and her own face and
breasts

and she took the carcass from Joey’s frozen grasp

and drew his face to their glistening bodies

and cried, “Now, Joey, now, drink of the Milk of
Kali!”

 


3

Thanksgiving

The plucking, the cleaning, and the dressing
of the great bird became a joyous and hilarious undertaking. They
all showered and dressed in clean soft cotton and felt strong and
vibrantly alive. It reminded Joey of that reborn
first-day-in-the-universe-feeling he had the morning after an acid
trip, still high, anything but ordinary, with no yesterdays with
which to compare the joyous feeling of aliveness.

They sang, they made pies and prepared yams
and squashes and peppers. Kunstler was amazed and delighted. Maybe
there was hope for a world full of these new tribespeople, these
verrückte hippies. The dinner was lively, the lusty Lokis were
still filled with their consecrated sense of vitality, Kunstler
supplied bottles of good red wine, the turkey had cooked slowly all
day and was lean and a little wild tasting. They sang anything they
could think of, got drunk, sat by the fire, got sleepy, and all
went down for at least ten hours of a sleep of surrender.

Joey wrote to Dodger:

...and so many other amazing features of landscape
and people. This is truly a place of the tropics, of mountain
plateau and jungles, of Old World traditions and ancient
peoples.

OK, am I practicing? Sometimes a lot, sometimes it
seems like such an out-of-place thing to do here. Also, it’s been
cold and damp, not the warm dry India place I had hoped it would
be. The sarode stays in tune for about five minutes and the
goatskin is sagging. But when I do get into it I am blown away by
the exquisite beauty of the simple compositions we learned. When
I’m playing one of those pieces, it’s uncanny but it sounds like
something Khansahib would play, or is playing through me however
lame my rendering of it actually is.

…and, yes, I can see your lascivious leer when I
get back as if to say, hey, man, was it the coolest scene being
with those two earth maidens? Just don’t think about it like that
and you’ll be closer to the truth. It isn’t anything like you
imagine and is mostly totally insane. Marlena and Arwen seem to
have invented their own tribe of two, and half the time I can’t
even understand what they’re talking about. Arwen seems to be able
to make us do whatever she wants. Not that it’s like we’re her
slaves or anything but she does come up with some weird
shit.

 


Dodger wrote back:

….I’m starting to put my fingers in the right
place. I look at the fingerboard less and less and sometimes I just
play in the dark. Then it’s do or die. Remember when Khansahib
said, you can just play one note, that’s all, just get that one
note in tune then the rest will be easy and I asked him, how long
can that take, Khansahib? and he said, oh maybe ten years, it
doesn’t matter, just you must do something anyway. That’s my
mantram, my koan.

I talked to Christy the other day and she got a
letter from Khansahib. He said he’s coming back early, maybe by
April, which is cool ‘cuz that’s his birthday, and that he would
like to see his students who are coming back, if they’re around. So
if you’re coming back early like you said, that would be a gas.

Your bro

Dodger
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Beyond Beyond

The days were getting shorter although not as
extreme down there nearer to the equator as it would have been in
Northern California. The Mexicans were going loco preparing for
Navidad and the market was a daily fiesta.

Around the middle of December, Arwen started
singing around the house, little bits of bhajans and just the
generally annoying happy-humming that seems to feel good only to
the hummer. Joey, a hummee, hid under a cloud. He could tell she
was up to something. He hated it when Arwen was up to something.
She was becoming a shaman proctologist.

“That’s what she’s up to, your butt, my butt.
You just wait.” Joey complained, to Marlena.

After dinner that evening they sat around a
meager fire wearing sweaters and drinking coffee liqueur. Arwen,
sitting between them, with all the innocence of a college
cheerleader, took each one by the hand. Oy, Joey thought, here it
comes.

“The deepest dark is nearly upon us. It’s
been getting us down, hasn’t it? I’ve been thinking about it,
thinking about a way that we can call the light back into our
lives. We’ve gotten close, haven’t we? We’ve shared our little
retreat and we’ve drawn ourselves down into the cocoon of winter,
here closer to the equator, the navel of the world. Now it’s time
to celebrate the return of the sun and bless ourselves in the
radiance.”

“Hey, if the freaking sun would just come out
I’d be soaking up rays outside with the rest of the turistas.”
Joey.

“Mmm. Right. But I’m talking about generating
an inner radiance, an implosion of creative juices using the
alchemy of two potent women and a virile man.”

“I’m virile? Now I’m virile? Oy gevalt! Who
knew!”

“Joeyyyyy…,” intoned Marlena,
threateningly.

“Oh, no doubt about it. We tease you but we
feel your energy, your power. I want to celebrate the Solstice with
a ritual that will release us from this uptight chill that
surrounds us, encloses us. A ritual of ecstatic renewal.”

“Listen, Arwen,” Joey said, “Enough with the
rituals already. I still can’t get the taste of turkey blood out of
my mouth.” Although the mellifluous plums of delivery thereof were
delightful indeed, he’s not going to admit that out loud.

Marlena said, “Let’s hear some more about the
idea. It’s sounding more like the ritual of your dreams, O studly
one.”

Why do they have to do that, he wondered? Is
this some strategy that women use to mythologize power over men?
Why not just belt down a couple of shots of vodka and give Joey
that blow job à deux? I just can’t think about getting it up when
getting pushed down under a couple of perfumed thumbs.

Arwen continued. “We’ll partake of
intoxicating potions, Joey will play the magnificent mahogany
sarode, we two will dance, and as South Indian kathakali dance
merges with North Indian raga so will the candlelight and firelight
unite our merging bodies! Can you dig it?”

Arwen squeezed her friends’ moist hands,
Marlena’s eyes sparkled with tears of excitement, while Joey
considered going outside for a whiz and a smoke. It’s a trap, he’s
thinking, I fucking know it is. I go into this willingly, worse
yet, I enjoy it, k’naina hora, and I pay for it the rest of my
days. You enjoyed it, didn’t you? You were thinking about it for
months, weren’t you? You just couldn’t wait to get into that tight
little blonde shiksa, right, Joey boy?

 


A Quantum Interlude

There always was a universe full of uncertainty,
dancing with sprightly chance, long before it was recognized to be
so by quantum mechanics. The universe, it has often been observed,
doesn’t give a rat’s ass what we think but appears to be having an
ultimately playful time letting us think and observe and fuck
around with it with cosmic abandon.

Here was a good example of such a moment, highly
charged with life energy, poised on the brink of a circumscribed
experiment, waiting for the observer, the experimenter, to press
the Go button. Of course, we are all the physicists in this
laboratory, as much a part of the plan as the result. Furthermore,
you’ve been here before, haven’t you? Dancing on the blade of
Occam’s Razor, facing the most fundamental of ball-busting
decisions?

Consider our three travelers as a kind of Hippie
Atom, made up of quantum particles. Well, maybe not exactly like
mesons, pions, gluons, or any of the other –ons. Perhaps they are
better described as –offs, as in goof-offs, screw-offs, and
jerk-offs.

Nevertheless, like the mysterious random movement of
a photon, what happened on the night of the Winter Solstice, 1966,
resulted from what Joey wanted, or from what Marlena would have
been willing to orchestrate, or from Arwen’s overpowering will and
desire.

Along the ever-unfolding curve of probabilities, only
one event happened. The others never happened, happened in another
universe, or were misunderstood as events entirely. (Oy).

What Joey, with his usual illusion of
control, would have wanted:

Joey’s Night

“Fine, fine, this is it, take it or leave
it. We’ll scrounge up lots of wood, we’ll have a roaring fire,
we’ll drink some tequila, I’ll play the sarode, you chicks will
dance dance dance, Arwen will chant some pagan stuff and then we’ll
all settle down for a long winter’s sleep. Ho ho ho!”

“Joey, I can’t believe you’re being so
squeamish about this…”

“Stuff it, Marlena. I mean it. Nothing wrong
with my plan. A nice party, friends forever. Like Orpheus, we’ll
play for the new sun. I like it! Sounds like a great ritual, right
Arwen? Right Arwen, dear?”

“Uh huh, Joey, a great evening indeed. What
will be, will be. It is not for us to arrange our destinies but it
is of the stars, the cold blue winter stars.”

He didn’t like the sound of that. Never can
trust her, man. Must keep one eye on her at all times.

It was the night of Thursday, December 22nd,
the longest night of 1966. It was storming outside. The wind was
slicing through the open spaces around the eaves and the roof
tiles, which sat on sticks, or palm fronds, or something like that,
flapping like dancing skeletons. Rain lashed the windows, so they
covered them and the doorways to the hall and the other rooms with
blankets.

They had begged, borrowed and liberated as
much wood as possible, including a couple of hefty eucalyptus logs,
which would crackle and ooze and smoke with its dark oily incense.
They bought all the candles they could afford, a few thick red
beeswax tapers, a couple dozen little white votive candles, and
some of those glass things that burn for days and illuminate a blue
scene of Mary or a heart with starlight vibes emanating around it,
and maybe Jesus was there, too, although Joey was lacking in Jesus
identification skills.

They started with tequila and fruit juice
but later just slogged down the sweet cactus nectar straight from
juice glasses. It’s damn nice, Joey thought, and soon everyone was
feeling damn good, the room was toasty, the candles were flickering
in the gusty drafts, the girls were dressed in those thin white
campesino shirts hanging down over white drawstring cotton pants,
barefoot, stomping and chinking their ankle bells while Joey, in
white tee shirt and cotton pants, blitzed through a slow and fast
tune in tintal, sixteen-beat phrases, like a blues tune, in Rag
Iman Kalyan, something he could keep focused on while drunk, not
the proper devotional thing to do but what the hell, the scale had
a high-energy bite and everyone had a sweat going.

A few more tequilas and no one could hold
forth any longer so they sat by the fire and Joey taught them a
song in the same raga, very simple, devotional, full of peace.

Dhyana dharu tero prebhu.

Being in the presence of the teacher, your spirit
meditates on God.

 


The embers reflected their glowing hearts,
the deep heat merged with their quiet minds, as addled and numb as
the big pillowy brains of whales sleeping on the bottom. They
pulled down some blankets and wrapped up together, like bickering
children finally asleep in one another’s arms.

What Marlena might have created, had she been
in charge:

Marlena’s Night

Marlena had adopted the Indian-like braids
that Arwen wore but even with having her hair tucked into long
twists the heat of the room was overwhelming. She and Arwen stomped
and began to give out yelps of “yee” and “yah” like native
Americanos and Joey, who couldn’t hold booze very well, just
resorted to playing a few notes in the fastest jhala pattern he
could manage, pick-strum-strum-strum, da-chik-chik-chik, setting up
a rhythmic thronging of strings that caused invisible standing
waves to interweave through the room, entangling the dancers who
now tossed off the campesino shirts and turned about each other so
that the orange fire-glow rippled in changing circles of light and
shadow around the glistening shine of their sweaty breasts.

They kept dancing slowly even as the sarode
grew silent and Joey had uttered “Must rest,” and laid down on the
woven straw mat. Then they pulled down a few wool blankets and
covered him, gently and sweetly, like two sisters ministering to
their beloved little brother. In silence and with unsteady steps
they went into Arwen’s bedroom, cold and damp and moaning with the
wind, pulled off their pants and stood wet and naked for a bit in
the refreshing bite of the night. They got under the heavy slick
ice of a quilt and just held each other for an unmeasurable time.
Then Marlena pulled her braids free and slowly did the same to
Arwen’s plaits. She felt Arwen’s warm syrupy breath as it flowed
over her own lips.

Then she said, “I don’t know that I’ve ever
loved a woman but I do love you.”

She kissed Arwen, long and deep, her tongue
darting like a hummingbird between the flowering lips, and then all
was no-thought, the groaning song of the wind and the rain etching
a hypnotic code on the windowpanes.

What actually seemed to happen:

Arwen’s Night

During the night before the Solstice, Joey
had thought about his trap theory. He didn’t like the theory, of
course. What part of him did not want a piece of that lithesome
lily, that slender seductress, that golden Godiva? And maybe the
trap theory, the toothy clam, was only one possibility along the
curve of probabilities.

He stared out the window at the piercing
winter stars, listening to Marlena’s calm breathing. What if there
was something in this for Marlena, something as enticing as my own
sojourn along the silken fingerboard of Arwen’s hard body? And what
if, he speculated further, whatever intense winter Wicca thing
Arwen had in mind creates a whole new dynamic? One of those
dynamics every red-blooded American boy dreamed about? Me, Marlena
and Arwen, the dynamic trio, singing, dancing, performing, fucking
and sucking one another into oblivion… and so to sleep, horny as El
Diablo.

Next morning, over the cheery goggles of
sunny eggs, Joey, feigning reluctance, said sure, he’ll give this
winter solstice thing a try. Hey, couldn’t hurt, get the heat back
into the night, sounds like a great party, yack yack, shut up
already, he told himself, before they checked out his lap and saw
Sagittarius rising, arrow first.

Marlena looked at him with a gentle loving
smile he hadn’t seen in a long time and Arwen was bouncing in her
chair and clapping like a first-grader on a field trip. See, it all
seemed like good clean fun! They went to town for supplies. Joey’s
assignment was to acquire a bottle of the best mescal he could
find. Short of herb, shrooms, or any other psychedelic plant,
mescal was the next best thing. And maybe, for this ritual, a
better thing.

In his usual obsessive way, Joey found some
stuff in English about the legend of mescal and the enormous agave
succulent from which it was extracted and distilled. It gave him a
participatory wedge into this decidedly feminine frolic and fed the
male head thing. Back on the hill, he expounded on his
research.

Joey was always more comfortable in his
lecturer’s role, full of the self-intoxicating illusion that the
more he knew, the more he would be able to control whatever
transpired.

“There’s a legend about a Zapotec goddess of
mescal called Mayatl. She took the form of the maguey plant, which
has a crown of leaves tipped with needles. However, in her case
there were no leaves but rather some humongous number of breasts,
like 40,000! Dig, what a mind-blower! OK, OK, there’s more!” (He’s
getting into it.)

“Her devotees drank an elixir that flowed out
of those breasts. Her problem was, she had no feelings for anything
except for the worms, the gusanos, that had burrowed into her and
were trapped.”

Marlena and Arwen (it’s oh-wow time):

“Oh wow!”

Joey continued.

“So, dig, she falls in love with a warrior,
feels passionate for the first time about a human being, but he
feels inferior, unworthy. So she gives him the juiciest and most
gorgeous of her breasts and says, drink from this! The cat gets
into it until he’s completely wasted and completely stoked. He asks
her to make him into a god or for her to turn into a woman. So they
can get it on as fellow beings like.”

Marlena was captivated by the story and
waited, bug-eyed, for the end, which didn’t seem to be coming.

“So, so, how does it end?”

“Dunno. That’s it, end of story. You fill in
the rest.”

He felt like he scored a coup by leaving them
enmeshed in the mystery.

Arwen looked at Joey with narrowed eyes.

“That’s very cool, Joey. So, what else did
you learn?”

Joey held up the bottle triumphantly.

“You can drink it like tequila-style, suck on
some lime, lick some salt, and sip it slowly.”

Marlena spied something in the bottle.

“Hold it, Jackson, what’s that little penis
thing on the bottom?”

Arwen said, “Ah, gusano, the worm!”

Joey added, “Yes, the maguey worm, Mayatl’s
worm. It’s supposed to be an honor to get it in your glass. You get
to swallow it down, chewing not recommended. Then the high kicks
in, some special kind of madness, so the stories go. An amazing
body/mind stoner high, different from other alcoholic drinks.”

“Wiggy,” said Marlena.

“Bitchin’,” said Arwen.

The ritual unfolded, on that cold and raging
Solstice night. The spitting eucalyptus logs; the outpouring of
heat that held back the surging winds; the bewildering candlelight
patterns on walls, objects, people; the women in some sort of
ice-maiden costumes concocted of strips of white cloth tied to blue
ropes, their faces bereft of paint, pale as the wraiths of
Valhalla.

They sipped the mescal and were immediately
warmed inside with a honey glow. Since the musical ritual was to be
a blending of Carnatic dance and Hindustani music, Joey suggested
that he keep it simple, especially as the mescal syrup invaded the
willful chambers of the mind. And he was excited about the setup
that made him the musical puppeteer to their writhing dance. Or so
he thought.

“This music,” Arwen said, “ecstasy of Maya,
Kundalini rising!”

They continued to suck in the incendiary
liquid. Whoever said that alcoholic drinks are all downers, the
opposite of psychedelics, never tried mescal. Joey looked at the
women, first one then the other, and seemed to read voices, or hear
the light, in their eyes. A kind of synesthesia. Their photonic
sounds just seemed to pour directly into his brain. No room for
response. Marlena’s eye-voice said, I want babies, I want your
babies. Arwen’s song-sight said, I want to get what she gets, I
want her wants. Joey’s dick said, woof! Señor Woof!

As he played the alap, exploring each note
and the little patterns around each note achingly slow, the
dancers’ forms evolved with barely perceptible movement, as in tai
chi. The mood was peaceful, chaste, but with enormous power locked
within. They were blue-shadowed ice sculptures melting from form to
form.

He, or that sarode player sitting on his ass,
began the repeating rhythm of the jor, each beat followed by the
strum of the drone strings, da-chik, da-chik. Now the dancers’ eyes
opened, a thawing, an awakening, and they continued their silent
movements, often freezing into fierce tableaus. Arms, hands,
fingers began to seek life like cold-blooded amphibians.

A melody began, its ornamented and complex
lyricism awakened the dancers from the inward grotto of their
attention and they discovered the mortal man in their midst, the
musician, who had already gotten into their musculature. Seeing
him, hearing him, was to want him, more and more of him, like the
insatiable Gopis catching a glimpse of Krishna in the dark green
shadows of the Brindawani forest.

They continued their dance of adoration and
seduction and, as they spun about, the cloth strips that dangled
loosely about them like icicles began to fly away, a centrifugal
unpetalling, revealing more and more of their flushed skin, shining
with moisture in the billowing light.

Another melody, played faster and faster,
resolved into a humming flurry of frantic plectrum and resonating
strings. The frenzied twirling and darting of the near nude dancers
snuffed out the exposed candle flames, one by one, until only the
blue glow of the glass-enclosed candles remained. The dancers had
absorbed the radiance of the hidden Sun, which illuminated their
lair with woman’s heat.

As the bacchanal of babes and blithering
beats moved toward its climax, the dancers intertwined, their
mouths and hands caressing and adoring one another’s bodies as they
slowly twisted about each other like trinary stars. With the final
crash of bending strings, everything remained in a suspended state,
the fire popped and murmured, the wind hummed across the roof
tiles.

Arwen moved to the low table containing the
ritual drink and poured three more dollops of yellow fire. They
silently took the sarode from Joey’s lap and pulled him up,
reluctantly and unsteadily, to stand before them. Arwen handed each
of the others a glass and, with the solemn gesture of a toast,
started to drink. So did Marlena, and then Joey.

But he stopped, suddenly, staring into his
glass, as the others watched him with sly smiles. He wondered if he
could talk. He could talk.

“Your friend, gusano, professor. Remember? He
has come to empower you!” Arwen said.

“How d’ya know it isn’t la gusana in
there?”

Marlena laughed, “She’s home taking care of
the kids.”

Arwen said, “Drink up, maestro! No chewing!
Down he goes!”

Joey just stared at his glass, unmoving.
Numbed and transformed as he was, this seemed like a bit of a
problem.

The women stood closer to him, their perfumed
and pheromonal sweat coiling about him. “Drink the worm! Drink the
worm!” they chanted together.

There was nothing to do but to bolt it down
with the rest of the brew. No big deal, a slippery sip. Oy gevalt,
he thought, are worms traif?, asked he who eats puerco. The last
blasts of the mescal immediately turned their brains over a few
clicks, like the final twists of a combination lock, and a door
swung open like Pandora’s box releasing the thousand-and-one
delights of desire, dream, and destiny.

The Maidens began kissing him about the face,
the eyelids, the nose, the cheeks, the wet lips, the sweet mescal
mouth. They removed his shirt and attended to the sensitive curves
of his neck. Arwen whispered, we must follow gusano to his lair,
where he will unite with Father Snake. Joey yielded, entangling his
fingers in their hair. I’m beyond it-doesn’t-matter. I’m beyond
beyond.

One of the last discernible thoughts he had
was definitely of the oh-wow variety (thus proving that the
renowned acid response can be kindled by good ol’ John Barleycorn,
or even Juan Cactus-thorn). He also thought, ¡ay, caramba!, even
Dodger wouldn’t believe this. I gonna like this! Then he attended
to the proceedings.

They were following the worm, along his chest
(time out for a few gentle nipple nibbles), and down his belly,
where gusano was making his alimentary descent. Joey was teetering,
the tongues were tickling, the Tao was Joeying. Mustn’t push their
heads down, he cautioned his ever considerate self, mustn’t.

No need. Four silken hands slid his pants to
the floor, two mouths joined like suckerfish around his demon pole,
two tongues darted, dabbed and diddled the shifty shaft and, just
as he anticipated it disappearing into some pink anemone’s maw,
Arwen proclaimed, “Aqui, gusano is here, all praise the Wondrous
Worm!” Then they slowly urged the grateful Worm-Bearer to the mat,
thus avoiding a sudden Titanic sinking. A quilt had been arranged
for the receiving.

The fire was a great mound of pulsing coals,
the rain and wind relentless. The Marys and Sacred Hearts glowed
ominously, yellow tallow flame burrowing through the blue. Joey
floated prone while his erection bobbed at a 45-degree angle like
the Iwo Jima flagpole. This land is our land! No, spoke too soon,
this land’s flagpole was being alternately engulfed by greedy pulls
of the Candystick Girls’ sticky mouths. O confection, O happy
children!

Arwen left the treat to Marlena for a moment,
watching her hungry dipping on all fours like a silly bear cub.
Then Arwen took the opportunity to lie down on her back behind
Marlena and slide up between her legs, running her open mouth along
Marlena’s thighs, rising up enough to bite with her lips at
Marlena’s honey lips, pulling at them like soft taffy. Not too
much, these guys are steaming up to the first boil, Arwen thought.
That’s when she twisted around into a kneeling position, gently
pulled Marlena off her feed and positioned the willful wife’s
knees, first one then the other, on each side of Joey’s thighs and
guided her forward to slide down deeply upon him, enclosing him to
her pelvic bone.

Still kneeling behind her saddled soul mate,
Arwen rubbed herself against Marlena’s strong back, reached around
and pulled and pinched the firm nipples. Then it was all Marlena,
revolving about her beloved, grinding down fearlessly, and as she
moaned and moved, Joey felt an overpowering love for his mate, an
adoration of her full-bodied opulence and abandon.

The rider rode her pony around the first turn
when something from behind Joey’s head began rubbing his scalp,
tugging at his curls. The hot mouth of Arwen was kissing his
eyelids, his cheeks, his mouth, with her tongue tasting of
Marlena’s spice, moved along his neck and down his chest to his
belly, putting her own tight breast-fruits into his mouth.

Marlena moaned loudly, moved more wildly.
Arwen continued sliding forward, slowly drawing her wet silent
mouth, with its little blonde thatch, across his face and settling
gently over his open mouth.

It was all thrusting, twisting, and
engulfing, Marlena cried out foreign words of urging, and Joey felt
an uproar of volcanic fire seemingly bolt up into, and beyond, the
roof. Marlena cried out with an abbreviated “oof” as if she were
punched in the solar plexus, then released a slow high-pitched open
vowel, definitely not something in the lexicon of the 23 known
Indian shrutis, those merry microtones.

During these whooping connubial conniptions,
lost as they were in their world of release, Arwen rolled back and
forth like a rider on a galloping horse (it would be weeks before
Joey could whistle a note again), then came forward a bit and
settled her other soft pink hole over Joey’s numbed darting tongue.
As she did so, seen by no one, she leaned forward a bit and gently
slid her fingers around the base of his cock, which had emerged a
bit from the wifely crucible, and gathered up a good bit of Joey’s
generous output of jellied pearls. As Joey bit and tongued her
behind (totally bonkers and into the swing of things), Arwen madly
rubbed her pussy with her lubricated fingers, her blurring hand
thrusting the iridescent treasure deep within, and imploded with
her own rebel yell until all the ice crystals of the old winter
shack shattered about them.

The women, panting like seals on a hot
California reef, slumped to the floor, partially draped over their
slain god. After a time of crackling coals and gusting winds, Joey
heard a male voice laughing. Who the hell is that guy? He then
realized the sound was coming out of himself. Soon the songbird
warble of female laughter entwined around his bass guffaws and they
rolled about in hilarious abandonment. The last thing Joey
remembered was the lips next to his ear and the uncanny sound of
Arwen’s low voice saying, “Speak of this to no one or it will be
lost and never will have happened.”

5

Monkey Comes

Joey dreamed of a jungle filled with plants
whose fat leaves were shaped like women’s breasts. Through the
brush stepped a monkey-man wearing a gold crown. The monkey carried
a basket. He would look into the basket and then throw his head
back and laugh in a high-pitched jittery monkey-voice. Every time
he did that, look into the basket and then the crazy laughing, he
would grow bigger. His growing bigger became bigger, too, the
geometric progression thing, Joey figured, when he thought about
the dream later in the morning. The monkey rose up out of the tree
canopy, roared up out of the valley, soon was looking down on the
glaciers and mountains, was among the space blackness, his head in
the stars that swarmed around him like cosmic gnats, laughed and
became, well, just became Monkey. Then Joey slipped into deep
layers of intoxicated sleep.

Later, the fire almost silent, the blue
lights cast their shimmer over three beings who were wound up in
quilts like sausage rolls. Later yet, the morning was indeed
embraced by a deep azure sky and a warm subtropical sun, and the
grip of winter had been broken.

End of Book I, 1966

 


 



Book II

1967

 


He sang to them in a soft crooning voice,

the Perry Como of Calcutta, he wrote the notes

on a chalkboard, with exponential loops of
ornaments,

and often borrowed Joey’s sarode to put the Paganini
touch on it.

Chapter 13

 


Hey Mama, rubies on your toes,

Oh Mama, diamonds on your nose.

And from a book of verses in ancient Hindu curses

you sing to me of love.


Chapter 16

 


 



Chapter 9

 


1

Summer of Love

 


San Rafael

Feb 2

Joey,

You fucker, you didn’t write anything at all about
Arwen, did you? Just something you could do for a buddy, but no.
Like you must have seen her getting out of the shower, or, who
knows running around the pad naked, for all I know! How sad, you
can’t give your buddy something to whack off to. Whatta pal.

But seriously, it will be great to see all of you
again. Things are wigged out completely back here. You probably
don’t get much of the news there. Last month there was this big
scene going to happen in GG Park called The Human Be-In or
Gathering of the Tribes thing. So I thought I should go if for
nothing else that there would be lots of topless young babes.

And weren’t there! Plus about 30,000 people and of
course the Jefferson Airplane, Grateful Dead, Quicksilver, Allen
Ginsberg, McClure, Gary Snyder, Ferlinghetti. Oh and Tim Leary in a
white kurta with a flower behind his ear telling everyone to turn
on, tune in, and drop out. Right on! Everybody like everybody was
smoking joints. So acid is illegal now and I’ll bet there were ten
thousand people there tripping.

Well, what are we married cats going to do with this
brave new world of free love and all these hungry teeny boppers
walking around? Are we finished? Washed up old fuckers? And what a
time to be asking that—I just found out that Elena is heavy with
child! Me a dad again!! I’m putting all my horny energy into
playing sarode and singing with the tambura. What else can I do,
man?

Dodger

P.S. Oh yeah, like you’re not gonna escape it either
because this is supposed to be the beginning of the Summer of Love
and they’re coming here already by the thousands. Telegraph Avenue
is like a sea of kids in wild costumes, girls in short skirts,
clouds of incense, and I’m trying to get serious and practice. Time
for a J.

2

Sisters

It was a gorgeous Saturday, deep blue sky,
crisp air, a white sun as sharp as a machete. Marlena and Arwen
were walking around Morelia, just the two of them, hand-in-hand
like sisters, laughing and talking freely. They strolled around the
town square, the zocalo, where single kids promenade on Sunday
afternoons, like cruising on foot. Joey was on his own, negotiating
for some kind of musical instrument at a pawn shop. The shadows
sharply set off the ornate architecture of colonial buildings,
ornamented facades, and sculptural displays that reflected the
cultural preening of Old World monarchies. It was an appropriate
stage set and an institutional kind of foil for the direction of
Arwen’s thesis.

“All this birth-of-a-new-age stuff may seem
like a lot of hype but behind it all there’s an enormous social
movement building up. It’s got the suits in tight shorts. Not just
Vietnam—that’s just a super-sick example of where the rot of fear
and the dustbins of old ways of thinking have gotten us. And the
suits better be afraid because this feeling of liberation is like
an epidemic of free thought that will infect just about every
person under thirty around the world! I fucking mean it, even
armies will be swept away by the tide.”

“Wow, Arwen, there’s more going on in your
head than sex rituals. You’re a radical little wench, aren’t
you?”

“Oh, you know it. Everything’s gonna change,
the way we eat, dress, sing, dance, and fuck!”

“Cool it, Arwen, I think those people over
there are tourists and probably understand English.”

“OK, mama, let’s sit on a bench and make out.
Hey, just kidding. Although I must say that even in the totally
altered space of that mescal madness last month I remember some
mind-blowing shit that went down. Seeing you so completely
abandoned to your own pleasure just blew me away. You were like the
goddess of love, taking your pleasure. It was inspiring.”

“How sweet of you, Arwen. I guess we used the
boy to get what we wanted although I think I got the long end of
it! I mean, how is it possible that six or seven inches of pumped
up flesh can feel like such a thundering eruption?”

“The lingam is the catalyst, y’know. It
starts the fire, releases the groundwork of energy, of Kundalini.
Even where I was, well, sitting, I mean, you could call it the
short end of things, the tongue being just a few inches long and
not so stiff but, well, rather expressive… anyway, it’s the same
thing. I felt Kundalini building up pressure like a coiled serpent
just inside of the base of my spine. And then I just had to grab
myself and start rubbing like crazy, to get me to open up, to
create a chamber that Kundalini could use to rise up inside of me.
Oh man, roar up is more like it, that surging cherry-popping
bursting up the spine through the heart chakra that practically
knocks your head off!”

“Shut up already, sweet bitch, you’re getting
me hot. You nut case, you’re so amazingly into life.”

“So what were you thinking on your wild ride?
I mean, that boy was like a stampeding horse, with an insane
moustache ride at one end and the heavenly saddle horn at the
other.”

“What was I thinking? If thinking is what you
do with a head full of blue honey. Well, you’re gonna laugh, but,
well, I was thinking, shoot me full of life, Joey, make me a sweet
baby. You know? Baby? Then I felt like I had been punched in the
gut, I couldn’t catch my breath, like I had been blasted to the
core and some sizzling fireworks went off. I think that’s what
happened. I think we started a baby in here.”

Marlena slowly rubbed her abdomen, home of
womb central. Arwen was speechless and thoughtful for a bit.

“It’s that rippling rhapsody when you come. I
felt something like that, too, he biting, me wailing away at my
pussy.” Something like that, she’s thinking, but maybe not that
atomic furnace she’s talking about. Maybe those secret seeds I
planted didn’t germinate after all.

“You went off somewhere.”

“Oh, sorry, thinking about, thinking about
going back to the States, what might happen next, what could
happen.”

“So, Arwen, I thought I saw something of who
you might be. You’re the most open person I’ve ever met. I guess
you would say you’re bi-sexual?”

“Me? Omni-sexual, maybe. A sexual eclectic.
What are you thinking, that we’d make a good threesome? A happy
little Berkeley trio?”

“Not that I haven’t thought that. I mean, I
was a rather conventional city girl, not an old-fashioned Jewish
girl but I suppose traditional about family things. And now, I
don’t know. Maybe it’s the taboo but when you touched me and all,
it was blue fire. I mean, I love loving a man but this was
something I’d not known before, like sticking my tongue or my pussy
into an electric socket. Then I start to worry that maybe I’m just
finding out that I’m a, well, that I really prefer the love of a
woman. Then I just throw that thought away because I am really not
ready to even begin thinking like that.”

“So don’t think about it, already. Just
relax. It’s a new world. We’ve all opened up sensory receptors in
our brains that maybe only mystics have known about and we can’t
begin to know what we’ll learn. I’d like to stay close to you, and
Joey, too. But I have a vision that it wouldn’t work. Not at this
time, anyway. I see you swelling with his baby, your breasts
filling with mother’s milk. And I see that my being close to you
would freak him out, that he will want to protect you. And at the
same time, he will want me more and more, the skinny hot blonde,
and you will resent me and you both will end up hating me. God, I
wish I saw it differently!”

“Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe we should just let
it be for now. See what transpires when we go back.”

“I think I know what I want to do when I get
back. I’m going to Springfield to see my folks and my sister, hang
out with the fam, see old friends, read books, walk by the river.
Oh, don’t look so puppy sad, dear friend. I’ll be back for the
summer session, absolutely for sure! Then you’ll see things clear
up and make themselves known. And you’ll feel me, your good friend,
like that warm honey glow of mescal at the inner core of the mind.
No matter what, we’ll be friends forever.”

The sun cut low shadows through the palms and
jacarandas and played with the plaintive song of the fountain. The
winter experiment in Mexico was near an end and the clatter of
California was rattling in the dry palm fronds above them.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


1

Is that what you’re saying?

Joey hadn’t cut his hair since leaving for
Mexico and the black curls were over his ears and heading south to
the neck and shoulders. He wore a black goatee and now attracted
attention on the streets. The Mexicanos called him El Diablo or El
Christo or sometimes Señor Beatle. It was time to split the scene.
They jammed everything they had been using back into the VW van,
under the platform. On a cloudy, cool morning in late February,
after hugs and goodbyes for Kunstler, they pointed the van north.
Los Estados Unidos, here we fucking come!

Joey was driving north on a good road,
heading to Lake Patzcuaro. He was expounding to Arwen sitting in
the passenger seat. Marlena was resting on the bed in back. Morning
sickness, Arwen wondered? Then she tuned back into Joey’s
broadcast.

“…when you focus on a new structure, complex
and rich with meaning. You could say a new paradigm. Very different
kinds of things can do that. So that’s what I mean when I say that
there is a similarity between Mexican and Indian culture. They both
make you think about things in a different way, they both blow your
mind with exotic beauty, they both present new languages that are
easy to start making pleasant sounds with but harder than bejesus
to master sufficiently to think in that new way.”

“So,” said Arwen, “you could stay here and
become a disciple of Mexico, the antiquity of the civilizations
that all have a presence here, the fabulous beauty of the place, or
you can go back to tackling Indian music. Either one will wake you
up, connect you, extend you. Is that what you’re saying?”

The arched stucco shade, the fountains,

colors of parrots on the walls, playing with the
world

with tokens of tin, silver, and gold, masks

of deities with no name, the jaguar,

the snake, the eagle, is that

what you’re saying? Huge clusters

of green bananas growing out of courtyard fronds,

the days warming, the sharp sunlight,

all the black hair and agate eyes,

feeling like a visitor on an ancient planet,

the desire to learn the threads of meaning

hidden in the faces and the sorrow of the music,

is that what you’re saying?

2

Cali-fucking-fornia!

It was market day in one of the little
villages on Lake Patzcuaro. The air above the Lake was warm and
hazy. On the island in the middle of the Lake, the huge statue of
Morelos loomed like a benevolent Godzilla. As a revolutionary who
fought the Spanish from city to city, this cat who had also been a
priest was like a saint to the people. The city where they had
stayed, Morelia, was renamed in his honor. The revolution that was
brewing on college campuses and even in high schools around the
world needed heroes like that. But Tim Leary? Joey wasn’t sold on
the flower power idea. Tripping and loving your neighbor. Handing
out flowers to the fuzz on Haight Street. Joey was more interested
in what Abbie Hoffman and Paul Krassner had to say. People, like
Morelos, who would risk getting shot for their beliefs.

The days ahead were a blur of spring
sunshine, red tile and white stucco, villages and markets populated
with giant pottery creatures, beautiful brown campesinos along the
roadside, bottles of cerveza, and heads filled with anticipated
images of California. When he wasn’t driving, Joey was writing in a
notebook, fired up again over poetry and song lyrics. He was
beginning to fantasize song cycles and sarode and saxophone jazz
suites and himself as an important cat in the vanguard of a new
music. Marlena would soften her ways toward him, would seek to
please him, would get Arwen to stay with them and join the
family…

Driving to the border, into the high desert

watching for cattle at dusk, the sweet reek of pulque
in the villages

his hands longing for the fat trunk of the sarode

the slick of the fingerboard, shining like the bumper
of an Impala

hungering for a fat joint and the smoky cannabis
head

never wanting to work for the man again

thinking it was time to let the American
abundance

of pleasure and waste and overproduction

keep them fat and happy as free tribal artists

celebrating the liberation of a whole generation
based on loving

based on helping and bartering and dancing

bathing naked in rivers and stopping the cold metal
machine

in its tracks, swarms and hordes of them, painted and
beaded,

no longer tolerating exploitation and greed and
empire.

Nogales, U.S. Customs, there they were again
kissing government ass, being polite, oh we’re so happy to be back,
officious Nazi customs agents not cheerful not fooled not liking
the looks of the tomato can VW stuffed with three hippie kids and
boxes and stuff and crap, probably kilos crammed into all the
bulkheads, plastic bags suspended in the gas tank. No, nothing of
any particular value to declare, a couple of blankets, goofy
trinkets, those are musical instruments, no we didn’t get them in
Mexico, that one’s from India, no not from Indians.

Sorry, you’ll have to unload everything and
open boxes. At first Joey thought of being outraged, it’s all our
belongings, it’s an invasion of privacy, but then he thought of a
different tack and got all cheery and helpful. He pulled out boxes,
opened them up, clothes, books, wait, let me open that can for you,
he was sickeningly cooperative, didn’t let them miss a container.
About a third of the way in they said, OK, that’s enough, get on
your way. Joey felt triumphant; hippie scams are working already.
Hey, he did it with such conviction because he knew that not only
weren’t they smuggling kilos, they hadn’t even been able to score a
lid of anything, a joint, a mushroom or a peyote button. Dope
dealing was not one of their skills, at least, not yet.

When they entered the territorial lands of
the United States, he was ecstatic, laughing, the girls praising
his genius. He thought they would drag him behind the next Joshua
Tree and blow him into Hindu heaven. What did happen was almost as
weird. Arwen reached into her panties and pulled out a
tissue-wrapped couple of joints. Joey had a fit, at first.

“You had that with you all along? I mean, why
didn’t we smoke it down there?”

“Oh, I thought it would be sweeter to have it
when we hit the homeland, the best way to celebrate. And I kept
thinking we could score something there.”

“But, Christ, we could have been busted just
now and sent to a Federal pen!”

Marlena passed him a lit joint, redolent with
the musk of vintage weed overlaid with the sweet cheese odor of its
hiding place. He thought, shit, I know that smell, both those
smells! Marlena said, “Shut up, Joey, we’re in Cali- (hit)…”,
Arwen, “…fucking- (hit)…”, Joey, “…(hit) -fornia!”, saying it on
the inhale, and they laughed for hours, toking and eating burgers
and fries.

 


 



Chapter 11

 


1

Percy’s Cleaners

At first it was a rush, the exhilaration of
homecoming, standing on native soil, back in the U.S.A., speaking
the language, scoring weed, drinking water without fear, all of
that, and they celebrated it for a while. Then Arwen got on a
Greyhound for the Northwest and the young Levins (or the young
Elevens, while they were still feeling lucky to be back) were faced
with the practical grit of getting a pad and a gig and scoring some
bread. Joey still had some money from the stash he saved from his
teaching job but it wouldn’t last beyond the summer without more
diñero coming in. That’s how Joey would have expressed it; he was
in and out of that hip talk.

It was early March and the Grand Ragameister
would be back in a month or so. The Indian musicians who had the
choice left the subcontinent by spring before the heat and the
monsoons made the tropics unbearable. As they came to learn from
their teachers’ tales and from the students who made the
pilgrimage, the heat in India combined with the urban rot of
ancient habitations, the septic swill of open sewers, and the
curried exhalations of the billion-footed human millipede produced
vapors and bacterial extravagances that made the cities in summer
miserable for natives and downright unhealthy for foreigners.

Joey and Marlena found a peculiarly wonderful
pad in old Berkeley behind a neighborhood dry cleaners on San Pablo
Avenue, the old highway that ran down from Richmond, along the bay
through El Cerrito, Berkeley, and Emeryville into Oakland and Jack
London Square. The avenue reeked and rumbled with commerce,
poverty, funk, and an infusion of hippies, artists, anti-war
activists and warehouses-become-rehearsal-studios for rock
bands.

Percy’s Cleaners was owned and operated by a
cheerful old Negro couple and Percy was enthusiastic about how it
would be perfect for the Levins. There was even some yard space for
a garden and the dry cleaning vapors were not evident inside the
little place in back. You came in through the kitchen into really
the only room, big enough for sleeping and general living. And
there was a big walk-in closet that Joey planned to use in part for
a meditation and practice room.

Marlena put her arms behind Joey’s neck,
looked warmly into his eyes. “Hey, baby, you’re not being very
happy since we got back. What’s going on? You worried about running
out of savings? We can get jobs when we need to. Or is it something
else? Look at me, Mr. Wandering Eyeballs.”

“OK already, I’m looking. See?” Smile,
grimace. “Sometimes I wonder what I’m doing. Why did I go to
graduate school? Why did I teach for four years and then give it
up? Wait, don’t try to answer. Those are semi-rhetorical questions.
They have answers but no one has time to work them out. And here’s
another thing. I didn’t grow up on curry, chanting Om and sitting
on the carpet with some 25-stringed thing in my hands. What makes
me think I can be anything but a second-rate whitey sarode
player?”

“But Joey, you’re one of the best students,
you’ve got a real touch for anything musical and the sarode already
sounds beautiful in your hands. You truly created some magic spells
down in Mexico.”

“Ah, Mexico. Magic spells. Stormy nights,
mescal, and goddess-gasms. Here the magic seems a bit dim and far
away. You’re looking for a job, I’m in a panic, and Arwen has
probably run off on a fishing boat with some Columbia River Swede
with a case of vodka and a hold full of flopping salmon.”

“Aha! So, as I thought, it’s Arwen’s got you
depressed. I thought your nosedive started when she headed to
Oregon. Or even when she said she was leaving for a while.”

“Crapola, why does it always have to be the
jealous thing? I thought we were all cool and liberated and
enlightened people. Anyway, considering the intimacy that was
developing between you two, I should be relieved to see her out of
our lives for a while.”

“Well, then, be relieved already! Anyway, I
thought it was your dream to have the grand threesome, the cozy
ménage-a-trois.”

“This isn’t getting anywhere. Are we through
for today? Let’s get some Chinese food and argue later. It’s
interesting that you didn’t seem to hear anything I said about my
professional or creative life, about my artistic second thoughts. I
mean, you know we came down here last year just for the summer and
now we’re becoming devotees in white nightshirts and pajamas. And
you only want to know if I’m hot for some weird blonde chick.”

“I can always tell when you’re talking with
your dick.”

2

The secretary

Joey sat on the floor and wrote in a notebook
on a low coffee table. He was nervous as hell. Khansahib sat
cross-legged on the sofa, looking over some letters and muttering a
bit to himself. When Joey heard that the maestro was back in town,
he called to say hello and was invited over to “please, maybe you
can help with some letters.” Joey, the English professor, getting
drawn into the inner circle. Hardly even had time to kvetch.

Khansahib warmed up by dictating a simple
letter to an associate at his College in Calcutta. Yes, Mrs.
Bhattacharya can come for one semester at half-tuition. Then he was
looking for a letter from his record producer.

Joey became aware of himself sitting
uncomfortably on Khansahib’s living room floor, looking in awe at
the Teacher, being regarded in an intimate and trusted way, getting
a real rush of adrenaline, testosterone, and a screaming caffeine
high from the hot cup of tea he was drinking, made Indian-style,
with three Red Rose teabags, a heaping teaspoon or two of sugar,
and lots of milk.

Khansahib found the letter and began
dictating.

When he finished, he asked, “This is OK? You
can change, you know, make it more correct, and then I will sign it
next time. You can come tomorrow?”

“Sure, I’ll have the letters ready in the
afternoon, Khansahib.” He was already sweating over how many drafts
he’d have to type and worrying if he had enough correction tape,
which he hated but it looked better than white-out.

Joey drove home feeling fizzy, heady,
rushing, teetering on the edge of a new life.

3

Mescalita

“Hello, Arwen? Who? Oh, me? This is Marlena,
is Arwen… wait, is this Eowyn? Oh, I’ve heard so much about you.
Are you coming to Berkeley this summer? You are? Oh how wonderful!
You might? No, don’t change your mind, we’ll be a family, don’t
worry about the madness here.”

“Oh, Arwen, hi already! Eowyn sounds great.
She resonates! Right, a woman of power. Thanks for your letter.
Yes, I love you, too. Yes, I told him. What did he say? What, you
really want to know? OK, let’s see if I can do Joey. He’s got that
blank Joey look. ‘Pregnant. Baby inside. You mean, some time this
year a person will be, you know, like, here? A little what?
Mescalita? Mesca…, oh shit, yes, now I see.’”

“And then he doesn’t say any more, and then
he actually starts crying and I just hold him. No, he’s all right,
he seems happy, or in shock, I can’t tell which. You will? Two
weeks? Oh, Arwen, what a gas! I just can’t wait to see you.”

4

Pan on a mission

Van Dyke had a funky house with lots of wild
exotic greenery around it in the hip town of Fairfax, in West Marin
County. Across the bay from Berkeley, it was hotter, drier, and
strangely luxurious. Fairfax was on the edge of a redwood-forested
creek that ran down from the foothills of Mt. Tamalpais, the
Sleeping Lady, a languid ridge-woman stretched out on her side, one
abundant hip opening up her treasures to hikers. This was old
Indian country, spicy and mysterious, now populated by peaceful
flower people and musicians from the San Francisco rock scene.

They sat on the porch, drinking coffee
sprinkled with cinnamon and roasted hashish, and Joey got a lesson
in smoking dope in a chillum. The hands clasped together to form a
small basket or chamber out of which protruded the chillum, a small
ceramic funnel. It was dull black, like a trumpet mouthpiece for
the herald at the gates of hell. Inside the chillum was a ceramic
ball, roughly made, which acted like a primitive grate at the
bottom of the chamber. Add the ganja and hash mix and someone poked
in a shaft of flame. They took big tokes, cooled by air leaking in
around the fingers, but still breath-stopping, hacking and
wheezing, prelude to a swooshing updraft of warmth and
scintillation and that glowing tunnel of round thoughts. Like
stoned, man.

Joey gazed around the street, the shingled
houses, the porches tangled in morning glories and bougainvillea.
“Hey, man, is that a police station over there?”

“Right on, safest place to be. No one messes
with you here. Totally cool. Got some amazing plants in the
backyard. Couple of the young fuzz over there are heads.”

Joey’s shoulders relaxed a little and, seeing
the sun, inhaling the redwood spice, the hash, the mellow cops, he
thought, maybe there is a new land, a new time being born, even in
the shit and chaos around the world, the hideous bombing and the
napalm, perhaps a new age is being born. “Yeah, one more hit, man,
and that’s it for me.”

Van Dyke’s wife, Sarah, and another young
woman, both in saris and barefoot, brought out dishes of fruit,
nuts, dried cherries, and some sticky halva. The other woman,
Camille, Sarah’s friend, was stone gorgeous, black shining hair
down to her ass, eyes like hot coals, mouth like living fruit. She
was coming to the summer session to study singing. She looked at
Joey in a way that impacted the back of his skull, wasted as he
was. And he thought, how is it I know that within the year I will
make love to every inch of her? Holy fuck am I stoned! I’m
experiencing sexual predestination.

He thought, everything is changing fast now.
When I first got back from Mexico I felt flat, dead. But now
everything is surging, Kundalini is rising. Doors opening
everywhere, anything is possible.

Later, a warm musky dusk settled into the
valley, the redwood resins permeated the air. Joey took a walk up
the street and into the town park that bordered a creek running up
into a wooded Tamalpais canyon. When he said he was going, Camille
asked if she could tag along. Joey tried to give a “sure, cool, it
would be a pleasure” kind of restrained hip-professor answer but in
his ears it sounded like a reeking pheromonal grunt.

Camille changed into some worn cutoffs, whose
dangling threads merely veiled what was not entirely exposed of her
long smooth legs. Joey wore shades that allowed his electric eyes
to wander like orgasmic antennae along the tanned satin skin of her
inner thighs. He distracted himself by looking at the family
picnics and kids rioting on the playground and dogs making
impossible leaping catches of the Frisbees being launched by
long-haired guys who were way more athletic than he was. Nor did
they fail to stare at that walking lily, Camille. Joey felt his
guts tighten up. Hey, what’s with that shit, he asked himself? Do I
get protective over someone I don’t even know?

Camille asked him question after question
about the last summer session and the music, how he liked playing
the sarode, what a fantastic thing it was to be able to study with
these masters in California. She couldn’t wait until she could
begin learning the music.

“Lucky you got started already. Sarah tells
me you’re helping Khansahib, sort of personal assistant.”

She said that to him with her head tilted
slightly downward, looking up at him from beneath her black
eyelashes like a shy little girl. They were a ways up the trail,
beyond the confines of the city park, where the state park began,
the trail narrowed by huge ferns in the shade of ancient
redwoods.

Joey said, “That sounds good, personal
assistant. I thought I was just a secretary. Business letters and
all. But I get a chance to learn a little about his world. I
suppose we should get back, not to be rude to our hosts.”

“I suppose,” she said with a lovely
wistfulness. Was that real? Who knows what’s real inside the smoky
headspace, every flexing of arm and leg muscles a delicious yoga of
walking, the mountain air sliding around their bodies like the
caress of the Lady’s hair. The backs of their hands had been idly
touching as they walked the narrow path, an innocent game, every
tap of which sent a tingling sizzle up their arms into their
hearts. Human mating games are so subtle and infinitely varied,
from the almost unconscious flash when eyes accidentally meet to
the convulsing convergence into one being. Tap tap. Tap tap.

On the next bump-and-tap, the back of Joey’s
hand swung into her open palm, which closed about it like the
misleadingly innocent embrace of a hungry octopus. To assure him
that it wasn’t an accidental coming together, her hand repeatedly
squeezed his in a silent monolog. That is, he was too wigged out to
respond. But women are wise in the ways that men pretend to master.
With a sure movement, she led him a few steps off the trail to a
huge sequoia, leaned back against it with one foot drawn back, a
glistening knee thrust forward, shining like the snowy peak of Mt.
Fuji, pulled him to her by the front of his open shirt and kissed
him, long and soft and with a movement of head and mouth that spoke
seven volumes of the art of love. His sudden hardness collided with
the crotch of her cutoffs, twisted into a hard little ridge by her
raised leg.

She pushed him away a little, smiling that
safe, sweet smile of Murillo’s Girl and Duena, and said, simply, “I
like you, Joey. I really do.” Then, just as decisively, she led him
back to the trail and they walked down in silence, still holding
hands. Joey eased his hand free before they got to the park so that
he could focus on calming down his erection without having to
obviously push it off to the side, behind the anonymity of the
hankie bunched up in his pocket. He worried that she’d take the
letting go of her hand as an act of cowardice, since the park was
filled with strangers. He thought, I just find out my wife is
pregnant and here I am, kissing this raven-haired gopi, crazy to
crush her ass into the green juice of the ferns like Pan on a
mission. Camille turned her face toward him with that delicate
smile. There was nothing more said and nothing more that needed to
be said.

He left just before dark, the twilight
brooding upon him like the accusing stare of a wife whose husband
is late for dinner. Camille walked him to his car and, as he looked
up from the driver’s seat to say goodbye, she took his hand to her
mouth and squeezed a finger between her teeth, smooth and white in
the dying light, just enough to create a twinge of ecstatic pain
that throbbed like a distant memory, deep in the flesh.

 


 



Chapter 12

 


1

Tools

The piers along the San Francisco waterfront
had a classic feel to them, sort of a rococo Steinbeck effect. The
blank blue Northern California sky was radiant, white gulls wheeled
in circles around the rocky shore, the chop of green waters filled
the air with the smell of seaweed and sea life. Joey and Maloney
entered a dark opening in the pier building and began the long
drawn-out business of submitting papers, dealing with customs,
waiting for trucks ahead of them to finish loading their goods and
clearing the access to the area where the crates of instruments
were held.

Maloney looked a little better fed that year.
He had been visiting Khansahib regularly, smoking his Players,
drinking his Scotch, eating curry, driving him to the market and
carrying groceries, helping him shop for a new car. He loved the
sarode, he loved Indian music, he loved settling into California,
like sinking into a warm sofa.

Finally they were given the sign and Maloney
backed the truck up to the loading dock.

The coffin-like crates of pecky soft woods
leaked straw and wood shavings from the cracks. The boxes had some
splinters and fractures, signs of prying and reclosing. Inside them
were nests holding the fragile tools for making magic, lying
dormant.

Sleeping in holds of ships, in dented rusted
containers, these husks of hollow exoskeletons, insects from a
Vedanta dream, awaited rebirth, to be brought to life by human
hands, touching, rubbing, tightening the metal wires until a
resonance and a consonance, sympathetic to breath and heartbeat,
made eggshell gourd and wood fiber leap with laughter.

 


2

Clown pants

Maloney drove around the back of the frat
house, rented for the summer session. They were hot and thirsty and
went inside for some cold water. The halls were suffused with the
musky smell of sandalwood incense pushed around by the sound of
mrdangam and bansuri, the drum accents and wind-worn fluting that
accompanied the dance class. The halls were cool, the water a
mineral caress, and the twirling and tamping of the dancers a
fantasia of bamboo goddesses.

A dozen or so students imitated the shorthand
gestures of ancient narratives. They celebrated the passing yuga,
the new one dawning and inviting, all Maya. They danced the dance
of ultimate primal pleasure, to be one with the myriad forms of
life and light, not with words but with one vibration, one tone,
one Ah.

Maloney whispered, “Hey, Marlena is looking
fine. She wears young motherhood with grace and opulence, you lucky
dog. And there’s the wiry wild willow, Arwen, your travel mate.
Some beauty is too much to look at.”

Joey was transfixed. As he looked at Arwen, a
honeyed cellular memory infused the back of his tongue and slipped
into the back pocket of his clown pants, the ones he wore in
dreams. Seeing her there with Marlena, juxtaposed in the dance, the
sun and the moon, the dark and the light, reawakened that shudder
of surrender which catapulted the Him and the Her into the new
being within Marlena’s womb. For a dizzying moment he loved them
both with a joyous agony.

As Joey unwrapped the sarodes, sitars and
tamburas, without being distracted by the added complexity of
seeing them in the hands of the shamans and the apprentice magi who
would use them to spin the synesthesiac webs of flame and fandango,
he thought about the different cultural symbols they embodied. Here
were the sarodes, heavy-bodied lutes related to the rebabs of the
Kush and the caravan routes of the Muslim north. With the brass
bell channeled into the peg box, the chromium sweep of the
cello-like fingerboard, and the harp of strings splayed out by the
intricate drilling of the bone bridge, the sarode seemed the
appropriate chamber instrument of the Mogul court.

Next to them, the tamburas and sitars seemed
the epitome of the tropical antiquity of the ancient continent.
Delicate, ornate, startlingly light and fragile compared to their
bulbous bulk, they all but sang the Hindu psalms of the mythic
Vedas. Inlaid with images of peacock and feathered wings, they
nonetheless were part of the latest expression of Hindustani music
in its powerful intrusion into the consciousness of world culture.
Like Khansahib’s father, who gave his artistic and creative
energies to the interplay of spiritual expression that Islam and
Hinduism shared in the Indian north, the sarodes and sitars formed
silent alliances of potential revelation as they rested their
kinetic energies on the shelves awaiting those who would unleash
their sweet fire.

A shock awaited them next when they opened
the boxes containing drums. Many of the tabla heads had been cut
open to expose the rough insides of the drum chambers, undoubtedly
the result of some zealous idiot’s search for drugs. They hadn’t
bothered trying to loosen the rawhide sinews that tied the heads to
the drum bodies, exerting their official right to intervene with
force. Just more of the fascist militant attitude of the
established order as their previously unchallenged dominance of the
game of fear-and-protection was being eroded away by the children’s
revolution that just wasn’t going away. Damn weirdos, gimme that
drum!

The unloading, unpacking and shelving of the
instruments was a dusty itchy job but infused with a sense of
reverence and privilege. Joey and Maloney worked with pride. As
they finished cleaning up the mess and stacking the remains of the
crates in the trash area, the dance class ended and Marlena and
Arwen found Joey.

“Hey, sailor, how about a ride? We ladies of
the court could use the assistance of a gallant young courtier, a
ride home with a stop for some veggie curry perhaps?” Joey was
happy to assent to the request. In the parking lot he happened to
see Camille, who, just before getting into her car, caught Joey’s
eye and gave him that restrained killer smile that flipped his
heart over in the pan to sear it nicely on the other side. And he
was sure that Arwen caught the instantaneous exchange with a flick
of her eyes, although she never let on or broke the intensity of
her own laughing radiance.

3

Orgasmic razzle-dazzle

They stopped at an Indian café that catered
to university students and had a reputation for serving homey
Indian comfort food. The curry was delicious, the pakoras
wholesome, the dahl a spicy soup. The women were hungry, sweaty and
high on the dance. They talked about how the class was immediately
more intense than where they left off last year, the mudras more
intricate, the interplay of footwork and drum rhythms more
complex.

Something in Arwen’s easy friendliness to
Joey actually made him uneasy. She looked deep into his eyes
whenever she could catch his attention and in her conversation
found frequent excuses to reach across the table and touch him on
the hand or arm. She had been spending time almost daily with
Marlena, talking about the baby and making plans to help her
regularly as her pregnancy progressed.

Arwen looked around the table and said,
“Maybe this is a safe environment to refer to some things that have
been off limits, being here in this cheerful public place and being
stimulated with exotic spices and mellowed with the glee of ghee.”
Joey began fidgeting; now what is she up to?

She looked at him exclusively, with a comfort
that could only have resulted from her already having discussed
this with Marlena. “Right, I’m referring to that night, which I
told you that you must never speak about. But, you see, I can bring
it up without harm. And it’s not the shamanic and erotic details
that I’m recalling now but the bond that the three of us manifested
in an intimate ceremony more intense than most people could even
imagine.”

Joey found it difficult to digest the carrots
and potatoes of the curry, now roiling about in a fiery soup in his
midsection, like the first stroke of the suicide knife, the kiri to
the hara. How can she blithely talk about this or even refer to
that night in this public place, with turmeric-sloshed bowls in
front of us?

Arwen continued, with Marlena looking on,
relaxed and bright as a robin on her morning hunt for grubs. “This
will be a challenging time for Marlena and I am more than willing
to assist in every way possible. And with our connections already
intertwined in our hearts and in our very tissues, we can be a
strong and wondrous family. And there’s more than the obvious
reason for us to combine our mutual efforts. Because of the
mystical night and the incredible vibes at the moment of
conception, this child is predestined to be very special and
unusual.”

Joey panicked. “Whaddaya mean, do you think
there will be a problem or something?”

“Relax, Joey. Nothing like that. But, well,
how to put this? With the combination of the force of the infusion
of sperm and egg, the suppression of limiting and discriminating
thoughts by the goddess dazzle of the mescal, and the violent
releases of ionic blasts of the electrical storm, plus our hearts
in a symphonic chord of fulfilled ecstasy, I perceived that a very
high being was invited into rebirth.”

“Jeezus, Arwen, that’s a pretty nutty idea,
don’t you think? I mean, OK, it was a pretty intense orgy of loving
friends, no doubt, but how can you extend that into such a
metaphysical conclusion?”

“Look, Joey, try not to slosh over our female
understandings with your focus on the orgasmic razzle-dazzle of it
all. Have some faith. Which is also why I’m bringing this up now
instead of waiting, because I see that you need some support and
some focus before your unusually powerful, and maybe unrecognized
by you, very highly evolved libido wanders off into understandably
interesting, even uninvited, adventures, which any handsome male
like you could hardly resist.”

Shit, she did see me looking at Camille
looking at me. And being the woman she is, Arwen saw the whole
potential dynamic already in motion. Marlena is allowing, nay,
inviting me to fall into the thrall of this very powerful and
designing person. My only acceptable strategy will be to involve
myself so much in Khansahib’s destiny in California that his energy
will buffer her from fucking with my autonomy. And, man, I fucking
hate it when someone fucks with my autonomy!

 


 



Chapter 13

 


1

Alap

Khansahib started showing them how a raga
evolved in the hands of the musician, making up a composition day
by day, composing as he sat in front of them, like the Bhagawan
Bach that he was, before their delirious eyes and ears.

He sang to them in a soft crooning voice,

the Perry Como of Calcutta, he wrote the notes

on a chalkboard, with exponential loops of
ornaments,

and often borrowed Joey’s sarode to put the Paganini
touch on it.

A player of Indian music needed a wide
exposure to related ragas and raginis (those bad boys and girls of
Indian super-scales -- gender permeated everything in the Indian
cosmology). If they only learned one or two in the same family of
scales, it would be easy for them to splatter all over the
identities of other uncles, first cousins, and maybe even some
older sisters in their attempts to be improvisationally cool
cats.

At first Khansahib cautioned them to wait
until they learned more before improvising on their own. But he had
a quick perception of his hip Western students and knew they
wouldn’t be able to keep their hands off the juicy stuff. After
all, this was the land of jazz and blues and all things
improvisational. So his approach was to give them as much as they
could take. He would teach them the theory of rhythm and melody,
the scales and main ragas, and patterns of many ragas related to
the main scales. He would teach them explicit compositions in
instrumental and vocal classes that evoked the style and substance
of the ragas and talas. And that would include some sample alaps,
the rubato invocation of a raga, along with the rhythmic
compositions.

They were hungry to learn and weren’t
inhibited by the ponderous traditions of the Indian social order
regarding parents, elders, teachers, gurus, and all the gradations
of decorum and protocol that Indians learned growing up. These
Americans were free from all that and were quickly getting rid of
whatever traces of inhibitions to their spirit that adhered to them
from their own local customs, mild as they were in comparison.
Anyway, it was a trade-off for the Indians. Khansahib never seemed
comfortable with the extreme deference shown to him whenever an
Indian visited him. The Americans were free, energetic, ready to
try anything, maybe boorish at times, good musicians, and the women
were beautiful and liberated in ways besides wearing short shorts
and miniskirts.

Khansahib said to the class, “Like this, I’m
singing from beginning, AH….” and he sang that most common of
beginning ornaments, that seven-note slide, an elaborate turn
weaving around the first note like a cobra.

And Joey thought, fuck, and that’s the first
note, the first fucking note!

With each rendition, Khansahib listened, made
suggestions, sometimes sang a corrective phrase, “No, try like
this, ahhh…” All the slippery ornaments were wearing grooves in the
nails of their index fingers. They would adjust the point of
contact to start new grooves but soon the whole nail was a few
millimeters shorter. The sitarists, similarly, were cutting deep
depressions into the meat of their fretting fingers as they
stretched strings by three or four-note steps to perform the same
ornaments. All that pain called for heavy cannabis medications the
rest of the day.

2

Chicks and trails

The next week, Khansahib’s wife arrived, his
second wife. She was quite beautiful, fine-featured, with
waist-length black hair. She had insisted on visiting the U.S. with
him. From the beginning, the Boss tried to limit her stay, Joey
recalled. But he had hoped to appear reasonable in honoring her
very reasonable request to see the USA in a Chevrolet. OK, not a
Chevy; he had just bought a little blue Saab, y’know, it sounded
like Sahib, and Christy had insisted that he consider his safety
vis-à-vis his driving style.

That was the next problem: Christy. It’s not
that the Indian musicians were a horde of womanizers. Most of them
were quite proper and did nothing to dishonor their wives. But some
of them had achieved a superstar status and the rewards that came
with it were so easy to partake of. For the shy kid Khansahib had
been, kept close to a relentless practice schedule by his famous
Papa, when he got out on his own and found fame and admiration
early on, the goodies were too good to resist.

So it just seemed natural that there would be
groupies, sycophants, and wealthy patrons, along with devoted
disciples. Christy, in a subtle and determined way, was making
herself an important part of Khansahib’s extended household,
helping with the comforts of all things American. And she was one
of the first objects of his wife’s ire, this pale ingénue who knew
where to get the best curry ingredients in San Francisco and took
care of the dry cleaning. Christy, of course, stayed away as much
as she could when the wife arrived, although Khansahib kept asking
her to drop by and help with this and that. And since he was the
guru, she did.

That wasn’t the only thing his wife was
building up a head of steam about. There were those informal Friday
night parties out at the Briggs estate or at Khansahib’s apartment
where he would sit around with his favorite students and their
spouses. He would manage to sit next to one or two of the American
babes as he imbibed a series of Scotch-on-the-rocks and inevitably
would fondle a knee or two the way an English baron might caress
the heads of his favorite hounds as he sat by the hearth with his
cup of toddy. Except she wasn’t having any of it and the verbal
lashings were becoming legendary as some of it spilled over in
front of the students.

He tried to make amends by scheduling a
recital for his wife, who had the reedy sensual voice of an exotic
bird. She no doubt enjoyed the genuine appreciation she received
from the students. She felt happy and important for a while but
always kept a sharp eye on the Sarode-sahib. They also got invited
to the homes of prominent Indian educators and officials in the San
Francisco Indian upper class, and that got him away from the fair
maidens for a while.

Then came the concert at Big Sur, at the
Esalen Conference Center. A large entourage caravanned down the
Coast Highway on a cool, sharply clear Saturday. They got there
late morning and the concert wouldn’t be until mid-afternoon. Joey
climbed out on the rocks and was absorbed by the foaming patterns
of salt and seaweed on the surging tide. Swells collided with black
slick rock formations, sending geysers of salt and spray into the
air before him. The sea was continually showing its urgency for
surging, penetrating, and exploding orgasmically.

The whole compound was elegant and Oriental,
weathered gray timbers, glass walls facing the hissing sea, gummed
with salt-come. Then there were the tanned weekend explorers of the
psyche in loose Renaissance shirts and drawstring pants,
golden-haired courtiers of the hip elite. They often looked like
their mentors, the elegant wise faces of the Joseph Campbells and
Alan Wattses, the free tumble of hair in the west wind, so close to
satori and sushi.

The concert was a Khansahib classic. Framed
by the blue-white thrashing of the seascape in the window behind
then, the musicians casually unwrapped the soothing warm shadows of
an afternoon raga. The students squeezed into the front, squatting
on the floor, looking up over the lip of the platform. For once,
Joey wasn’t distracted and got his butt up there, too. He found
himself sitting next to Arwen, who had come along without Marlena.
She wasn’t up for the drive on the windy highway. Nor was Camille
anywhere to be seen. Odd, Joey thought, but such thoughts were soon
swept away by the energy of the fast variations and the fierce
playfulness of sarode and tabla, the ringing and plucking of
skin-bell and harp-belly.

He had no idea when Arwen had slipped her
hand into his, which had been folded Zen-like on his lap. The back
of her little paw pressed into his lap and moved in an almost
imperceptibly slow subdivision of the rhythm against his fulsome
member. Fortunately, His Snakyness was tangled up in the fly-fold
of his shorts, which helped absorb the venal venom that was evoked
by the whole musical unfolding of the moment. The final three-part
coda, the tihai, throbbed into the floorboards and surged up the
spines of a hundred devotees. Tere-kete-dha-DHUM,
Tere-kete-dha-DHUM, Tere-kete-dha-DHUM!

Later he walked along a cliff trail with
Arwen, blown by the salt wind, where pines and cypresses were
bonsai-ed by the continual western lean of the weather. Soon they
were alone on the trail, in the uncommon state of wordlessness,
conversation made trivial by the immensity of the Continental Edge
and the full-bellied hosannas of the ragas still ringing inside
their heads. At one point, Arwen, holding and squeezing his hand
again, swung around in front of him and slammed her wiry perfection
against him, then reached up, took his face in her hands, and
kissed him long and hard and wet. She smiled, as only Arwen could,
in that satisfied way that suggested the cat with an infinite
supply of canaries, and then continued on without a word. In fact,
no words of reflection or response were spoken about the gift the
rest of the day.

Damn, Joey thought. What’s with chicks and
trails?

3

Alien Pussy-Lust

Spindly graceful bridges spanned gorges cut
with deep streams that lost themselves in the white sands or formed
lagoons that got swallowed by high tides. A day with the beautiful
people, at the revolutionary center of this new age of child-like
awareness. Where was Arwen now? Nowhere in sight. Why hadn’t
Camille come to the concert?

Back in Berkeley the Khans continued feuding
and caterwauling. Christy held her ground a bit more, probably
encouraged by the Chief, but ostensibly only as a misunderstood
assistant, a lowly student performing menial tasks. Did Mrs. Khan
want to go to Safeway and shop for lamb chops and brinjals? Did
Mrs. Khan want to pick up the cleaning, stop at the store for
Scotch whiskey and a carton of Players, bring home a hot pizza? All
logically innocent and useless bullshit, of course. If there was a
wife who couldn’t sniff the aroma of Alien-Pussy Lust then you were
probably at her funeral. The Khans knew all about that, both of
them, but it wasn’t clear yet that Joey had learned this elemental
fact of conjugal conjugation. Not yet.

One evening, Khansahib got well oiled on
smoky Scotch whiskey, rubbed a knee or two too many, smiled too
much at Christy who kept the tea and snacks flowing a bit too
expertly, and eventually The Wife referred to him as a tipsy old
goat. The hackles were up and everyone got out of there in a
hurry.

4

The Great Befuddlement

About a week later, around mid-morning, Joey
got a call from an almost unrecognizable voice. It was deep, raspy,
almost a low growl, and it said, “Please, can you meet me, some bad
tings, it was not a good night.”

“Is that you, Khansahib? I almost couldn’t
tell. Sure, whatever you want me to do.”

“Yes, maybe we can just go someplace for tea,
some breakfast. Maloney is coming to pick me up. We can go to that
Dennis place?”

“Oh, y’mean, Denny’s? The one on University?
Sure. Yes, I’ll call Dodger and we’ll meet you there. Half an
hour.”

“What happened? Was that the Boss?” Marlena
asks.

“Yeah, he sounds like Yama, the god of death,
after a bad night at a transvestite bar. I think the ‘fit has hit
the Shan,’ if I may spooner a bit. He and the missuz have really
been going at it since that party. Anyway, gotta run. Guru alert.
Wait, gotta call Dodger first.”

Khansahib and Maloney were already at Denny’s
drinking tea and coffee, respectively. The Man looked mighty
ragged. He was dressed OK, kind of cool in a sport coat, nice
sweater, dress shirt and tie. But he had apparently been up all
night, having the final showdown with Wife. Maloney gave the new
arrivals a pained look. Like visiting a friend in the hospital
whose bicycle just tangled with a garbage truck.

“Oh, screaming and fighting,” Khansahib
continued. “Like wildcat, scratching and biting (he makes like an
angry cat), then throwing things and saying so much bad things to
me. Then neighbors are banging on the wall. Maybe, you know how men
are, yes? Of course.” He growls and smiles that just-boys grin.
“Anyway, flirting is not so bad, not to make war. She has such
terrible temper.”

Maloney says, “Sure, Khansahib, I mean, it
isn’t like it was so bad that, well, (can you say you kept it in
your pants to the guru?) you weren’t being, you were just playful.
Y’know, musicians are playful!”

“Yes, playful, not being bad in bed with
million girls.” To Joey and Dodger, “Thank you so much for coming.
Will you have some food, some coffee?”

So they ordered coffee and some pastries and
commiserated. Just a bunch of pals sitting around the bowling alley
the morning after. Khansahib looked like he hadn’t shaved in a
couple of days, unusual indeed for someone so fastidious. Maybe
Indian beards, springing from such ancient genetics, grew faster,
like everything else in the jungle.

“Anything we can do, Khansahib?” Dodger
seemed into the drama.

“I am just staying away this morning and
Rosalie will come to the apartment to help… (he pauses, menacingly)
her pack her clothes. Then she will stay with Rosalie until she can
get flight back to India. Big mistake for her to come but she kept
making such a botheration about it, I thought, why not try?”

Then they drank more tea and coffee and
Khansahib smoked. They poked at some Danish and didn’t know what to
say next.

“Yes, you see, it is good for you to see the
teacher in descending mode sometimes, not just ascending. Like
raga, life also must rise and fall, otherwise it is not music.
Just, what you call it, fairytale.”

That seemed to set things in order and they
all smiled and relaxed, now that the heavy ragas of life, the
poignant turns of the scale, were laid out in front of them. They
sat and each recalled their own painful stories, loves turned to
hates, things held forever gone forever, the Great Befuddlement
that ends in death. Without embracing that, too, there is no great
art and no life worth living.

Still, Joey thought, when it happens it’s
always a fucking drag and you wish it would just go away.

5

Brujo

Someone at the door. It was Arwen, bright and
golden, in layers of delicate white cotton, open lacework blowing
about in the sunny morning breeze. She came through the door and
slipped inside Marlena’s loose robe and just held the goddess
abundance of her dear friend. Could a man and a woman ever have
such a natural joining?

They settled down around a table set with
herb teas, rice cakes and jam. Arwen reviewed the scene at Esalen
for Marlena and said she sat with Joey at the concert, held his
hand, and tried to keep him focused on his true sources of
strength, love, and creativity: Khansahib and the family
triumvirate.

“He seemed a little distracted. I think he
was looking around for Camille. That wench has him somewhat
bamboozled, but she operates on a simple level, spells and sexual
teasing. I knew she wouldn’t be there, however.”

“What do you mean, you knew she wouldn’t be
there? I didn’t think you even talked to her.”

“I didn’t mean, I knew she was doing
something else. Let’s say, I knew she wouldn’t be feeling up to
it.”

“Arwen, sometimes you get spooky. You didn’t
slip her something weird, did you?”

“’Course not. I rarely ever see her. Anyway,
you know I don’t operate on that gross level. Eowyn and I learned
higher skills than that some time ago. Camille’s desires open a
doorway into her inner motivational being. You could say the
subconscious but I really don’t like that word. I’ve learned things
about how to use opportunity.”

“Well, Arwen, I don’t understand much about
what you’re saying. But before you start explaining any of that,
tell me why you bother in the first place.”

“Camille is very beautiful and, in her witchy
way, rather devious. She’s attracted to Joey because he’s becoming
a person of power, a link to the ancient ways of Sangeet, the path
of ancient music, via Khansahib. And he’s a cutie, of course, and
is charming in that nebbishy way he has of not really seeking or
desiring power.”

“Oh listen, I appreciate that you want to
protect my family and our security— and I know that in ways I don’t
entirely understand, it’s become our family—but does Joey need that
much watching after? He’s like all men, right, just a goat in guy’s
clothing? I would hate for him to think you’re manipulating him and
then to resent you for it.”

“Again, that’s not my way. I want to keep his
feelings for both of us strong but I don’t manipulate him. That is,
it’s a natural thing for me to show him affection because I do feel
a deep thing for him. But if he gets too much of me, if he gets
into me at this time, it will be a nasty circle of confusion for
the three of us. None of us are ready for that and the important
thing is to remain a strong trio for the baby to come into. I can
keep Joey in line by having some effects on Camille, or whoever is
his latest fantasy.”

“And you acquired these skills along with
Eowyn up in Oregon?”

“Eowyn has always been more skilled than me
but also more reluctant to do much with it. I had some catching up
to do, which was another big reason I was hot to go to Mexico.”

“You were catching up in Mexico? How so?”

“Maybe I shouldn’t go into this stuff right
now.”

“No, it’s a perfect time. I’ll put on some
more hot water for tea, and you will tell me your tales, you
delightful golden tail, you.”

“You remember those mornings I would go
wandering off by myself in the mercados down in Morelia? Well, I
wasn’t just shopping. I knew that sometimes the Indians of the
peyote religion came to the market. The Huichols lived nearby, and
the Tarahumara. I got to know some local magi, or brujos, and they
talked about one old fellow, a blind brujo. After a few weeks,
someone considered my seeking a serious thing and took me to meet
him. He was in a very dark smoky room in an old building near the
old market. He and his monkey.”

“His monkey?”

“I didn’t get that part either. Maybe his
familiar. Anyway, he was an Indian and spoke some Spanish. I talked
to him from the heart and he began to teach me. I would see him for
an hour or so a couple times a week.”

“And this is how you learned about this magic
that you can use to… what exactly did you do to Camille that kept
her from going to Big Sur? She must have been dying to go.”

“Oh, no doubt. It was a scene not to be
missed, a great setting for a concert, and some wild rocky places
where she could get Joey to herself. What did I do? It’s hard to
explain, and not like I did something to her. OK, here’s the quick
and dirty course in the brujo point-of-view. It’s all about the
basic elements, earth, air, fire, and water, and that other
ineffable condition, not really an element, that Western mystics
called ether but is really more like spirit-of-consciousness. It’s
Mind, the directed essence that connects the basic elements.”

“And with some things of those elements
you’re able to make a spell work from far off? I suppose you have
to have something of hers, something from her body, like some of
her hair?”

“Let’s suppose I do. That’s the earth part,
the stuff we’re all made of. From dust to dust. The breath, the
wind, carries it forth, air. But that also is the breathing of the
brujo that creates the focus, like breathing in meditation. The
fire is the passion, the desire, in this case, her desire and my
desire. The difference is, I know where my desire comes from and
where it’s going. I can direct it; she’s just captive of hers. The
water is the life-juice, the river of being.”

“But it’s not a spell? How do you zap her,
then? Or him… but, no, you say you don’t zap him.”

“I don’t really zap anyone. Remember, here’s
this person who has left a door open into her inner self -- you can
say her soul if you like. Not the deep spirit but the everyday
part, that in which we live and move and have our being, if you
will. Where we experience our vitality, our health or our weakness.
Let’s say, the brujo can create a mirror of that in his or her
mind, and then change that picture and see the reflection change
and see that which is reflected change. Nothing really goes from A
to B, nothing is zapped, but, if done correctly, A visualizes the
change, and B changes. You can call it magic, but it’s really a
form of science. And art.”

“Jeez, Arwen, ain’t you something? And you
don’t think it would be easier to just lay some of that directing
directly onto Joey?”

“No, it’s not what I want to do. I don’t want
to have that kind of relationship with him any more than I would
with you. By changing the imagery of his fantasies I can make
subtle changes to his comings and goings and wantings and
repellings. It’s like a fish caught on a very very long line. The
fish thinks he’s free in the wide sea. But he isn’t!”

“If it was anyone else, I would think it was
a creepy thing to do. But, I understand, the vibrations from all
those passionate people out there are sometimes too much to deal
with. It’s like being constantly bombarded with strange and
disrupting rays from other entities. A wonder any family can stay
whole and strong.”

“Amen, sweet sister. You’re beginning to
understand how I feel and how strongly I care about you and Joey
and about my idea of making us strong. There’s much more to it and
I don’t need to get into it now. But I think that the first step is
to keep us linked, like a miniature village, dancing the dance of
life. The three of us, like a three-legged stool, solid, not easily
disrupted. Thing is, I can talk to you about all this but I can’t
quite do that with Joey. His thoughts and feelings are all awash,
with his feelings often muddying the waters of his perceptions. So,
for now, it’s easier to trim the sails and guide the rudder of his
waves while making gentle changes to the winds of his desires.”

“You sweet sorceress, you. But why don’t we
just love him to pieces and invite him into our little dance of
passion? We’re irresistible, baby, don’t you think?”

“Step two!”

 


 



Chapter 14

 


1

Disciples

The four disciples, John, Paul, George, and Ringo

invited the luminous world into their minds

and the luminous minds into their world.

 


At the side show, the freaks were lazing about

smoking keif in their hookahs, brushing up

the brass on their band uniforms, so not to
disappoint

Sgt. Pepper, Al Einstein, Tim Leary, Bob Dylan

and all the rest of the iconic debris that washed
up

along the shores of consciousness

left by the tides of dreams and hallucinations.

 


She’s leaving home, hitching rides to San
Francisco

she doesn’t even know where the Albert Hall is

and she wants to hug the moaning shell of a sitar

against her budding breasts… she is leaving.

 


The four disciples, Chic, Nagra, Maloney, and Joe
Eleven

were illuminated by the eye of the guru

as he cast his golden gaze about for his
pathfinders.

We must raise the tent, drive deeply the four
corners

into this oasis by the sea, where the blessed
freaks

have left home and are learning to sit and
listen,

at least three score of them, brains bristling

with raga-roll.

 


At the end of the summer, Khansahib called a
meeting of students selected from his “advanced” class. Most of
them he’d known now for a year or two, and they were all he had to
work with in this crass, classless new American land. Students
became disciples became sons and daughters, the genetic palpitating
vessels that kept the way of his music alive and evolving for
centuries and, in its basic form of pure sound and heartbeat, the
Nad Brahma, disciples had kept it thriving for millennia. Yes, he
had his own sons, and the oldest, Ashish, was indeed a heavy
hitter, wielding a slashing plectrum that could rip scale patterns,
tans (tahnz), out of the melodies in hysterical moiré patterns that
made the other students, the ersatz sons and daughters, feel like
the kid in the garage clutching his beloved Telecaster and
listening to a Jeff Beck LP.

But with real sons, children of your loins,
it was not possible to forge the simple bonds of chela with them
that the teacher could make with the itinerant disciple. With one’s
own children there were the incessant layers of growth, shimmering
like a million tree rings, and the lacquer of parenting. These
hippies, on the other hand, these princely sadhus of the American
frontier, were freshly minted, they could make simple devotions,
they could build a conservatory of classical Indian music in
America.

Khansahib had gotten comfortable with Chic,
liked his confident matter-of-fact way of speaking his mind, with
respect and knowledge. And Chic was a successful working musician,
not a classical elite, but a prestidigitator of ethnic dance
rhythms, those tattoos in the dusty barrens of the human
legacy.

Chic had recommended Nagra, one of the sitar
students. His art was less as a player and more as a true listener,
a modern counterpart to the legendary tribal technician, the one
who sat at the right hand of the master and transcribed the heart
of the matter, the sacred transmission. He had the speaking voice
of the most fatherly and trusted minister, with the trickster’s
twinkle, and helped invent the language of the Hipster along with
Del Close and Ken Nordine. And his symbol of power was that gold
standard of analog field recording, his nickname-sake, the
Nagra.

Khansahib liked Nagra, who seemed to know
everyone worth knowing in the emerging entrepreneurial circles of
the hip San Francisco set. And Khansahib liked Maloney because no
one would be more devoted in the coming years, and every guru
needed a Man Friday. He also liked Maloney’s transformation into
the lecherous leprechaun when the two of them sucked up the smoky
oak flavors of Scotch whiskey.

Then there was Joey. He had teacher chops, he
understood about educational entities, and had already proven
himself to be trustworthy and dedicated. New enterprises, grand
plans, had to be described, presented in words. Joey could do that.
Joe Eleven, the PR guy. He was already hyping the music college
idea.

So Khansahib called them together, the Fab
Four, and some of the others, Dodger, Shelby, Van Dyke and his
wife, and a dozen other pupils with wide pupils. They crowded into
Khansahib’s apartment, décor motel plus. The Indians loved it that
way, especially the wall-to-wall carpeting. So luxurious for a
barefoot on-the-floor lifestyle. The scene was festive, nosh was
abundant, big bowls of potato chips, and cold soda and Scotch
whiskey.

Khansahib, although looking more than a
little like a Buddha image, wasn’t the sort to presume that
everyone had a worshipful attitude towards him. However, in his
quiet way, he invited a devotional attitude from the students. But
even when he spoke with authority he hadn’t expected everyone to
shut up the minute he cleared his throat. No, it was more gradual,
after the comradely laughing and classroom recollections, when he
started to speak more directly.

Perhaps someone had asked him about his
school in Calcutta, or someone may have remarked that it would be
so cool to have the continuity and the unbroken flow of energy that
a year-round school would allow to unfold. Khansahib began to
respond to the subject and his tone became gradually more engaging,
like slowly turning up the juice of an electromagnet. Whatever it
was, like a pebble rippling a pond, the next circle of people, and
the next, would stop their chatting and start listening, each
circle doing so more earnestly, because each ripple had more to
catch up with, more to imagine about what happened when the pebble
hit the pond.

The biggest pebble, the rock that became the
underpinning of something new, was about to drop.

“Yes, the school in Calcutta has many good
students, some best players in India, they also studied with my
fadder in Maihar and now also with me. If you are going to learn
like that, learn to play like we do in the Seni Gharana, in the
tradition of Tansen, we must have classes all year, you must learn
and practice all year, not just in summer.”

Maloney remembered that as the pivotal moment
where he could at last see his poverty-filled student days in
Minneapolis fading behind him and a real purpose opening up before
him. “Well, Khansahib, if you want us to make a school for you here
in California just say so, we’ll do it.” Turning to his nearest
classmate, he added, “Right, Joey? We can just do it. Right?”

Joey mumbled something, “Of course, sure,
school.” Then Khansahib said, “No, not make a school for me but for
all of us. To learn and keep alive the beautiful music that I
learned from my fadder. But I don’t know so much the legal things
to do and there you must help.”

Then the buzz and the beat of a new human
enterprise began to corkscrew around the room, idea adding to idea,
excitement, challenge. Nagra said he knew a lawyer who was a big
fan of Khansahib and might do the legal part for cheap. Rosalie
said her family was connected with some big foundations in New
York. The idea of a California college of Indian music began
slouching toward the land of raga-roll.

2

Coitus Interruptus

One day during the last week of classes Joey
was in the instrument room, more like a large closet, making a list
of the few instruments that weren’t sold. It was one of his last
duties for his work scholarship. There were some partial tabla
sets, some drum heads, a broken sitar. Camille saw him in there,
slipped in and shut the door behind her. When Joey turned and saw
her she put a hand over his lips, a cool sweet-smelling hand, and
quietly laughed. She quickly brushed her lips against his and then
backed away, as much as it was possible to do so in the little
room.

“Well, Mr. Eleven,” Camille said. She was
wearing draping things with a silk scarf loosely wound in her long
shining hair. Her eyes burned with mischief and not-well-hidden
desire. “You’ve successfully avoided visiting me most of this
summer. I won’t say I’m offended but I am disappointed. I’m moving
back to Fairfax to stay with the Van Dykes. Promise me you’ll come
by there soon, OK?”

“I thought about coming to your pad, believe
me, like, every other day it was on my mind. I can’t explain why I
didn’t. It was just hard to get away. Anyway, I had hoped to see
you at the Esalen concert. We could have spent some time together
that day in a wildly beautiful setting. I can’t believe you missed
it.”

Camille’s expression turned gloomy. “I can’t
believe I missed it either. I don’t know what happened but I woke
up that morning with terrible cramps and went into the heaviest
period I’ve ever had. It was really weird. That’s never been a big
deal for me before. It was like, when we were girls we used to call
it The Curse.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know, but then, how
would I? I mean, I don’t know what I mean, except I missed you that
day. I don’t get much time like that, even a few hours, in nature,
in a great place. There’s the baby almost here and Arwen and Eowyn
are at the house every day and ordering me to do this and get
that.”

“Poor Joey. Not much time for Joey’s needs,
right? Joey must be getting horny as a goat, n’est-ce pas?”

That’s it, Joey thought, I can’t stand it
anymore, I’m just going to fuck her right up against that wall,
right inside that silk drapery she’s wrapped inside. She was only
two steps away from him but turned like a dancer and slipped out of
his reach like a bird.

“You come see me in Fairfax. Promise? We’ll
walk up along the creek and have that heart-to-heart talk. Next
week, OK?” And out the door, like a flash, leaving behind only a
curling sandalwood breeze and a painful throbbing between his
legs.

So he went there the following Wednesday. He
couldn’t make up much of a diverting excuse, either, he was such a
hesitant deceiver. “I’m going out to see Van Dyke to talk about the
new college, raising money and the legal stuff, dig? I’ll call you
if I’m staying for dinner.”

“OK, Papa. There’ll be food here, if you
don’t stay. Eowyn and Arwen are making a big home-made pizza. And
leave me the number in case, y’know, it’s baby time.”

She was round and tight as a beach ball,
shiny and radiant, dark and buttery. How could he even think of
doing it with Camille? Not a chance. She’ll just be his good
friend. They’ll talk about poetry, maybe he’ll show her some of the
stuff he’s been writing. He’ll take along his notebook. But, O God,
just to see her sinuous form lying in the fern brake… what would it
be like, her nakedness?

Everything, from the amber-peach glow inside
the house to the slow-faced smiles on the Van Dyke householders,
established a deep soft mood. Sarah and Camille were moving in a
slow-motion drifting fashion, as if without their feet in motion
beneath the swirling saris that toyed with the columns of their
legs, like the breeze laughing at the curtains on that sweet Mt.
Tamalpais early autumn evening. Van Dyke sat cross-legged in a
stuffed chair, grinning like a canary-stuffed cat, stoned out of
his gourd.

There was no hurry no-how for nothin’.

They sat for a while, holding warm ceramic
mugs of smoky Indian chai, smoked from chillums, just sat, looking
and not-looking. Joey was awash in a lagoon of Camilles, floating
among sea-sprite stares, then looking away as soon as they were
noticed; which was what Camille’s eyes were doing, the Camille in
the living room, in the amber twilight, deep in the incense of the
hot dry sequoias.

Joey thought about getting Camille out of the
house and up the trail along the creek as soon as he could without
seeming like a hungry beggar, the goal being the coming together,
the naked dance; the time, early dark, the blurred magic shaking in
the loins, the walk back; the exit, leaving early enough for what
would seem like a reasonable visit with some school pals. Smooth.
Nothing, however, at the Van Dykes, was on combat time. It was
dream time there, candle flames reflecting in burnished old brass.
If love was to come, love would come, as gradually and thickly
sweet as honey oozing from the honeycomb.

Joey looked out the window into the dark
yard. During the slow-motion of his visit, night had already
arrived and there would be no strolling up a creek trail at dusk.
He was talking to Camille and the Van Dykes about his love for
writing poetry, how playing with the compressed energy of the
poetic pulse was to mess with a device of great power, an almost
frightening power, language being so primal to thinking beings and
the poetic chant taking it by the balls, so to speak.

And they talked on about poetry and music
over more tea and cinnamon smoke and Camille was sitting closer to
him and speaking with little mudra-like gestures that brushed his
arm and touched his hand. She was about to ask him to her room to
sing her one of his new songs or look at her drawings when the
phone rang.

“Joey, it’s for you.” Arwen.

“Magma building up, Joey, like a
Meso-American volcano. Mescalita speaks. Hurry on back, old goat.
If we’re not here we’ll be at Alta Bates Hospital.”

At the car, Camille wore a mask of
resignation and sorrow. “This is what poets feel, isn’t it, Joey,
when their soaring spirit comes crashing to the ground? It’s what
they feel when someone hears their pain? Maybe you’ll see that in
the passion of your poems some day when they’re loose in the world
or alive in songs.”

He was speechless. He started the engine. She
leaned in the window and pecked him on the cheek. “See you
sometime.”

If Arwen had paid more attention to Marlena’s
contractions earlier, Camille probably wouldn’t have gotten Joey
out to Fairfax that evening. But the Baby had even more power to
affect the world of her new family and the result was similar: Joey
once again slipped out of Camille’s reaching embrace.

3

Dr. Apfelhoff-baumburger

Hospitals, Joey hated them. The smell of
stale chemicals, the bad lighting, the costume drama of it all that
had so much to say about life and death. Marlena was on a rolling
bed in the hall, lying on her side. Why was she in the hall? Arwen
was whispering to her about breathing deeply when she felt the
contractions coming on and Eowyn was rubbing her back and applying
pressure in a meaningful way here and there.

Marlena had a flushed puffy face and smiled
when she saw him. He kissed her lightly and noticed her lips were
dry and her breath hot.

“It’s a busy night, “ Arwen said. “They’re
getting a delivery room ready. The Doctor’s in the house. You can
be there, too, but we have to put on scrubs, cap, too, and
something over your shoes.”

“What’s up with that?” Joey asks. “It’s a
baby coming out, not open heart surgery.”

“That’s the rules, glamour boy. It’s a
hospital. Next time have the baby at home.”

There was no time to imagine that maybe this
was a false alarm because those waves of contraction thingys were
crashing faster and faster on the shores of Marlena’s endurance.
They all got into those green Halloween costumes and went into the
delivery room. A cheerful nurse did her thing confidently, taking
Marlena’s pulse, looking between her legs for those centimeters of
outrageous expansion that transformed the quick and tight pink gate
of his delights into a pliant stretching tunnel big enough for a
baby’s head. Bones were shifting and moving, fluids were sloshing
like the tide turning in San Francisco Bay, Marlena was huffing and
grunting, on the verge of yelling, the Doctor was reaching and
checking and opening some natal doorknob, and Joey was turning
white, sweating cold grease, and in danger of the floor beating him
senseless.

Out in the cool lobby he sat with his head
between his legs, a remedy he learned after similar woozy episodes
at doctors and dentists and clinics, especially getting shots or
other private pokings. He desperately didn’t want to succumb to
lying on the floor with his feet up on the chair seat, still in his
scrubs, like a wimpy first-year intern. He eventually came back to
life, still looking like the dead, when Eowyn and the nurse came
out through the swinging doors (the place resembled some kind of
ghoulish cafeteria).

“You’re the Daddy of a lovely little girl,
six pounds, twelve ounces. You can go in after some cleaning up and
measuring and weighing,” the nurse said. She went back in and Eowyn
looked at him like a bug scientist looking at a rejected cockroach
specimen. “Maybe you wouldn’t be going into shock if you had been
more involved all along. How many Doctor visits did you go to? Do
you even know his name?”

“Sure. Apfelhoff-baumburger, something like
that.”

“Doctor Hoffman, it’s Doctor Hoffman,
Joey.”

”I knew that. I was just putting you on. Why
are you ragging on me, anyway? You know I haven’t had a free minute
for months. Maybe it’s not the right thing to have given into the
school madness, with the baby coming, but the summer session and
this music school idea took over my energies. OK, I know it’s not
the right priority and I should have given Marlena more support and
I’m really so grateful for you and Arwen for all your help.”

“Thanks and I’m sorry, Joey, I’m speaking
out-of-line. This is yours and Marlena’s big moment to share. Let’s
go in and see the Queen and the new Princess. Do you have a name
picked out?”

“We have some in mind but Marlena wants
Khansahib to be the godfather and pick out a name.”

“I hope it has less than twenty letters in
it.”

 


 



Chapter 15

 


1

Sasha

The Levins held a mid-October
farewell-to-summer party and, for some, a chance to meet the baby.
Khansahib named the baby Saraswati, goddess of wisdom and music,
the Indian Athena -- a name easily shortened to Sasha, which worked
much better for the senior Levins and especially for the
Lifschitzes. She lay in a bassinet adorned with Indian corn and
plastic spiders, herself in an orange flannel baby bag, sweetly
sleeping. She had a creamy round face, pouting red cupid lips, and
a crown of golden fuzz.

How could that be? Joey thought. Marlena and
I are dark Mediterranean Jews and here’s this dainty little blonde
munchkin. A recollection of the mescal-thundering wind-howling
night in Michoacan roared back into his inner vision, the taste of
Arwen rocking his lips numb, another part of him surging up inside
Marlena like a geyser of magma. What part of the wily Isolde got
into this blue-eyed prodigy? Part of him answered, it’s not
scientifically possible, and part said, it’s spooky.

Fat joints with twisted ends made the rounds.
All the heavies were there, the ones who had accepted Khansahib’s
challenge and would stay around through the winter to minister over
the birth pangs of the college. Sgt. Pepper was playing on the
stereo, a cinematic kaleidoscope, precise and daring, clean as a
world-class string quartet, which in a way was what The Beatles had
become. Red wine brought the voice levels up a few notches while
the pot added an expansive surreal filter to their discussions. One
group, with Dodger in the yell leader’s role, speculated on how
much money would be needed to pay for the first semester.

“And what about tuition, man? If we have to
have jobs to pay for tuition, it kind of defeats the goal, doesn’t
it? Where’s the time to practice?”

“We get grants to pay for work scholarships.
Sorry, there’s that work word again.”

Marlena now held the ruddy, squirming Sasha,
who was poking around for Mama’s milk supply, the tight tawny ovoid
that looked like a perfect melon of an olive. Sasha made herself
one with the strawberry end and all the cats in the room caught a
glimpse of the Sacred Wineskin. Enough manna there to feed the
masses.

Out back, standing around the garden in the
foggy damp of a West Berkeley night, Joey, Van Dyke, Chic, and
Nagra took turns cupping the little black chillum, helping one
another by placing the flame into the combustion chamber.

Joey got Van Dyke aside and asked why Camille
hadn’t come to the party.

“She went up north for a while. She wanted to
spend the holidays with her family before coming back to help with
the school. She said sorry she didn’t call you but she just decided
to get on with her trip. She also said, “ he added more quietly,
“she would see you at Khansahib’s concert in Seattle.”

Joey thought, why do I care? Why should I be
so fascinated with fantasies of her? Maybe by then it’ll just be
like I’m seeing one of my fellow student pals, nothing more
complicated than that. By then. Shit, it’s only in a couple of
weeks.

“She said to tell you, she’s staying at her
friend’s pad near the campus, in case you need a place to stay. Her
friend will be out-of-town.”

Oy gevalt.

2

Transcendental spice

Eowyn stuck her head out the kitchen door.
“Hey, Joey, Marlena’s telling everyone about your songwriting
breakthrough and we all want to hear some. Actually, all of them.
Every damn one. So better get your sweet butt in here.”

“Damn. She’s harsh,” Van Dyke commented.

“Hey Chic, we’re on.” Joey had been working
out a couple songs with Chic’s musical hand-drumming, dumbek and
tabla both.

Joey got out his beloved Martin and checked
the tuning. He didn’t pretend to be a great guitar player but he
had a sweet, reedy voice that could swoop up from a rich baritone
into a silvery tenor range, kind of country and becoming kind of
Indian. He and Chic got settled in by the doorway of his practice
closet, like a little stage, with Marlena and babe just to his
right. A couple dozen of his best friends and raga warriors smiled
and looked on in stoned anticipation.

“This first one, I guess it’s my Summer of
Love song. The beautiful runaways, the flower kids, the lost
beauties, where will they go, who will show them that it matters,
show them the way? I fall in love with them every day.” Marlena was
still smiling. Good.

Joey fingerpicked the D-18 for the beginning
verses, Chic rolled the rhythm with the hourglass dumbek, snapping
pops along the rim like a nut-nipping woodpecker. The song had
simple stanzas where the first line is repeated three times at the
end of each verse like a little anthem. No chorus otherwise. It was
called What Will You Do? which imagined an escaped teenybopper’s
life, “trying to dance with no ticket… hair down your back like a
rainbow… all the world thinks it’s a joke.”

Awed silence, then applause and good-natured
cheering. It’s hard not to be a star with your friends, if you have
anything going for you at all. And it’s hard to know if the stuff
is any good at all.

“Hey, you got a hit, Joey.”

“Get Creedence to do it. Didn’t you say the
Fogertys were rehearsing in that storefront on the corner?”

Marlena and Arwen were beaming. Giving your
own poetry the inner cry, the howl of your own thoughts and
feelings, removed the folksinger from the mythic cotton fields and
damp coal mines and left you out there with your own lusty
feelings, admirable or deplorable, hanging out on the line like
gray laundry for all the perfectionists to tut-tut over.

No perfectionists here, however. The gang was
wined up and cannabinated and chanted, “Joe Eleven, Joe Eleven,
more songs, more songs!”

He did have one more song he had hoped to
play. This one was special to him in a couple of ways, with a
melody more in the Indian mood than anything he had yet written,
following a tambura drone, and with a lyric that celebrated the
exotic beauty and mystery of Marlena. Did it matter that he had
just been talking to Van Dyke maybe fifteen minutes earlier about
an implied liaison with Camille? Do such things ever matter to men,
to whom lust absorbs all contradictions? Only he would perceive any
discomfort; Marlena would play tambura, Chic was tuning his tablas,
and Joey was looking at the situation with the expediency of the
songwriter and his immediate audience, and with the embracing
philosophy of the times, love the one you’re with.

Marlena handed the nodding golden Sasha to
Arwen and carefully took the tambura to her lap, the swelling gourd
amplifying the fullness of her nursing body. Joey felt the
admiration of his friends, he intuited their speculations about
himself and Marlena and Arwen, a subtle eyebrow lifting from the
women, a lip-biting twinge of envy from the men. It heightened the
moment; it was what made songwriters perform at their higher levels
of artfulness.

Playing the guitar, Joey sang the song, Hey
Mama. The sensual buzz of the big deep-toned tambura embraced it
all and seeped into the corners of the room and the windings of
their smoky minds.

Hey Mama, rubies on your toes,

Oh Mama, diamonds on your nose.

And from a book of verses in ancient Hindu curses

you sing to me of love.

 


Emptiness, song of sleeping birds,

no-thing-ness, dreaming winter firs.

Your quiet eyes are crescents, your wings of
iridescence,

are waking me to spring.

 


You ask me, milk and honey please,

you ask me, lie between my knees.

And then you drink so deeply, and then you leave me
sweetly,

you live for love, so do I.

 


Boy and girl, foolish monkeys teach,

sweet cherries, eat what you can reach.

The tides of celebration wear down each
generation

into the sands of time.

 


Hey Mama, cinnamon device,

Oh Mama, transcendental spice.

Each night they crowd your chamber

to hear you play tambura and leave their souls in
peace.

 


After more noshing, drinking and toking,
everyone wandered home, the women spinning goddess fantasies of the
fecund Marlena, the men convinced that Joey would soon be utterly
undone by the four-armed love demon, strobing between the dark and
light, the syrup and the sinews, of Marlena and Arwen.

They wished, he wished.

 


 



Chapter 16

 


1

Spreading the gospel

Two carloads of the faithful drove north over
the high plateaus of Northern California on their way to Seattle.
Khansahib would fly there to meet with ethnomusicology students and
faculty at the University of Washington prior to the concert. Joey
rode with Maloney and Chic through a blur of rainy highways,
swirling road mist thrown up by sixteen-wheelers, sparred with
Maloney about dope smoking (OK in the car) versus cigarette smoking
(not OK in the car), punctuated by burgers and fries and pee
stops.

During the long roaring vibrations of the
road trip, Joey speculated on his adventure, the odd theater of
unlikely evolution that unfolded since that day he first saw the
announcement for the Indian music session, then their arrival in
the Dizzyland of Berkeley, the two summers of sarode chorales, the
Mexican fertility rituals leading to the birth of the Golden Babe,
and finally the beginning of the music college. Now here he was in
a disciples’ entourage, spreading the gospel of raga-roll and
possibly the long velvet thighs of Camille, wet with the evergreen
mists of the Northwest.

2

Magical mirror

Down in Berkeley, in the crèche behind the
dry cleaners, Arwen was absorbed in relieving Marlena of domestic
duties, making light meals, cycling diapers through the laundry
service pickup, and gazing hypnotically at the glowing aura around
Sasha, the joyful babe. She was temporarily distracted from her
other alchemical routines, especially shaping the itinerary of the
wayward Joey.

That night Marlena and the baby fell into
velvet sleep early in the evening and Arwen sat quietly staring at
a candle flame. The dance of the incandescent plasma embodied for
her the center of life, the light, heat, and insubstantiality of
the life-dream. Like that flame, the hearth gave solace to the
loneliness of human existence and the family tended the hearth,
nourished by the similar ineffable flame of Mind.

Then she sat upright, startled out of her
meditation by the awareness that she had forgotten about Camille,
who was sitting like a hungry spider at the center of a misty web
in Seattle, a web Joey was flying into forthwith. What an idiot!
How could she have neglected her ministrations to keep the family
balance safe? Now what? Was there time to find the heart of Camille
in the reflections of the magical mirror of her rituals?

Because she was late with her concerns and
felt the pressure to act, she didn’t take her usual care to sharpen
the picture of Camille in her mind, to feel her rival’s passion, to
carefully find her way through the maze of Camille’s own designs.
So instead of knowing she had the crosshairs fine-tuned on
Camille’s open door of desire, she settled for thinking she had the
wavelength, but perhaps not really knowing she knew.

3

Something heimisch

Khansahib’s workshop at the university turned
out to be a mini-performance in the music department auditorium.
The place was jammed with music students, guys with goatees and
girls with waist-length hair, all of them swaying and grokking the
lecture-demonstration Khansahib gave on raga and tala. He got them
all keeping tal with their hands and played a bit of an afternoon
raga. It was languid, infused with translucent green banana shade,
and the short cute coed with shaggy blonde hair in front of Joey
was rubbing her ass into him, jammed together as they all were in
the back of the auditorium. He realized that he wasn’t going to be
successful in keeping from getting a hard-on and worked himself
away to the side, scanning the faces for the regal profile of
Camille. He kept hearing Van Dyke’s voice saying, “If you need a
place to stay….”

The room was becoming increasingly tropical,
fed by the moist exhalations of hundreds of human hormone habitats.
Joey was getting loopy and realized he hadn’t had lunch. He thought
he should hang until the end in case Khansahib needed something
before his daily siesta, but he was feeling so weird he slipped out
into the crisp Seattle air and found a nearby café, where he began
to devour a corned beef sandwich. He felt like he needed something
heimisch. Problem was, about halfway through the food he started
feeling a little nauseous and couldn’t finish it. Tonight was the
concert and Khansahib had asked him to introduce the program and
tell everyone about the new College. He went back to the room in
the house that had been provided for the travelers and slept for an
hour or so until the yammer of the returning gang woke him.

4

Master of ceremonies

“The first piece will be in raga Chandra
Nandan, one of Khansahib’s most famous compositions. He will begin
with the solo section, the alap, followed by the first melody, or
gat (gaht), in slow tintal, a rhythm cycle of sixteen beats. After
that,” He didn’t actually know what was after that and looked over
at Khansahib who was watching him with those heavy lidded amphibian
eyes, listening to every word. At Joey’s pause, Khansahib gave him
that sideways nod of the head that meant, we’ll see when we get
there, and Joey continued, “After that, we’ll see when we get
there.”

His easy style got a laugh, relaxed the
audience, warmed them up and opened their hearts’ doors for what
was to come. On a carpet in front of the first row of seats
occupied by faculty and guests, were a group of lotus-legged
students. Dead center was Camille, wrapped in a pale orchid sari,
her black eyes deep as the night sky. She had caught up with him
right before he was finished checking the stage, the placement of
microphones, the glasses and pitcher of cold water.

Camille had traced her long fingers along the
sleeves of his silk kurta. “Khansahib gave it to me,” Joey said,
“one of his used shirts.” It was like mocha cream, embroidered with
little leaf vines along the cuffs and collar. “And he asked me to
be one of the two tambura players.” He felt like a five-year-old
piano prodigy at his first recital. “I’m nervous, my mouth is dry,
and I have to talk about the new College. Oy.”

“Wish I could moisten up that mouth a bit.
I’ll wait for you after the concert. I’ll be right in front and
I’ll be sending you energy and, well, let’s just say, compassion,
with the emphasis on the passion part. Will you be staying a day or
two? I have a cool pad close by all to myself.”

“Don’t say any more. I can’t walk out up
there with, y’know, aroused. We’ll meet later. I’ll be thinking
about what you said.”

5

Playing with the moon

On stage, Joey sat behind Khansahib with the
six-string tambura that Khansahib had tuned in the green room. Joey
began the preliminary stroking of the drone pattern, the repeating
waves that invited the sarode to begin its exploration of the
subtle yet complex clusters of notes that made up this famous raga.
There were already so many ragas and raginis that filled the body
of melodic treasure available to classical players and singers that
new ones were only occasionally brought forth, modestly, and only
by the most respected musicians of each age. Khansahib’s father, a
giant among giants, had composed many during his hundred years of
living and playing music. But there was only one Baba.

Khansahib turned to the instrument that Joey
massaged, wiggling a couple of tuning beads on each of the drones.
When Rosalie leaned near Joey to hand her tambura to the guru, her
perfume enveloped him like the poppy fields of Oz. Joey’s fingers
felt like knockwurst that had boiled too long, and they seemed to
be clopping across the strings unevenly, catching on the tight thin
steel like hard-boiled eggs on an egg slicers. Joey simmered in the
swim of the hot lights, fingered by the palpable gaze of Camille,
short on food and sleep.

Khansahib had said that Chandra Nandan meant
playing with the moon. The raga was sweet and poignant, sharp as
jasmine on a hot humid night, and Khansahib was like Krishna
playing with the Gopis, the pure sweet emanation of Love playing
with the angst of longing. The raga soared up with the vigor of the
major scale and then turned on the minor third like the indigo god
looking over his shoulder with the pleading of separation, the moan
of the blues from the Blue One, almost too much heartfelt pain,
like too much, man.

Khansahib squeezed each silvery note, juicing
the quicksilver mango, peeling and pulling them out of the massive
fretless fingerboard. Joey thrummed the harp tones of the tambura,
stared over the master’s strong shoulders into the audience, eyes
slashed by the big lights, and dimly saw the soft clear features
and the egret neck of Camille. He wanted her then and there with a
careless in-the-moment ache that melted into a weird sick feeling,
a taste of self-disgust drawn from icons of Marlena and Arwen, a
swirling swill spoiling the high of the moment, the honor of the
proud disciple sitting behind the guru.

As the sarode-meister unraveled skeins of
variations, Joey felt the ugly vertigo of something poisoning him
from within, felt the floor begin to undulate towards him,
threatening to smack him a good hurt right in the frontal lobe.

What to do, how to do it, must get off the
stage, can’t fall flat and surely create an awful mess, and truly
will if I don’t get off here right now, so giddy sick am I. He
started sliding back, bit by bit, kept playing, pushing back little
by little with his bare heels, the nap of the fine rug grabbing at
the tails of the kurta, Rosalie glancing then double-taking,
wrinkling her brow and then slowly raising her eyebrows in
astonishment and shock.

Then Joey just stopped playing, set the
fragile gourd body on the back edge of the platform and
indecorously crawled off the back of the stage on all fours.
Maloney, who was hanging out behind the stage, swiftly dug that
something was seriously wrong, took the tambura, sat in Joey’s
former spot and started winding the drone. Khansahib was slightly
aware of some stir behind him, saw Maloney and showed a slightly
amused look of surprise but not enough to take him out of the deep
trance of his playing.

Joey, meanwhile, made a rubbery beeline for
the green room, where he sank to the cool tile floor, just in time
to swing his feet up on one of the chairs. He thought it was lack
of food and the hot lights, plus a dash of stage fright and the
anguished feelings of lust and guilt. He would just wait for it to
pass.

He thought, I’ll feel fine soon and at least
then I’ll get up and be ready to make apologies. But every time he
brought his head up from the floor he got dizzy and was afraid he
would barf all over the room, which would make a fine surprise for
the musicians at intermission.

Then Dodger stuck his head in the door. “Hey,
man, what’s happening? You sick? What’s wrong, man?”

“Dunno. Just suddenly felt dizzy and sick to
my stomach. Maybe got a touch of flu or food poisoning, or
something.”

Then Camille pushed past Dodger and quickly
knelt beside him.

“Joey. For godssake. What?” She unhooked a
couple of notches of the collar studs that closed up the V-neck of
the kurta. Then she took a washcloth and did what only women can do
with brow-mopping and motherliness and washcloths. “Joey, you’re
white as a ghost. Take slow deep breaths and try to relax. The
blood will go back to the head.”

Dodger was dying in the doorway. You could
see his attention turning back and forth, first to Joey, puffing on
the floor, then to the hallway and the sounds of coconut shell
impacting steel strings enlivening bone bridge enticing the
goatskin diaphragm that sent the inflected sounds tumbling about
the teak cauldron and then back out through the goat drum and into
the amplification circuits and then out into the lobby, the
hallways, and the catwalks dangling from the high grid of the stage
and down into the green room.

“Go ahead, Dodger, go check out the scene
already and I’ll take care of Joey.”

Dodger mumbled something about
callmeifyouneedmeIllberightoutside and slowly left, closing the
door gently. Friends already.

“I just got dizzy. Sort of felt it coming on
all day. Dunno. Maybe flu.”

“Doesn’t seem like flu. You’re not really hot
or have any other symptoms. Let me take you back to the pad where
I’m staying. You can rest, have some tea. I’m a good nurse, I can
take care of you. OK?”

“Sure, OK. But tell the guys how to get hold
of me. I think they’re leaving tomorrow. Don’t want to miss my
ride.”

6

Dream healing

The house was near the lake and was cold and
damp when they arrived. Joey’s teeth were clattering. Camille
wrapped a blanket around him and sat him by the wood stove where
she quickly built a fire. The kindling raged and soon he warmed up
to the radiance of a glowing wood fire. Mint tea came next and it
tasted like a magic brew handed him in a shaman’s hut. He was
feeling better but weak. He also began to have an uneasy feeling
that he probably shouldn’t be there. Not that he could be anywhere
else other than the back stage floor, but it isn’t where he said he
would be, suspended in the high moments of the concert.

Then he remembered that he said he would call
home that night. It wasn’t something he and Marlena had agreed on;
she had argued that he could call in the morning since he would be
in the swirl of guru mania and wouldn’t find much chance to do it
but thanks for the offer and so on. Still, he had insisted that he
would find an opportunity and would certainly call and they left it
at that. But now it was like way different, man. What could he say
about his mysterious illness? And wouldn’t it just freak her out?
Worse yet, he would certainly have to avoid saying where he was and
he would just have to emphasize that his pals were taking care of
him. It would be shaving the outside layer of paint off the truth
stick.

So, OK, he wouldn’t call and would deal with
it in the morning. In the morning? Now what? Camille returned to
the living room wearing heavy chocolate brown velvet robes, the
sorceress herself. “You’re not shivering. Good. Get good and
toasty, then I’m tucking you in. It’s time for a dream healing. No
confused looks now. I’m not worried that you’ll attack me, in your
condition.”

When he got up he was certainly feeling weak
again, like having drunk too much cheap wine. Camille led him into
the bedroom, sat him on the edge of the bed, removed his shoes and
socks, pants and shirt, rolled him into the middle of a cozy bed,
covered him with a down quilt, then slid in behind him and held him
in her long slender arms. He didn’t know what she was wearing but
it felt like cozy flannel and she smelled like wood smoke and
rainforest moss. He didn’t wake up once during the night and
dreamed of angels in deerskin robes with red symbols painted on
their foreheads that branched out and wove a cage around his
heart.

 


 



Chapter 17

 


1

Visions of Monkey

Camille handed Joey a cup of herb tea. He was
sitting up in bed.

“You don’t look so hot for a guy who just got
a good night’s sleep. Here’s what I think: Stay here and I’ll have
you feeling better in four or five days. I have Chinese herbs that
will generate heat and energy in you.”

Joey said, “Oh, man, Camille, you know I
can’t just show up a week later. It’s out of the question.” He
paused, drank some tea, looked up, shyly.

“It was really great lying next to you last
night. I was in some weird trance, some timeless place. I kept
seeing a bizarre creature—a Monkey God or a Monkey King, something
like that. This mythic thing was smiling, hiding behind the
furniture of my dreams.”

“Joey, this could be really important, you
dig? This Monkey God could be your Guide, y’know. See: God, Guide!
Anyway, I could drive you back to the Bay Area in a few days. It’s
time for me to go back, too. I’m ready to jump back into the
college mania.”

“Look, it will be good to have you back soon
after I get there. But as for now, I gotta meet up with my buddies
and go back with them. I don’t want to call Marlena and say
anything else but that. She would freak out if she knew I was sick.
I mean, the baby and all.”

Camille turned her back to Joey and stood,
looking out the window onto a gray drizzly day. She started to turn
back toward him a couple of times, almost articulating a word, then
quickly turned back to the window. After a long silence, she said
OK.

She looked over her shoulder toward Joey.

She turned and walked to the bed, sat down
facing Joey, and took him in her arms. She held him tightly, her
head on his shoulder. Her face was peaceful, with a soft sweet
smile.

2

Witchery

Joey called Marlena later that morning and
told her he wasn’t feeling well, a bit weak and strange, and was
uptight about being near the baby. Marlena pointed out that he’d
been gone for less than a week, so whatever he’s got, she and the
baby were already exposed to it. Nuff said. Good that he didn’t try
the I’ll-recuperate-here-in-Seattle ruse.

A weary, pale and nauseous Joey met with his
buddies around noon. They wrapped him in a blanket and he curled up
on the back seat. The rest of the trip was a fantasia of swooshing
tires, coughing engines, pot smoke and bleary dreams. They drove
straight through the night, pressing on to arrive in Berkeley the
next afternoon. Whenever Joey opened his eyes, the searchlight
sweep of oncoming headlights seemed to outline the creeping shadow
of a huge ape, clinging to the side windows or glowering with
yellow eyes into the rear window above him.

He was starting to get really bummed by this
illness, even seriously worried that it wouldn’t be easily resolved
or shaken off. They stopped every few hours to pee and load up on
fast food. The smell of fries and burgers both stimulated his
hunger and made him giddy. He only wanted chocolate shakes and
babbled about finding real malteds even though he wasn’t quite sure
what those were other than something he loved when he was a
kid.

A few days after Joey returned, he and
Marlena and babe went to the Welfare Office to apply for AFDC, Aid
to Families with Dependent Children. Johnson had extended Kennedy’s
social agenda with generous entitlements for minorities, poor
families, handicapped folks and the elderly. Despite these social
programs, the president was hounded by growing armies of war
protestors and incessant photos of body bags, like a hellish
conveyor belt of plastic enchiladas. But the young Levins were
simply grateful, desperate as they were to get some income to hold
them over for a while and to obtain state medical assistance so
Joey could see a doctor.

His malaise lingered. Someone had recommended
a Doctor Cohn in Berkeley, so Joey went, did the magazine ritual in
the waiting room and got examined, blood tested, poked and thumped,
listened to and peered into. Nothing immediate came to the doc’s
diagnostic mind. Joey didn’t seem jaundiced and wasn’t congested,
and his blood tests were a little off center but nothing serious.
That could all be good news except for the continuing weakness and
dull-headed brain constipation. Then, too, it could be bad news in
the sense that something rare could be ravishing his corpuscles.
What about mono? Nah, too collegiate and trendy. How about leukemia
or some other berserk disease of the innards?

After a couple weeks, his appetite returned
wildly but it didn’t seem to do any good. He had an insatiable
hunger every two or three hours. What was burning that fuel up
without turning over the pistons? Every week he would make a doctor
visit, get a blood test, and continue feeling more frightened of
the unknown. If the damned plague just had a name it would create a
focus for healing, something to read books about.

Arwen was around most days, helping Marlena
with Sasha, whom Arwen adored as her own fairy changeling, and
tending to Joey. When he said he’d like to learn a bit about
cooking so he could help deal with his hunger, she started
enthusing about macrobiotics. He didn’t understand yin and yang
very well but thought it ought to come clear, now that he was
reading about Zen. He needed to develop a positive spirit and
always liked the matter-of-fact directness of Zen. The art of
archery could easily transform into the art of sarode playing.

“Look, just start with simple skills and
basic combinations. Take the main elements, some lightly cooked
vegetables, short-grained brown rice, very yang, organic, of
course, and miso, the magical concentrated fermented paste of the
soybean. Just working with those basics, some shoyu, a little
garlic, you will utilize more of the essence of the food than you
would from other kinds of cooking and it will give you more
energy.”

“OK, we can have a lesson later. I can barely
make tea—with a teabag—as you well know. Camille is going to come
by soon with some herbs she got in Chinatown. She’s a real expert
about Chinese medicine.”

Arwen looked sour, frowned. She clearly
disliked Camille. Or was she jealous of Camille’s interest in Joey?
That gave him a little tingle. “I’m not so sure. I didn’t get a
good hit from that herb stuff you’ve been boiling and drinking.
There’s good witchery and bad witchery, y’know.”

“Hey, what? Now she’s a witch? I thought you
two would have a lot to talk about in the shaman world.”

“I know you don’t believe me or maybe you
don’t care if I say she does things for ulterior reasons; maybe you
like the idea that you’re the ulterior reason. She is quite
beautiful, lean and sexy, the dark queen.”

“And you? You help me because…?”

“I help you because I have become more a part
of you, and you me, and we, all four, of each other, than you have
possibly begun to realize.”

Inside herself, Arwen had this queasy doubt
eroding her usual self-confidence, wondering if she might have sent
an image of instability and susceptibility to illness into what she
thought was the doorway of desire emanating from Camille, only to
have it reflected into the tangle of mutual lust that had evolved
around Joey and Camille when he got to Seattle. The result could
have been a series of reflections of reflections, a mirroring of
confusion that bounced off the wily Camille and landed in the
greedy gullet of Lucky Cum Eleven. Stranger things have happened.
The collision could have drained enough of his natural energies to
leave him unable to fend off the pathogen that seemed to have
zapped him.

Or all that could be just so much
horseshit.

3

Hep

Nonetheless, the bitter herb tea Camille
brought, when brewed for hours into a thick brown soup extracted
from sticks, leaves, and other yard rakings, or so it seemed, gave
him a bit of a lift. It would always be short-lived but got him
through his necessary outings, mainly to the doctor. This time the
doctor had something new to say.

“The good news is that you don’t seem to have
some mysterious fatal malady, which you seem to be speculating
about lately. Your blood panel indicates a significant rise in
liver enzymes indicative of hepatitis. Also, I’m beginning to see
some yellowing in the extremities of your eye whites. Of course,
hepatitis simply means a liver ailment or irritation, but the
common cause is an infectious microbe. The two most common forms
are hepatitis A, the infectious kind, and B, or serum hepatitis.
Have you had any transfusions this year or used any intravenous
drugs?”

“Drugs? Needles? Never, I get woozy just
thinking about needles. But how could I get the A kind?”

“Well, it’s common and easily transmitted,
usually through food that was handled by someone in the infectious
stage. It’s not like a cold, it’s carried in the feces, so if
someone doesn’t wash thoroughly, maybe someone working in a
restaurant, you can get it that way.”

“What about Mexico? I was in Mexico last
winter.”

“I doubt it. The incubation period wouldn’t
be that long, maybe a couple of months at the most. Maybe someone
who prepared food at your house or someone you visited.”

Doc dug in with his fingers under Joey’s ribs
on his right side to feel for a swollen liver or to elicit any
pain, but there wasn’t any. What about treatment? There wasn’t any.
Just rest, good nutrition, fresh air, mild exercise, it would no
doubt fade away. How long? Can’t tell, it didn’t seem like a severe
case, maybe weeks, or a few months at the most. Sometimes it
lingers as long as a year. Any special diet? All these questions
were becoming useless. American medicine didn’t really deal with
these types of natural recovery methods. If there wasn’t some
medicine to prescribe or something to cut out, they didn’t offer
much. Medication? Well, when you’re exposed to it but haven’t
contracted it, gamma globulin, a blood component, could help. For
you, probably too late.

But for Marlena it wouldn’t hurt. The baby
was too young and was rapidly developing her own immunities against
the onslaught of our minute neighbors. So a long recuperation lay
ahead. The subtle patterns of the body’s own recuperative efforts
would become his daily study, along with essays on Zen, poems of
mortal significance, and the attentions of the golden jinn, the
dark queen, and the mother goddess.

On the worst days he would lie on the
mattress, propped up on pillows, reading, dozing, listening to the
little tick of the rain against the window. He charted his body
temperature, which wavered from a cool low at night to mild
inflammations in the morning, cycling though the day with regular
curves and changes.

In the morning he felt a spurt of energy for
an hour or two that quickly drained away. He would then be feverish
and weak, the dull brain syndrome, the liverish feeling he called
it, dimming his reasoning, leaving him lying there like an old
reprobate in a rancid rooming house. He would often feel faint,
even lying down, and was terrified that he was fading out of his
vitality. He was the same age that Jesus was when he died.

But how did that matter to a non-religious
Jew? Usually late in the evening he would feel a refreshing cooling
down and would have energy, would think and write, play the sarode,
sing, compose songs. He even started to feel rutty and swollen,
perhaps able to lay his lubricious wife asunder, or the fair
sprite, Arwen, or the dark sorceress, Camille, or any combination
of two or three, so he thought.

On other days, he listened to Lenny Bruce
routines. (Make me a malted, he said to the genie. You’re a
malted!) And it made him crave a malted. Or listened to Lord
Buckley daydreaming in the convertible about that blonde, ah the
curves and yes just so and there you were and who was driving? And
Joey wondered about his subconscious and who was driving it in such
futile circles.

On the bad days, he would despair of ever
having his vir rasa, his heroic passion, back again. For a while it
seemed that the disease was steadily consuming him, leaving him a
feverish crackled shell of a young man.

One afternoon, when the women were out
shopping at the Co-op, he felt a strong sense of drifting off, a
fading away in a dank sweat. He had tried to will away the creeping
dullness that gripped him, he had cried, he had pleaded, he saw the
Golden Buddha before him with the Sly Monkey grinning at the
Master’s feet. For the first time he felt utterly defeated. He lay
back on the pillows, closed his eyes and yielded to the realm of
the Void, gave up, surrendered, let go of his clutching grip on
life, namu amidha butsu, namu amidha butsu, the name of the state
of compassion in the place of no-place.

He thought he actually might die and it was a
sweet relief to surrender to it. He fainted or fell into a deep
sleep and dreamed that a goddess, unseen, unformed, the sensuous
universe itself, possessed him utterly, and in his dream he came
into a maddened state of excitement and thrust up through a thick
darkness and up and up and woke with his hard penis lying in a
moonstone puddle of kama saliya adorning his belly.

Arwen and Marlena gave him cool baths with
damp washcloths. They agreed that his experience of surrender had
turned him around. They administered to him like the sun and the
moon, the golden light and the violet moon-ray, lavished upon him
with their cool hands and hard muscles, got him moving about.

You know, they said, that the one way you
will recover is to rebuild yourself from within.

The source of life, the liver, has been drawn
down, wounded, and now you must feed it potions so it can
reconstitute itself. The potions would be the magic rice, soybean,
carrot, onion, green leaves, hot tea, brisk walks, deep breathing,
meditation, and full-throated singing.

He sat for hours caressing the wave of tone
and overtone from the tambura, singing one deep note, one Om, one
Ah, one AUM, drawing up the earth energy, the Kundalini, up through
his anus into the spinal base and along the DNA map of his spinal
twining, the serpents of life, the caduceus, sometimes spouting up
through his penis, sometimes vibrating the tambura so severely that
it shook the skin of the thin gourd in waves of vibration that
flowed into his throat, reverberating in the resonances of his
skull.

4

Birth of a College

As the end-of-year holidays approached, so
much was happening with the new college project that Joey was
distracted a little from his sorrowful condition, but only just a
little. He wanted to help more, be more active, but he saw his
advantage slipping away. His advantage for what? Did it really mean
so much to him to be at the master’s right hand from the get-go?
Part of him said yes, the lard-assed ego part, the “me, I’m
dreaming of celebrity” part. Didn’t matter, he was way slowed down
and no simple desire for fame and pussy was going to change
that.

So he ate stir-fried veggies and tofu, brown
rice, made fruit smoothies, and tried like anything to think good
thoughts. He looked as honestly as he could at life, existence,
being something other than what it seemed. And he tried not to take
the looking, or anything else, for that matter, so seriously, And
not that, and not that. He read Zimmer on Indian philosophies and
was in awe of the vast antiquity and comprehensive elaboration of
reality-as-mind that Indian thought had amassed within the
structures of Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and all the permutations
thereof.

And he met with the close group of students
that would become the board-of-directors and officers and founders
of a chartered college in the State of California. As the first
donor, Khansahib gave $500, which was matched ten times over by a
friend of Nagra’s, Don McCoy, a guy who had recently cashed in a
successful business and dropped out, moved to California and leased
a historic ranch north of Novato near the Sonoma County line. He
was into the whole New Age thing, the exploratory life style, the
easy loving, the pleasant tripping, and the mind-blowing music. He
felt it was an honor for him to give the first substantial boost to
the college. And he was envisioning some outdoor summer music galas
at his retreat, Rancho Olompali.

Chic found a hip lawyer who charged only $500
to file the forms and applications to charter the college. They
also applied for non-profit status and became eligible for
tax-deductible donations. The hair on the back of Joey’s neck
tingled, turning with a million antennae in search of the welcoming
galactic fanfare, when he signed the document as a witness and
charter director, along with Chic, Nagra, Maloney, and the Guru
Himself. What they thought: There will be nothing else like this,
outside of India.

Everyone thought that Joey should be the
first executive director of the college, Joey the college
professor, but it was obvious that he wouldn’t have the energy to
handle a job like that until he was further recovered. So Chic said
he would do it for the first year, but only for the first year. He
really didn’t want to get stuck with an office job and he could see
that making the college financially viable plus keeping the Indians
happy would be a huge job.

5

Dueling shamans

The hills were greening up from the winter
rains and the crisp air smelled like eucalyptus oil. The huge
disorderly gum trees that lined the old streets of Berkeley were
spicing the air with pollen from the thousands of yellow cup-shaped
flowers adorning the sticky branches. California winter. Joey
needed to get out of the house, Arwen thought, start moving around
more, get his mind off the murky listless fog he found himself in
most of the time. But he was reluctant to go far from the flat. He
said he never knew when the relapse feeling would come over him,
the nauseous weakness that only a dark room and a deep nap would
alleviate.

One day before the New Year, his practice was
interrupted by a gentle rapping at the door. No one answered and he
realized that Arwen, Marlena, and baby had gone out. Standing at
the door in the light rain, wrapped in a waterproof coat and wool
hat, was Camille. She brought in a bag of Chinese herbs she had
just gotten in San Francisco.

“Here ya go, Joey. Something really gross to
cook up. This is particularly for raising your energy. Why don’t I
get it brewing right now? Is Marlena around?”

Joey stood there in his cotton shirt and
drawstring pants, his hair hanging loosely around his shoulders,
looking like a Mesopotamian bath attendant. He muttered something
about them apparently being out, he was just practicing, and soon
the kitchen was reeking with the bitter pungency of a dark brown
gruel simmering on the stove, with sticks and bones and bark rising
and falling amidst the tempest. They talked about the new
College.

“It’s going to be such a gas,” she said.
“There’ll be hundreds of musicians coming from every direction,
from everywhere in the Western world. Are you ready for that?
You’ve been singing? Me, too. Didn’t Khansahib say that it would
help you? It’s that deep breathing and the pure tone of Sa
resonating through your inner chamber.”

She had that look again. But it was hard to
respond like he did last summer, especially that explosive moment
in the instrument room, what with the smell of yard trimmings
cooking in his kitchen, in Marlena’s kitchen, right by the door
where she and Arwen might appear at any moment. She was pouring him
the first cup, the virgin pressing, as it were, when the crud was
at its most potent, thick as gravy, hot wood soup. The only way he
could drink it was in one draught; any pause would allow the
olfactory senses to kick in, and that would be the end of it.

“Now you have to lie down, let it percolate
through your digestive track into your blood stream. You’ll feel
hot, maybe even horny. Think about me, hold your hard cock and
think about me.”

And with that she did another one of her
facile vanishing acts, twirling out the door in a swirl of
raincoat. She faded into the misty rain just moments before Marlena
and Arwen came in. Damn.

“Lord, this place stinks. You sure she didn’t
just rake that up from the street just before she got here?”

“C’mon, Arwen, you’re not ignorant of Chinese
herbs, why do you have to do that every time she brings some
by?”

Later, Arwen said, “We’ve been talking about
you, how this thing is just languishing and slowly wearing you
down. I mean, mentally, too. It’s one of those degenerative
illnesses, y’know, like TB was earlier in this century. And I think
the cure is similar: Good food and especially clean fresh air,
country air, exercise, lots of deep sleep.”

Again. They’re conspiring again.

Marlena said, “She’s right, Joey, it’s not
good to stay here in urban Berkeley, breathing in those dry cleaner
fumes all day. And don’t say you don’t smell them. You’re just used
to them. There’s no way that stuff isn’t getting in here. And what
about Sasha?”

“Look, I don’t want to get far away from the
scene, I want to stay involved, be near Khansahib so I can help
out. We’re working on the announcement for the first summer
session. And a fundraising brochure.”

“OK, OK, I know all that and dig it, I know
it’s important. We’ve been talking to friends who live out in
Lagunitas. That’s not so far, out in West Marin. It’s very hip out
there and the San Geronimo Valley is beautiful. We could even get
fresh goat milk and produce. You’ll be feeling better fast. And
it’s only a half-hour drive. Let’s take a ride out there and just
check it out. OK, Joey?”

“Listen to her, Joey. We want you better,
stronger, we want you to be that wild man from Mexico again.” Arwen
looked at him with those sky-blue orbs, then she and Marlena
slipped their arms around him and embraced him like the Holy
Chorizo in the Cozmic Burrito. He was just too ding-brained to
argue much.

“Sure, we’ll go take a look. A ride in the
country sounds good. S’posed to clear up tomorrow. Let’s do
it.”

Arwen thought, it’s going to be touch and go,
what with visits from Camille and the idea of moving a whole family
to the country, diapers and all. Maybe it’s time for Plan B.

End of Book II, 1967

 


 



Book III

1968

 


Why would he, a young Jewish-American artist,
enamored as he already was with poetry and music that promiscuously
got in bed with jazz, Tin Pan Alley, folk music and the balladry of
America and its Old World origins, and the new fusions of the
Sixties, why would such a person think he could cast all that into
the fires of the classical intensity and rigors of North Indian
raga?


Chapter 18

 


But did anyone really believe that Americans would
get that idea of the empty vessel, of the wisdom being poured from
guru to disciple, from parent to child, the unquestioning surrender
of the student’s will? Or would it result in just a little bit of
behavior modification, learning how to touch the feet, drink the
Scotch, smoke the Players, parrot Indian English, I mean to say, a
Sixties study in sex, drugs, and raga-roll?

Chapter 19

 


He wondered about the visceral meaning of lust and if
such wide-open compulsion was the same as an ecstatic surrender
that could lead to liberation. Ecstasy, as Alan Watts pointed out,
meant getting out of the stasis or the paralysis of everyday life.
Or was it just a big Cosmic Joke, a self-delusion we short-lived
mortals conjured up to assure ourselves that life was indeed worth
living?


Chapter 23

 


 



Chapter 18

 


1

Country ruminations

Dodger and Maloney were schlepping boxes of
household goods, dishes, cooking wares, clothing, Joey’s precious
books (why does he need so many books?) out to the van and Dodger’s
car. Joey wasn’t much help, weak as he was, and Marlena was busy
keeping the baby distracted. It was moving day for the Levins.

Early in January they had made visits to West
Marin to see the creaky summer cabins and hobbit hovels where some
of their pals lived. Until then, Joey’s western explorations
usually stopped at Fairfax where the Van Dykes lived and where Joey
had first tasted the sweet mouth of Camille. From there the
highway, Sir Frances Drake, wound up through steeper foothills and
made a twisty ascent over White’s Hill, a spur of Mt. Tam.

The view opened up upon dairy ranches, horse
arenas, a golf club, little villages, and hills feathered with the
blue-green haze of coastal redwood copses. The wintry air was
brush-stroked with the smoky spires of woodstove fires and the
exhalations of thousands of bongs and joints burning on sunny back
porches. While the streets of San Francisco were still undulating
with the wanderings of teen runaways, angry activists, and the
feral cats who preyed upon them, their pockets lined with brain
candies, a somewhat more cohesive group of young families and
tribes began settling into the low-rent summer cabins of West
Marin, attracted by the ozone tingle of redwood forests, the
mycelium outbursts of leaf mulch and cow patty, and the baskets of
local apples, wheels of golden cheese, and the grainy crunch of
hippie bakery goods in the country stores. Welcome to
Back-to-the-Land.

Joey agreed with the mendicant maidens that
he could more likely recover in these coastal hills, far from the
diesel exhaust corroding San Pablo Avenue and the scouring solvents
exuding from the dry cleaners. They scrounged up enough cash for a
half-cord of wood to feed the woodstove, a purging heat that had to
be applied daily to stay ahead of the endemic mildew that
flourished in every shadowy corner, under every piece of furniture
or behind every bookshelf, and that seemed eager to seep into the
bedclothes of the sleeper, intermingling its spore-borne tendrils
with the inert goose down of the comforters.

After a few weeks, Joey confronted some new
and disturbing insights congealing in his brightening mind, wherein
his thoughts were being buffed and polished, like rich fruit-wood
furniture, by regular infusions of espresso coffee, the furniture
oil of the brain. Actually, some of these rebellious ideas had been
with him for some time and now, in the quiet tedium of the country,
they began to simmer.

First, he thought that he would go
bug-fuckity nuts if he spent too much waking time in the Lagunitas
cottage. The rooms seemed to be filling up with laundry in stages
of dirty-to-washed, from dankly waiting for a turn in the dryer to
becoming fluffy mounds of sheets tangled with socks, panties,
diapers, and tee shirts, like the flotsam debris of stoned mermaids
in a Sargasso Sea of metaphysical bric-a-brac. It was getting
difficult to distinguish bedrooms from sitting rooms from dinettes,
and he was already looking into the attic as a possible practice
space. It was dry and cozy when it caught the afternoon sun, but he
suspected that some of the arachnid occupants of the low eaves were
perhaps of the toxic variety. And Sasha was evolving a wide
repertoire of soprano squeals and trills, increasing in volume and
weirdly stimulating to the feminine flurry of life around the
place. Joey felt that he was increasingly in the way.

Then there was the hungering growth of the
baby College, born in the writ of a State of California Charter and
ready to wrap its invisible limbs around the first session of
students. Although he was being spared taking on too many
responsibilities during his convalescence, it was understood that
within the year he would assume the role of Executive Director.
Chic would cover the job in the interim, during which time Joey
would continue to help Khansahib with his correspondence and would
start to spin out the words and images that would describe the
ideals of the college, the pleas for financial assistance, and the
curriculum for the first summer of classes.

Regarding that grand academic prospectus for
his new life, he was developing another discomforting turn of
thought. His ambiguity over the past two years regarding the
embracing of this ancient Asian art form was now resolving itself
into specific self-questioning. Why would he, a young
Jewish-American artist, enamored as he already was with poetry and
music that promiscuously got in bed with jazz, Tin Pan Alley, folk
music and the balladry of America and its Old World origins, and
the new fusions of the Sixties, why would such a person think he
could cast all that into the fires of the classical intensity and
rigors of North Indian raga? And were his motives clear and pure,
the devotee cleansed and emptied, ready to be filled with an
immense heritage that took many lifetimes to evolve?

No way, don’t even think that for a minute,
he told himself. You came to California to get a taste, maybe just
a taste, of something exotic that you could add to your own style
of musical expression. And, yes, you found out that it was
profoundly more intense and deep than you had imagined and that it
had the potential to transform a person, artistically and
spiritually (if there has to be a difference between those
unlockings of being). Still, let’s face it, baby, you saw right
away and still do see that it’s also a chance to grab hold of
greatness, like a booster rocket to your own personal orbit around
artistic fulfillment, self-realization, and scads of unimaginable
pussy.

And what about the gurus? Everything selfless
and devotional at that end? Like, think again, man. Teachers need
students; newly liberated and now self-supporting court musicians
need Western opportunities for patronage and institutions to
replace the monarchic courts of old India; and sophisticated
Indians need new infusions of Western ideas, unrestricted
lifestyles, and scads of unimaginable pussy.

So Joey’s second conclusion was that he would
willingly help the college find its rock in the American
wilderness, that he would take whatever associative glory that
accrued to his efforts, and that he would try to find some balance
between the demands of being a student and his own explorations of
music and poetry and songwriting. And that he would admit to
himself right then and there that he was not likely going to spend
twenty years trying to become an acceptable performer of Indian
classical music, doomed to play with an American accent and perhaps
never having that instantly recognizable curry flavor of style that
almost any talented Indian teenager could fling into the
stratosphere like the seminal laugh of Krishna being tickled by the
adoring lips of the Gopis upon the godly goat-head.

Finally, he became even more driven to the
conclusion that the external world, the conventional game of work
and fight and die, the so-called grownup world that he should have
long ago embraced and that still seemed absurd and repulsive to
him, the world of the squares, the living-dead world of commerce
devoted to the exploitation and the domination of the native
heritage of planet earth, that he and that world were enemies. He
had left a bucolic college teaching job, at the same time being
thrown out by a livid small-town cadre of local in-bred
administrators, in a rage over what he considered the ignorant
avoidance of the truth about the horrible American campaign against
the people of Southeast Asia, in the name of some hideous sense of
patriotism. And all that he got back was that it didn’t have
anything to do with the teaching of English.

And now, two years later, that monstrous
American ego, his birthplace America, still couldn’t face the
mooning of the devil’s scabby ass, the laughing hyena truth that a
determined Vietnam insurgency was kicking the crap out of the
technological military might of the United States. The
ten-thousandth American plane had been lost over the jungles, over
500 Americans were killed and 2500 wounded in one week, in one
week, for crissakes! And Johnson still pretended that perseverance
had paid off: “Aggression will never prevail,” he said in his State
of the Union speech. Aggression my ass! What the fuck is this
malaise of an invasion of the most powerful white army in history
doing half-a-world away, as if these brown people were about to
pounce on California and turn the blithering hedonists of La-La
Land into a merry bunch of Maoists?

Good lord, Joey thought, how embarrassing,
how humiliating to be part of such a culture of tight-assed
necktie-strangled corporate slaves. Joey therefore stated, cast
forth, and ejaculated his own Declaration of Independence. Nothing
in this uptight culture will ever again hold back the flight of my
free spirit, my singing soul, and the expression of my life-force.
Put simply, no government, no corporation, no social conventions—no
teachers, no parents, no cops, no religious frauds, no moral
bigots—not even vegetarian hippies, Wiccan wet nurses, nor gurus,
nor wives will keep my spirit captive. In this world that glorifies
death and fear, I will sing, play, laugh, think the unthinkable,
and fuck the unfuckable.

Starting with Camille.

Country life was good for Joey.

2

Sumer Is Icumen In

On a sunny late-winter California afternoon,
sitting at a sidewalk table with his friends, sucking up
cappuccinos, Joey got briefed on the current status of the college
and its plans for 1968. It was sort of an informal board meeting,
minus the Big Bopper, who was still on his winter concert tour of
India and Europe. He would be back in California in a month or so,
and the fledgling staff had a shitload of work to do to make a
summer session happen. This bureau of caffeinated psychonauts
included Chic, Nagra, Maloney, Van Dyke, Rosalie, Miyako (a friend
of Nagra’s, a sitar student, and a connection to the main donor and
other members of the Marin Hip Mafia), Dodger, and Joey.

“Hey, Captain Jo-Jo, you look like you
actually might live. You ain’t contagious or anything, are ya?”

“No, Chic, not unless I kiss you. On the
lips. Yeah, I’m feeling better, at least for part of the day. I’m
still addicted to naps.”

“Yeah, man, but that was from before you got
sick.”

Rosalie said, “He’s just teasing. I think
you’re looking better already. West Marin must be good for
you.”

“I guess so, it’s peaceful, and the air is
good. But we’re dealing with a lot of dampness in that old
house.”

“Well, much of Marin was built for summer
retreats and those uninsulated cottages weren’t meant for
year-round living. But, hey, weekend retreat yesterday, hippie pad
today.”

“OK, you guys, let’s get this meeting
rolling. I’ve got work to do. C’mon Chic, Mr. Director, what’s the
word from Khansahib?”

“Relax, Miyako. You get me all excited when
you get pushy. Look, she’s rolling her eyes. OK, Khansahib’s letter
says he’s got the summer session staff in the bag. Shankar Ghosh is
coming back to teach tabla. Most of you weren’t around for that
session in ’65 when Shankar taught and then he took off a couple of
years so he and his wife could have their baby. He’s a real
beautiful cat. Also Khansahib’s invited V.G. Jog to teach violin
and other bowed instruments and Khansahib’s cousin, Bahadur Khan,
who’s a heavy sarode player, will help with the string classes. So
there it is, I got a list of salaries, they’ll all need apartments
and the college needs a place for summer classes. So get busy, you
white folks—OK, not you, Miyako—‘cause I need some help and I gotta
spend some time juggling the budget.”

“So, even with Don McCoy’s donation, will we
have enough to do all that?” Rosalie was concerned. “How many
students do we need to keep things going into the fall?”

“I think if we get about fifty students, even
with the low tuition Khansahib wants, we should be in fat city. And
that’s without more donations and fund-raisers. But, dig, Khansahib
says the teachers will want more money once the college gets
rolling. Damn musicians. And Joey, I’ll need help getting green
cards for the new teachers.”

“Hey, dig this.” It’s Nagra. “I’ve been
talking to Alan, Alan Watts, and he’s really into Khansahib and
would like to help with benefits.”

“Ah, well that’s a cool thing,” said Maloney.
“Mr. Zen himself. Very popular cat right now with the East-West
thing a big part of the revolution.”

“Ah, the revolution! Maloney, you’re not an
IRA operative, are you?” Miyako asked. “No, don’t answer, that was
rhetorical. But it’s true. You all know I’m Alan’s secretary and I
help schedule his seminars and Nagra’s at them all, recording them.
And then he’s on KPFA every week, when Nagra plays his taped
lectures. Alan’s dying to meet Khansahib.”

Nagra said, “Those two will get on famously,
from raga to Kama Sutra to a love of the sauce.”

“Salsa?” asked Chic.

“Scotch,” Nagra said.

Rosalie raised an eyebrow. “Nagra,
really…”

Nagra continued, “Hey, and dig this, man.
McCoy has the Dead hanging out at Olompali a lot and they want Don
to get them together with Khansahib. Y’know, a private little
concert maybe, hang out, burn some spleefs. They’ve got a commune
thing happening there, too. The Indians will love it, naked chicks
in the pool…”

Rosalie said, “Jeez, Nagra, get a grip. I
think we’ve all got our assignments worked out. Let’s meet in a
week and everyone stay in touch with Chic. Joey, we need some PR
and our summer session announcement as soon as you can make it
happen. Everyone’s got some great ideas… well, almost everyone… and
now it’s time for action.”

3

The Dreamer

After the meeting, Joey stopped at Van Dyke’s
to sit in the shade before figuring out what to do next. Sarah
brought out a big pitcher of iced mint tea. The sides were fogged
and running with beads of condensation. A streak of salty
perspiration ran into Joey’s left eye, the eyelid twitching from
the burn.

Van Dyke said, “You sure got quiet at that
meeting. Usually you’ve got more to say than that.”

”Right on, good observation, man. I shouldn’t
have been sitting in the sun that long. And I forgot to wear a cap.
It doesn’t take much to fog up my brain and drain my energy down to
the maintenance level. Then I can’t connect one thought with
another or follow a line of reasoning. It really sucks. The most
exciting thought I get is, cool, it’s time to crash.”

Sarah said, “Have some tea with honey. And
feel free to stretch out on the lounge and zone out. It’s peaceful
here in the morning.”

“No, I can’t, I’ve got much to do and I told
Marlena I’d do some shopping.”

“Plenty of time, man,” said Van Dyke. “Do
what your body says, y’know, time to cool out for a little
while.”

Sarah added, “He’s right, Joey, listen to
your body, now or later. Hep can be a persistent thing. It’s too
easy to relapse. Anyway, Camille called earlier and said to let her
know if you stopped by, that you should wait ‘cause she’s got some
herbal mix she wants you to try. Says it’s really important at the
recovery stage you’re in, when you start doing things again and
it’s too easy to overdo it.”

Joey um-ed and spluttered.

Sarah said, “Just kick back for half-an-hour,
I’ll call her. She’s just around the corner and you look like you
need a recharge. Your doctor doesn’t give you anything for your
recovery, right? They don’t know shit about getting healthy, just
about getting sick.”

Joey couldn’t put up any defense, didn’t have
the energy or the wits, and the chaise lounge looked so great there
in the porch shade, a delicious breeze blowing down the canyon
laden with the spice of redwood pollen and wild sage with a touch
of watercress. As soon as he lay back and shut his eyes, he began
to fall away into that incredibly deep place that always seemed to
await him when that nauseating dullness washed over him like a
stupefying glaze and he surrendered to his body’s cry for help.

He dreamed immediately.

The dining room in his parents’ house

the dark wooden table, bright light in the window

his parents are eating, they talk about ideas

that are not ideas to him, they are puzzles

brittle, like ice on the branches, covering life,

outside the sun vibrates in a blue sky

the ice melts on the bare branches, each one

tipped with a jewel, incandescent like the sun

flashing red, green, violet, prismatic spheres,

he is transfixed, staring outside, a saw

buzzes, a rasp, a voice,

“Joey, eat.”

 


He is back in Mexico but it is not Mexico

he is in a marble-walled room, some kind of
palace,

he can see through the peaked Islamic archway

Khansahib sitting at a low table, laughing

being fed by beautiful young women, some
Indian-black

some California-blond, he is very fat, his face

shines with sweat, he laughs violently but Joey

hears no sound coming from that room.

 


He lies back on a low bed,

tamburas drone from every direction

he hears voices, rhythmic exhalations, deep female
voices

their outbreathings barely audible but with the
passion

of women receiving pleasure, working up to
orgasms

hunh, hunh, hunh, then he is aware of two women

one on each side of him, they are like Marlena and
Arwen

but not like them, more Indian, in dazzling saris

in the ancient traditional way, without tops, baring
one breast

oiled, glistening, they gently pull open his
pajamas

now they are caressing him, cooing at the purpling
serpent

their tongues long as exotic sea snakes, twisting

about him and one another, flicking

the pulsing mushroom head

into each other’s inflamed mouths, then

he gets that awareness that often comes with erotic
dreams

that he can just let a fire-fountain come out of
him

but aware that it is a dream and he knows that he
will come

all over himself, lying there

in the bee-humming noon of a Fairfax Monday.

 


And the politely civilized Joey pulled back
from that scathing edge and spoke inside the dream, no, or outside
the dream on the silent porch, no, into the buzz of day, of waking,
where some wraith of another dream stood over him, and he started
up, all at once seeing the ridge drawing up from his crotch, rising
like the San Andreas fault across the sandy beach of his cotton
pants, seeing the wryly smiling face of the elegant Camille, a
pleased smile, seeing in turn his boyish embarrassment hanging from
his long curls.

Deciding not to spare his discomfort by
pretending to ignore his nearly burst wurst, she said, “Dreaming
about me? I came as fast as I could. I see you nearly did, too. Or
did you?”

“I? No. OK, it’s OK. How long?”

“Long enough, seems to me. Have some tea,
laddie. Relax a bit. No point to return from the land of
illumination too quickly. Much to learn there. And I can see you
were dreaming of elsewhere.”

“Oh, but, you see, I wanted to dream about
you. I knew you were coming and I had to crash for a bit and I….”
He could see a less benevolent expression on her Nefertiti
countenance, looking down at the slave about to be buried alive
with the secret of the King’s tomb.

“OK, no I didn’t. I just have to fall deep
dead away when I get that heavy sick feeling. If I dream, I have no
choice, I take whatever comes. But now it doesn’t matter because
here you are.”

“Not so. It does matter. Dreams matter. They
matter deeply. Those are messages from the timeless world that
surrounds us, in which we are immersed. If you trust me you can
tell me what you were dreaming.”

“No. I don’t think so. Just the gibberish of
the resting mind dancing around the debris of life lived.”

“Beautiful, Joey.”

“Did I just say that?”

“When you were waking up you were saying no.
No to what? Something bad in your dream?”

“No. Uh, let me think. Oh yeah, no, I didn’t
want to, I was about to, y’know, it was in the dream but I knew
that it would happen outside the dream at the same time.”

“About to come? And you knew in the dream?
That’s a lucid dream, Joe Eleven, so it wasn’t just some ordinary
dream. That makes it all the more significant and…”

“That’s one of the times I almost always know
I’m dreaming. If I’m having an erotic dream and I’m going to come,
but usually I don’t care, or can’t care that I’m going to…”

“Oh, ah, I see, having a wet dream is tied to
some kind of prohibition, some taboo, so it’s strong enough to cut
through to the Dreamer, the Lesser You, the You of this world who
has control, or tries to have control. Oh, but if I’d known all
that I would have gotten you quickly into my mouth and then the
Dreaming One and the Dreamer could have merged for a timeless
moment. A rare moment, and we may not be in the right place at the
right time for that to happen again. Pity. But tell me the dream,
what was happening?”

He thought, those two snake-tongued witches
twisting me into their game and then coming into a third velvet
devilment…. “No, I don’t think I can. Talk about it. Those
dreams.”

“Ah, more than one. Oh quick, before it fades
into the sunlight.” She sat next to him, on the edge of the
lounge.

He looked up into the deep doorways of her
soul, with her head backlit by the radiant dayglow and the black of
her eyes alive with reflected fire, like gems in an idol. He
started talking in that chant of dream recollection, starting with
the silent dinner table, the evanescent gem-droplets, the command
to obey the needs of momentary life. Then the palace dream, the
obese lascivious Khansahib pantomime, the cicada whine of the
tamburas and the quickening pleasures of the laughing devas.

“They were laughing? While they were
tantalizing you?”

“Just now I think of them as laughing
although I don’t know if they were the source of the low groaning
sighs that were building up, spinning around in the tambura waves.
So now you’re going to interpret them, like the Pharaoh’s
seer?”

“No, I don’t do like that, Joey. It’s not
some kind of parlor trick, the shadow play of the dreaming mind.
It’s always there, y’know, dreaming in the background, flowing in
and out of the waking continuum. Just when you think you know what
you’re thinking.”

“Like acid flashbacks?”

“A little, but not intrusive like that. Much
more natural, a regular rhythm of life and thought. Anyway the
dream is for the dreamer’s awakening, not for someone else to say
what it is. Just try doing this. As if you were in an art gallery,
letting images tell their stories, put your reasoning mind aside,
think about those paintings, those images in your dream, without a
narrative, just hanging like points of light in your mind. The dark
table, the alien conversation…”

“The tiny watery suns, the commanding
voice…”

“Drawing the dreamer in the dream back from
dreaming. Then the pure lascivious pleasure of the next dream,
where you might be free to exalt in the dream…”

“But not quite, eh, O observant one?”

Camille reached into a small woven shoulder
bag, adorned with friezes of dancing Meso-American figures in
primary colors, and took out a small bottle containing some dark
reddish-brown liquid, thicker than honey, and a plastic baggie
revealing six shriveled roots, of a less intense but similar
color.

“Time for recovery, Joey. Ginseng. The real
deal, from China.” Holding up the bottle, “Just a few drops of this
in tea, three times a day. And chew a small bit of the root, maybe
half-an-inch, once a day. You’ll develop a hunger for it, but don’t
take any more than that. Very powerful stuff.”

“Thanks, Camille. Ginseng is expensive, let
me pay you for it.”

“Not a chance, wizard of luck. Not for money
do I do this but to ride by your side when the fiery steed streaks
to his home in the heart of the sun.”

She bent down and molded her mouth to his. He
blurred into the amethyst cloud of her closeness, the lavender
scent of her skin, the vineyard burst of her warm open mouth.

 


 



Chapter 19

 


1

The Cheshire Cunt

Maybe it was the ginseng and maybe it was the
increasing intensity of all the things that needed doing, but Joey
was getting more energy. With a spectacular teaching staff lined up
for their first summer, the college was deluged with
applicants.

The West Marin community was buzzing with
sitar strings and throat-hacking hashish. New students arriving
early were wandering the bumpy roads looking for country pads. Joey
sat in a rocker on the back porch of his new neighbor, Charlie
Schuster. It was that time of afternoon, after lunch and afternoon
practice, for conversation, the sweet incense of a joint, and some
herb tea. The frame of the porch was dangling with flowering vines
gone mad, the yard was a tangle of wildflowers and tall weeds
fading into the cool shade of young redwoods.

“Well, man, are you ready for another go at
it with the Big Bopper?” That was Charlie’s favorite honorific for
Khansahib and the one that dominated all the others with the old
guard. (It didn’t take many years to be “old guard” in the raga
game in America.)

“I suppose I’m ready as I’m going to be.
Can’t say I practiced last year’s compositions like I intended, or
the first year stuff, for that matter. Maybe I’m just a sarode
bum.”

“Man, don’t say that. You got the touch. You
just lost a little time being down with the plague.”

Two married guys. Charlie was a big handsome
guy with a walrus moustache and a good head of dirty blond hair. He
had a broad smile and was quick-witted and smart. He played the
hell out of the sarode and took immaculate notes which he
generously shared with his mates. And now they were neighbors.
Cool.

The air danced bare-legged around them,
spreading its sweet spice.

Then Joey began to feel a glaze hardening
over him, one that would crack if he tried to exert himself, crack
and expose his vulnerable flesh, a turtle out of his shell. The
soft yellow spring sunset did not break through the chill that came
over him. Like when his Grandma would say, someone is walking over
your grave. When, in the future?

“It’s weird, what I’ve been thinking about
when the crud was particularly weighing me down. How I was losing
my libido, my lusting body, my ability to stir the fire in a woman
to white-hot, when the brain is scrambled and there’s nothing left
but a helpless cry hanging in the air.”

“The Cheshire Cunt,” said Charlie.

“Right on, man, well said.”

“So that’s how we cats define ourselves, it
seems. Our demonstrations of love-making, and the songs and
symphonies we make about it. The Glorious Fuck to the End.”

“The only difference between us and the
goats is the art we make about it.”

“I’ll toke to that!” Flick of rasp against
flint, flame, glow of incandescent herb, the rush of recent
memories, the wet musk of lust. Joey was thinking about his new
song, “Monkeymind.”

If I had a hit in my stash, I would lay it down in a
flash…

 


Another chill, remembering that gibbering ape
(that aping gibbon?) clinging to the dark car sluicing through the
rainy night on the road home from Seattle.

…and get that smoky taste way inside

of the Monkeymind, of the Monkeymind, of the
Monkeymind.

 


Spooked. Change the subject. The rush of
imagery, sensory recall, stoned again.

“Hey, man, quiet over your place. The ladies
out cruising with the sensational Sasha?”

“They are indeed. Arwen takes them on trail
walks around Mount Tam, mini vision quests, she says it’s a
powerful and sacred place for her, yada yada. She gets into her
persona as the Faun King…”

“King…”

“Right, Arwen’s mythos is endless, and she is
not one to be denied.”

“Yeah, I know it’s none of my business, but
you know, stories circulate, bits and pieces about you three in
Mexico…”

“Oh man, I probably don’t want to hear those
stories…”

“OK, never mind those stories, I mean for
now, man, although I would dearly love to hear any exotic and
mysterious tales from South of the Border when you were so moved to
share them. But, now that we’re neighbors, I am compelled to
acknowledge a basic fact: You are cohabiting said cottage with two
of the finest beauties in the County.”

“Oh, I think cohabiting may be a misleading
word. Arwen, well, she’s the family shaman and nanny, I suppose is
the best way to put it. Not to deny the beauty of their Royal
Presences and the poetic contrast of Dark Voluptuousness with the
Golden Willow. But for me it’s more like the Checkered Stalemate,
with me always dodging checkmate.”

“A noble image. Noble and perhaps a bit
tragic. And then there’s the actual image of Arwen drifting through
the tall grasses of your back yard of a dawning, trailing some
meager diaphanous silks that suggest something of pure Arwen
wrapped in mist. One glimpse of that and I’m gaping over my granola
like a drooling bear.”

“You’re keeping in mind, of course, that such
thoughts can lead to the most profound disaster?”

“Brain doesn’t care. Knees cease to bear
weight. Mouth dry, monomaniacal purpose for living takes over.”

“And speaking of cohabiting, you apparently
share this abode with the precocious Susan Schuster, n’est-ce
pas?”

“Light of my life. The sine qua non of my
existence. But my predilection for being a fool knows no limits, it
would seem.”

“I’m reconsidering your request for tales of
Mexico. Some night over Scotch-on-the-rocks. I think you need to
know just how dangerous such a sweet sprite of a girl can be.”

2

The shadow of the Beatles

Joey had been helping Chic with the logistics
for months, with getting green cards and apartments, and had been
preparing some brief orientation materials and the like. This being
the first semester of the presumptuous musical ashram, Khansahib
wanted to give the Call of the Gharana from the beginning. His
gharana, his musical tradition, had come to the present from the
court of Akbar and the fabled court singer, Tansen, who gave the
teaching focus, structure, and mega-Mogul musicology. These hippie
kids needed to know this, develop some respect and reverence that
wasn’t natural or native to their own credo of sex, drugs, and rock
‘n’ roll.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19624
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
Jim l(ohn
E}.& P ———






