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Prologue

 


The banks of the river Ganges teemed
with pilgrims who’d come to wash their sins away. Many of those in
the holy waters were wandering hermits with more hair on their
heads than flesh on their bodies. Varanasi, one of the oldest
cities in the world, was where they congregated. If they couldn’t
wash away their sins, at the very least, they might acquire some
new disciples.

Because of its cultural importance, in
the year of 1910 the British Raj had decided to make Varanasi an
independent State. A few months after independence, a middle-aged
man set up his stall close to the river. Close enough to have
customers but not so close that he’d have to smell the waters. With
the help of his elderly father, he carried ice to his stall and
from there he sold cool lemonade to the thirsty pilgrims. This man
was not poor but he lived close enough to poverty to be driven. Nor
was he rich, but among the pilgrims he saw enough of wealth to be
envious. Poverty and envy soured him. They filled his life and
spilt over into the receptacle that was his four-year old son.

The boy had a narrow face with eyes that
looked out at the world like caged but timid birds. They watched
and evaluated. Who had too much? Who had too little? Who gave? Who
took? Who had their back turned when he passed by and his nimble
little fingers could be busy? He might not have amounted to much,
just another mean-spirited shopkeeper, except for that one day,
except for that one person. If he could be called a person.

The father was selling a drink when a
hush fell over the chattering crowds. A crazy figure was tottering,
perhaps dancing, towards the river. He cut through the throng,
taking no notice of them. He didn’t have to. They simply parted
before him and gaped. The man was tall and bony, wearing only a
loincloth made of woven leaves and with grey ash covering most of
his body. That was not unusual for a wandering saddhu, or holy man.
What was unusual, though, was the colour of his skin. Where it was
not covered by ash, it was a radiant olive green. He emanated
green.

With superstitious fear, the other
bathers moved away from him. Muttering or reciting, the man
immersed his body in the holy Ganges. A fish, curious about the
green illumination, approached. Coming too close, it rolled over
and died. The bathers moved further away. They had no idea what the
green hue could mean. At that time, only a handful of German
scientists might even have ventured a guess: radiation. They may
have been right. They may have been wrong. The Green Man finished
his ablutions and climbed back onto the path skirting the stall.
When he had gone, a hubbub burst out.

The father said, “When I was young, a
man just like him was here.”

The grandfather spat
out betel nut juice. “He was not like him. It was him.”

“Him? Impossible.” The boy
listened, greedy for words. “That would make him sixty or seventy.
He looks younger than me.”

“He looks. He looks. When I was
young, he also came here.”

“You?” The father’s hand trembled
as he held out a glass. “You mean, he’s ninety or a
hundred?”

The boy looked from one to the other.
Every word was engraved into his four-year old mind. “I mean,” the
grandfather said with slow deliberation, “that he is older than
old. He lives on nettle leaves and meditation.” The grandfather
scowled. “It is said that in his early days, he lived on Tantric
energy.”

“Tantric.” The father spat onto
the ground. “Some type of strange sex business.”

“Shush.”

The grandfather put his
fingers to his lips and the boy immediately pretended to be playing
in the mud. But each word was caught and labelled:
to be investigated. He had
no idea what Tantric meant and despite their crowded house, he only
had a vague impression of what sex was. Yet the awe and fear that
the bathers showed towards the stranger impregnated him with the
desire to know more. Why, he asked himself, be a peddler of
lemonade when you could be older than old?

True to his promise, when the boy turned
fourteen, he left his parent’s home. Wearing an orange robe and
carrying a begging bowl, he made his way from village to village in
the guise of a holy man, a Swami. At each stop, though, he always
asked, “Have you see the Green Man?” Most had not. But some had and
their reply always pointed him further north, north into the
Himalayas. In his thin orange robe and carrying his begging bowl,
the boy ascended into the icy wastes.

When he finally came down again, he
carried with him the base of his evolving power. To build on it, he
would have to take as needed. Outside of Jaipur, he found an ashram
and settled in it, quickly draining the guru that had lived there.
After twenty years, when people remarked on how young he still
looked, he went again into the Himalayas. When he returned, he
changed his name and travelled to a new place. In the new ashram,
he sucked the current guru dry and used his husk to fertilise his
garden.

And that became his
pattern. Every twenty years in order to avoid detection, he climbed
the Himalayas, renewed his energy, then chose a new name and moved
to a new ashram. In every place, he taught a public teaching and he
taught a secret teaching. The public teaching was of love and
compassion. The secret teaching was of blood and seed, blood and seed. In
every place, he issued a psychic call: come to me… come to me…
come…

The summons wasn’t sent in words but was
transmitted in intention. People who could hear, came. They came
and gave him of their money. Sometimes, though, they gave him of
their essence.


Chapter 1

 


After the hideous mess that had
been WW2, a flood of people wanted nothing more than to leave the
chaos that was Europe. For many refugees there was no choice and
for years they languished in camps, waiting to be transferred to
America or to Australia. One young couple eventually reached the
front of the queue. The name on their identity cards was
Zedryskvana.

“What sort of name is
that?” a lanky Australian asked, not even try to pronounce
it.

“It is Polish.” In his
thick accent, the translator replied for the couple.

The official checked his list.
Polish was good. Though that usually meant apple cheeks and a
blonde pigtail. This couple was black-haired and olive-skinned.
They looked Romany or Jewish.

“You have a trade?” That
was the most important thing.

The man looked helplessly at the
translator and they spoke in: German? Polish? Who knew? “Builder.”
The translator nodded firmly.

“Builder. That’s good,”
the Aussie said. “We need builders.”

The translator nodded again. He
knew what was wanted. There was an exchange of glances. The woman
was pretty. The man was dashing. Give them a chance.

The Australian flashed his
stamp. “If I were you, I’d change my name to Zed.”

Zed? Why not? A new life,
why not a new name? It was not as if they had a long attachment to
Zedryskvana.

Put on a boat to Australia,
their first stop was Perth. This was not for them. They went on to
Sydney. From there, they travelled by train to Wollongong. Burly
Australians, loud but kindly, shepherded them into their quarters
in the migrant huts. For three months, they were subjected to
intensive English lessons. In the mix of migrants, though, it was
just one more language among the many. The Zeds came out speaking
English with a liberal sprinkling of Greek and Italian.

Since he had claimed to be a
builder, Izcar Zed was put on a building site. The Aussie blokes
soon found out that he knew little about building and teased him
with, fetch me a left-hand screwdriver or bring me an
anti-clockwise spanner. But he learnt quickly and though it was
hard work, Izcar occasionally found the energy to draw portraits of
the other workers. The brawny carpenters and concreters liked these
sensitive renderings and were more than happy to swap the drawings
for sandwiches or for bottles of beer.

Zena was placed in a Greek café
to work as a waitress. During the slow times, she did card
readings. Since that brought in more customers, her boss was more
than happy to let Zena use a corner for free.

Between them, the Zeds earned
enough money to move from renting a house to buying their own
little cottage. Not long after they moved in, they were overjoyed
to find that Zena was pregnant. Six months later, Zena’s boss gave
her both a leaving present and some advice.

“You haves a nice little
house, no? Put out your sign, Madame Zena: card reader. Put
it out, peoples will come.”

“You t’ink?”

“I am sure.” Her boss
nodded.

Zena, however, wasn’t too sure.
She’d have to see for herself. Spreading the cards, she let her
intuition drift into their future. There was much joy. But also
there was a sadness, a deep deep sadness, about the coming
child.

At the due date, Zena gave birth to a
girl, Irena. But, as one of the dark readings had foretold,
something went wrong. Unable to have another child, the young
couple doted on their firstborn.

Her arrival also motivated Izcar
to review his life. “I went to Art School.” He opened his hands.
“Now my fingers are thick like old ropes.”

“But you can still draw
and paint,” Zena protested.

“A minute here, a minute
there.”

Zena rocked Irena. “What would
you like to do?”

Izcar massaged his hands to keep
them flexible. “I can always get building work here. Or Sydney. I
can go to Sydney if necessary.”

Zena frowned. “You want to go to
Sydney?”

“No, no. I mean there will
always be work.”

There was silence. Then Zena
said. “So?”

“We have money,
yes?”

“We earn. We
save.”

Izcar walked to the window. The
small garden sloped downwards into other workmen’s cottages. In the
distance was the brilliant blue of the Pacific Ocean. He switched
to their mother tongue. “I thought I would stop work for a year and
go to the market.”

Zena was still puzzled. “The
fruit and vegetable market? What would you do there?”

“Portraits. There are few
artists here. I thought maybe portraits or caricatures.”

“In Wollongong? In Bulli?
Australians are good people but they are not art
lovers.”

“It doesn’t have to be
art.”

“Wait. Wait.” Zena put out
a hand. “Let me think. Let me count.” Handing Irena to Izcar, she
took out their money books and poured over them, her smooth olive
brow crinkling. Finally, she looked up. She spoke in English. “Six
months, we can go easily. If you make money, longer. But this is
what I say. Go to the market, do portraits. Also, clean out the
shed. Make it into a studio. There is the sea. There are boats.
There are horses. People, even Australians, will buy paintings of
ships and horses. Sell your paintings at the market.”

“I can do it? I
can?”

Izcar hugged Zena. He whirled
her around and tossed her into the air. The next day,
apologetically, he gave notice to the builders.

“Just when you’ve learnt
to saw in a straight line, too,” the foreman said. He put out a
hand. “Yer always welcome back, mate. We’ve always got the
work.”

Yet it turned out that Izcar had
a gift similar to Zena’s. Maybe they truly were Romany, the
descendants of wandering tribes from India. Maybe they were Jewish,
descendants from another wandering tribe. But in both of them,
their blood held a gift. Zena could read the cards. Izcar could
paint what he read in people. His portraits sold and his paintings
sold. His shed grew larger. They never made a fortune but their
income was steady and they were happy. Sometimes they went to
reunions with other migrants and they were reminded of how terrible
their fate could have been. They thanked the god and all the gods
of Australia.

They even felt sufficiently at
home to encourage Irena in her unusual development. A development
that made her susceptible to the Swami’s siren call.


Chapter 2

 


Irena was either a very happy
child or else a very disturbed one. An early talker, she babbled
away constantly. Sometimes to her parents, sometimes to her dolls.
More often to an invisible companion.

“Who’re you talking to
Rena?” her mother asked.

“To Kangy.”

“Kangy? Is Kangy a
kangaroo?”

“He can be.”

“What else is he,
sweetie?”

“He’s a man, of
course.”

Izcar encouraged his daughter to
speak both English and their mother tongue. Sometimes, her chatter
was one, sometimes the other, sometimes a combination. When Irena
was four, it became something else again.

“You hear that?” Izcar
asked.

Zena stared at her daughter.
“Nonsense words?”

“Egyptian?”

“In Bulli? Who knows
Egyptian here?”

“I’m just saying,” Izcar
said, “that’s what it sounds like.”

“Rena,” Zena called, “what
are you saying?”

Irena screwed up her face,
searching to explain. “Old words, mama.”

“Do they mean
anything?”

“To princess they
do.”

“To princess?”

The little girl pointed to the
air. Zena, seeing nothing, decided not to probe any further. Irena
was happy. Nu? Nu.

One day, Zena couldn’t find her
watch. “Izcar,” she said, “my watch, have you seen it?”

“Pure gold? Inlaid
diamonds?”

“That’s the one. Almost
five dollars it cost me.”

“I’ve not seen
it.”

“Rena, sweetie,” Zena
said. “Have you?”

“No, mama but I’ll ask
Kangy.”

“Kangy? You still speak to
him?”

“Of course, mama, this is
his house.” Irena focussed on a spot a little taller than herself.
“Have you seen mama’s watch, Kangy?” She put her head to one side.
After a little while, she said, “In the bin, mama. He says you put
it in the bin.”

“In the bin?” Zena
searched her memory. Yes, she’d been to the bin. It was a
possibility. Opening the cupboard under the sink, she searched
through the rubbish. Sure enough, her watch was rolled up in a used
tissue. “Uh, I was changing the time,” she said, “and throwing away
the paper. It’s lucky, I wasn’t blowing my nose or it would also be
in the bin.”

Izcar knelt down. “Rena, did you
see mama throw the watch in the bin?”

“No, papa.”

“So how did you
know?”

“Kangy told
me.”

He stroked her hair. “You have a
rare gift, sweetie, a rare gift.”

At five, Irena went to school.
One child fell and scraped his knee. As he cried, Irena held her
palms over the scratch.

“It’s warm,” the boy
said.

“It’s stopped bleeding,” a
girl observed.

The teacher came over with warm
water and a sponge. The boy had stopped crying and there was no
blood but she dabbed at it, anyway. She paid no heed to Irena. Over
the next two years, Irena mixed happily with the other children. On
rare occasions, she helped with minor injuries. Offering comfort,
the teachers assumed.

At the age of eight, however,
the children went through a change. They became more aware of
differences. It may have been a cognitive change. It may have been
the change of teacher. It might have been something they’d seen on
TV. But that year if Irena went to help another child, the kids
danced around her singing, “Witchey, witchey, witchey. Bet she
rides a broomey.”

For the following week, Irena
found herself friendless. The next week, a time when no one had
needed her help, and she was accepted again. Yet on the second and
third times that some child was injured and she did heal them, the
name-calling reoccurred. The fourth time, she held back. The fifth
time, she moved away. By the time that she was nine, Irena was a
bright and cheerful child, totally accepted, but not showing any
special gift. Only at home did she maintain contact with her
invisible companions.

The years passed and still
without any public show of her gift, Irena moved on to secondary
school. Year 12, her final year, arrived and with it, the last of
school exams. She passed them - not brilliantly but well enough to
go onto university. Instead, she chose to study beauty therapy at
TAFE.

“I want to make people
happy, mum,” she explained. “Beauty therapy is only skin deep,” she
smiled, “but it’s a start.”

Yet it was more than a start. It
was a re-awakening. There were so many beauty therapy applications
in which both the doer and the receiver entered a deep state of
relaxation that Irena’s gift began again to show. One day, she was
working on a fellow student, Mary, when Irena jumped with
shock.

“What is it?” Mary
cried.

“I… I don’t know.” Irena
ran her hands over Mary’s shoulders. “You’ve been in the sun.
There’s something here. It burns.” She marked an X on Mary’s skin.
“You’d better go to the doctor and check it out.”

“You’re kidding me.” Mary
touched her own shoulder. “Feels okay to me.”

Irena put her palm over the X. “It’s hot
to me. Sunbathing hot.”

“Oh, yeah.” Mary gave
Irena a funny look. “I have been at the beach a lot.”

“See your doctor,” Irena
said. “Better safe than sorry.”

Under pressure from Irena, Mary
complied. It turned out that she wasn’t safe but was early enough
not to be too sorry. She had a minor operation and a major telling
off.

“No more hour-long
sunbathing while your boyfriend is in the surf,” her mother
said.

“But he won’t go in for
less,” Mary protested. “He won’t change.”

“Then change your
boyfriend,” her mother advised.

As a thank-you, Mary gave Irena
a box of chocolates. Following that, Irena’s talents blossomed.
Completing her studies, she joined a salon and, after a long period
of denial, she allowed herself to develop as both a medium and a
healer. Beauty therapy might only be skin deep but it could
certainly take her deeper. And she wanted to go deeper. The only
question was how.

How? Irena was a good listener
and quickly found out that many of her clients went to Spiritualist
churches. So she also started to go to them. She went and she
watched. She saw that if a person came with a limp, they went away
with a limp. But if they were downcast, they left uplifted. The
healing, given through the warmth of the palms, was basically a way
of offering comfort. That was great. But that was not Irena.

She also listened during the
coffee breaks. Among church members, one name cropped up again and
again: Sophia. Once noted, she frequently heard it.

“Who is this Sophia?” she
asked. “Is she a secret? Can I meet her?”

“Sophia is a private
person,” a spiritualist said. “I can give you her phone number.
Speak to her. She might meet with you.” The man studied the bright
young person before him. “But probably not. Hers is an elderly
group.”

“She has a
group?”

“It’s for psychic
development.”

Irena felt a quiver of
excitement. “But she doesn’t come here?”

The spiritualist looked
disapproving. “She believes she works with the crème de la
crème.”

All that cream must be
fattening, Irena thought. Which turned out to be quite accurate
as far as Sophia’s size went. Suppressing a giggle at her thought,
Irena thanked the man and left. That night, she rang from home. A
voice with a thick accent replied.

“Allo, Sophia
‘ere.”

“Sophia. My name is Irena.
I…”

“You vork in beauty
t’erapy. I haf heard of you.”

“Heard of me?”

“I keep my ear to the
ground.” There was a rich laugh. “My belly, too.”

Irena was taken aback. She’d
forgotten how wonderful gossip was. “Um, can we meet?”

“You vant to chat, by vich
I mean chatter, or you vant to learn?”

There was only one answer to
that. “To learn.”

“Fine, fine. Ve meet
Tuesday nights at my house. Is dat okay?”

“That’s excellent. That’s
terrific.”

Irena put down the phone. “Mum,
dad, I’m going to meet a real psychic!”

Zena, however, frowned. “You be
careful. Some of these people you just can’t trust.”

“Oh, mum, everyone speaks
so highly of her.”

“Maybe, maybe.” Zena had
her cards in her hands. But she didn’t spread them. They felt hot,
too hot, and she simply lay them down.


Chapter 3

 


Well into her sixties, Sophia
was round-bellied and apple-cheeked. Coming only to Irena’s
shoulder, she emanated a friendly, if imperial, air. She waved a
hand at the dozen people seated in a circle.

“Zis is my group,” she
said. “Some haf been here five years, some eight. Ve do not shuffle
around. Sit. Tell us about yourself. Tell us your name
first.”

Irena nodded to the group as she
was pulled into a chair. “Hello, everyone. Well, my name is Irena
Zed. It used to be Zedryskvana.”

“Irena Zedra… Zed… what?”
Eric stuttered. He was a tall man with hollow cheeks and white
hair. Eric was a seventy-year old who balanced on his head every
morning. Though head strong, he was not Language strong.

“Shush!” Sophia looked
sternly at her group and took Irena’s hand. “Look at her. Dark
hair, olive skin, deep brown eyes. Zis is a voman vid talent. I can
tell you.” She lightly held Irena’s hand between her palms and
closed her eyes. “Zere is light, much light. Ach, but zere is
trouble, too. Irena, Irena, here ve vill call you Madame Zed.”
Sophia cocked her head. “No, no, maybe Madame Zed later. Now ve
vill call you Zed.” She opened her eyes. “Zo, Zed?”

Irena shrugged a slim shoulder.
“I can be Zed. I don’t know about Madame Zed, though.”

“Later, later. Maybe.”
Sophia flapped a hand. “Did everyone bring a flower? Yes, good.”
Flowers and leaves were laid out on a low coffee table. “Now, take
one. Not the one you bring vit you. Hold it close to you. Close
your eyes and let your unconsciousness bubble up.”

Irena held a gum leaf. It was
half brown, half green and bitten away as if it had been stuffed in
someone’s pocket along with a hungry caterpillar. Yet, as Sophia
guided them, images did bubble up in Irena’s mind. Some burst. Some
bobbed around, waiting to tell their story.

“Now,” Sophia said, “vot
you see?” She kept Irena to last. “Now, Zed, and you?” Irena looked
over her shoulder, forgetting she was Zed. “You, you,
Irena!”

“Oh, me. I had little
bubbles. A man, I think. He was ill, very ill. He’s better now and
will stay so.”

“Can I see what you’re
holding?” Eric asked. Irena gave him the leaf. Suddenly, the
hollows in his cheeks acquired a different meaning. “I’ll be fine,
you say? Well, well, excellent! And what makes you say
that?”

Irena shook her head. “I don’t
know. I just saw, like, a bubble getting fatter, pinker and
fatter.”

Eric let out a great gust of
air. “This month for the first month, I’ve stopped losing weight.
Good gracious, that’s marvellous!” He sank into his chair.

“She’s good,” Sophia
crowed. “She’s going to be very good, a real Madame
Zed.”

But Irena wasn’t always good.
Being with like-minded people relaxed her. Often, though, she was
spot on. She could see into people. She was a seer. Or
rather, Irena thought, she was a seer-in-potential.

It was her work that eventually
provided the opportunity for her potential to blossom. One day, she
was at Bulli Beauty Therapy when there was a gasp from the next
cubical. This was followed by a muffled scream. She pushed the
curtain aside and looked in. Gladys, a trainee was waxing a woman’s
legs and had somehow opened the skin. It was a small cut and just a
little blood oozed out of it. Even so, the woman was in shock
because this was where she came to be pampered. Her husband, Irena
knew, worked in the coalmine and this was her once in-a-blue-moon
time out. The woman and the trainee both gazed open-mouthed at the
slow trickle.

Irena took control. “Gladys,
fetch me a basin of warm soapy water and a sponge. Quickly,
now.”

She kept her voice in soothing
mode. “Now, Maria. It is Maria, isn’t it? Just lay down again.
Close your eyes. Smell that perfume. Take a long slow breath. Long
and slow.” As she spoke, Irena held her hands over the cut. She
spoke to herself as if she were Sophia, the Sophia that created
bubbles in her head. They arose now, bubbles of healing. But she
didn’t want them in her head. She wanted them in her hands. She
willed them down, down: into her hands, into her fingers, into the
cut on the woman’s leg. “It is better, Maria,” Irena murmured. “It
is now better.” She was willing the bubbles into the cut, the
bubbles of energy and she sensed a sticky join from her fingers to
the leg.

Gladys returned. Very carefully,
she dabbed away the blood. She rinsed the cloth and prepared to dab
again. Instead, she paused, her jaw dropping.

“It’s stopped bleeding.”
In amazement, she looked from Irena to Maria. “Did you stop it? You
did, didn’t you?”

“I… I might
have.”

Irena stared at her hands. She
might have. And that was amazing. That was frightening. That was
thrilling. But she still had to show control.

“Is it clean,
Gladys?”

The apprentice bent to look at
the cut. It was no longer there, just a thin line, almost
invisible. “It’s clean.”

The three shared a look. “You
have a wonderful gift,” Maria said. “Like that guru, Swami… Swami…
Swami something or other. In India.”

Irena pressed gently on where
the cut had been. Maria didn’t even notice. “There is a guru who
heals?” Irena asked.

“Yes, yes. I can’t
remember his name. Next time.”

For the rest of that day, Irena
was the talk of the salon. She herself couldn’t wait to go home to
tell her mother.

“Wonderful,” Zena said.
“You have a gift, a true gift.”

When alone, however, Zena felt a
strong impulse to lay out the cards. In her experience, great gifts
often brought great trials. Sure enough, there were problems,
severe problems. She sighed. She knew that every problem was
supposed to also be a challenge. She just hoped that Irena had the
strength to meet the challenge.

On hearing the news, Sophia was
also delighted. “See, I knew ve haf a great one here. Madame Zed, I
tell you.”

Irena, however, was troubled.
“But wasn’t I imposing my will on hers.”

“No, phooey! Both your
vills vere vorking together, to heal her body.” Sophia was silent
for a long moment. “Still, it can dangerous. You must take care.
You must be careful of the company dat you keep.”

“Company is very
important,” Eric put in. He was beginning to fill out. “Some
teachers, like that Alistair Crowley, very bad, very
bad.”

“Teachers!” Irena snapped
her fingers in remembrance. “Maria said there was a guru in India
who healed people.”

“Ah, India.” Sophia shook
her head, her chins wobbling out of phase. “Now dat is a country.
Such strange t’ings, strange. I remember.” She rummaged in a draw
and came out with issues of The Australian Psychic. “Here it
is. Yes. Swami Goananda.”

“Goananda?”

Sophia held out the magazine.
“Who knows his real name? He lives in Goa and all dese gurus add
ananda to their name. It means bliss. So he is full of bliss
in Goa. A nice looking man.” A picture showed a man with a curious
light brown, almost ivory, skin and luminous brown eyes. “Ach, he
looks so young but I hear of him for quite a few years.”

“What does he do,
Sophia?”

“Him? Do? Everyt’ing. At
festivals, he dresses as Krishna or Kali or Hanuman. No, no, he
becomes Krishna or Kali and as a god he heals. He reads the future.
He makes der rain. Everyt’ink.”

“He has followers? Do you
follow him?”

Sophia grew thoughtful. “I vent
there, to Goa, five years ago. He has a small ashram. You can stay
there. People come, Indians, vesterners, Japanese. They stay. They
meditate. They spread his word. It is good. It seems good.” She
held a palm just above the picture of the Swami. “But I don’t know.
Sometimes dere are other stories. Maybe he can teach you. Maybe
not. He seems good but ven he dresses as Kali, Kali the Destroyer,
he seems bad. Vot is true? Vot is illusion? I don’t know.”

Sophia was breathing heavily,
looking into a past that Irena couldn’t see. A past of regrets? A
past of missed dangers? She didn’t know. Who could tell?

Eric cut into the mood. “I cut
myself shaving this morning. Perhaps Irena can fix it?”

Irena peered at his cheek. A
piece of cottonwool still stuck to it. She plucked it off. “There,
healed.”

Sophia laughed. “Tonight, ve try
a real challenge. Astral travel. Who knows, perhaps ve go to Goa
dis way?”

The exercises began. Tonight,
though, Irena was more stop-a than Go-a. She just couldn’t
concentrate. She was thinking about healing, about Maria and about
the Swami.

Maria also thought about the
healing. Fortunately, that had made more of an impression than the
cut and she was overwhelming in her praise for the beauty salon.
That brought more clients, particularly those who were wounded or
damaged. And they all wanted to see Irena. She did her best.
Sometimes the healing energy was there, sometimes not. Sometimes it
was but the damage was beyond her ability to help. Sometimes the
energy wasn’t there but her caring nature did the healing anyway.
Her skill was something of a lottery.

On her next visit, Maria brought
a pile of yoga magazines. “Swami Goananda,” she read, “he’s the
guru who heals.”

“Swami Goananda?” This was
the swami that Sophia had already mentioned. A shiver ran through
Irena. Could this be her guru? she thought. Can this
Goananda teach me? Even as she thought it, she trembled as an
answer entered her mind.

The idea of a mentor made Irena
so dizzy with hope so that for several months, she didn’t make any
progress. Then, one night, returning from Sophia, her car stalled.
She raised the bonnet and peered inside. To her, the engine was
just a spaghetti of wires. Knowing there was a phone box only ten
minutes away, she set off for it. She hadn’t gone very far when
three young blokes stumbled out of a pub.

“Who we got here, then,”
the first said.

“Bit of a looker,” the
second said.

“Give us a kiss, then.”
The third one puckered his lips.

Irena glanced towards the pub.
She was more irritated than frightened. But then the first bloke
grabbed for her breast.

“No, don’t,” she
cried.

“No, don’t,” he
imitated.

Irena backed away but they
circled her. Now, she was frightened. The third one again lurched
towards her but she pushed him back.

“Bleeding bitch!” he
snapped. “She pushed me.”

He opened his arms for a bear
hug. Suddenly, Irena’s fear transmuted. It became anger, a red-hot
anger. As his arms closed around her, energy flowed into her palms.
With tingling fingers, she pushed him in the gut. Emitting a
whoosh, he shot backwards and didn’t stop until he hit a
post. He slid down, dazed.

The other two laughed. “Beaten
by a pussy,” one said. He also grabbed for Irena. This time, she
let him make contact. In fact, she clasped his hand to her breast
with her right hand. With her left hand, she punched the back of
his arm. With a scream, he staggered back. “It’s broken. She’s
broke my bloody arm!”

The last bloke, looking on in
disbelief, took a wobbly boxing stance. But for a second time,
Irena felt as if energy were being pumped to fill her hands. She
strode forward and pushed the man in the chest. His back slammed
into a wall and he dropped. She turned in a circle, ready to pummel
any other attackers. But these three just wanted to crawl away from
her. Irena, however, was still red-hot. She followed after them and
it took a mighty effort not to kick and kick and kick.

Sophia had said that her talent
could be a danger. Irena had thought it would be to herself. She’d
never thought that she might be a danger to others. She certainly
didn’t want to be.

Strange, it was almost as if
some other person had taken control of her body.

 



Chapter 4

 


“Dis energy,” Sophia said
again, “you say it came out of you? It was physical?”

“Yes.” Irena looked at her
hands. “As if I wore electric gloves. I pushed those men and they
flew back as if I’d given them a shock.”

“Interesting.
Interesting.” Sophia rummaged through her magazines. “I t’ought so.
Here’s a story about dat guru, Goananda. Some disciple, a madman,
attacked him vit a knife. Goananda sent him flying vit a touch,
just one touch. Of course, after that, the mad disciple thought the
guru was his god.”

“It sounds the same,”
Irena agreed. She quickly scanned the article. “Strange, it doesn’t
say here why the disciple attack him.”

Sophia shook her head.
“Girlfriend troubles, I t’ink.”

Irena handed the magazine back.
“Maybe he could teach me? Maybe I should visit him?”

“Dat maybe, phew!” Sophia
fanned imaginary flames. “Dat is a big maybe.”

A big maybe yet once it had
entered her mind, Irena couldn’t take it out. She had to go to
India. The far distance was calling her and she no longer felt that
she was part of the people around her. They were becoming
insubstantial. Irena was elsewhere so that, without really planning
it, she began to plan. And, without really costing it, she began to
save. And as her money grew, so did her desire to travel.
Eventually, she knew that she had to discuss it.

“Mum,” Irena said
cautiously, “I’m thinking about going to India.”

“India?” Zena had the
Tarot cards in her hand. “I knew you had something in
mind.”

“There’s a guru
there.”

“Ah.” Zena shuffled the
cards. “There has to be a guru.”

“You don’t want me to
go?”

“I can stop you?” The
cards felt heavy in Zena’s hands. “I want you to be
careful.”

“I’ll take medicines and
all that.”

“That’s a
start.”

“Mu...um?”

Zena spread the cards. But
without looking at them, she gathered them up again. “Talk to papa
about it.”

Izcar was out, buying oil paints
before the shops closed. When he came in, he immediately noted the
tense atmosphere. “What’s happened? What’s the matter with you
two?”

“Papa,” Irena made sure
she had the first word, “I want to go to India.”

“India? Oi.” Izcar read
the papers every morning while drinking black tea with lemon.
“There’s trouble there. What with Mrs Gandhi trying to be president
again.”

“I’m not involved with
politics, dad.”

“There, it spreads into
the streets.”

Irena flung out her arms. “I’ll
be going to Goa, a holiday resort. On an ashram. Yoga! Meditation!
No politics. N-o. No!”

Izcar put an arm around his
daughter. “Have you got money? Have you got a friend you can go
with? Have you…?

“I can go?” Irena could
read her father better than a book. She hugged him. “I can
go?”

“Can we stop you?” Izcar
looked at Zena. “Can we?”

“No.” Zena shook her head.
“I’m sure she has the money. And you know her, she doesn’t need a
friend.”

Irena screamed in delight and
threw her arms around her mother. Yes, of course she had the money.
She’d been telling herself that it was to buy a new car. Yet ever
since she’d heard of Swami Goananda, she’d unconsciously known
otherwise. Now it was out and other than her nerves, there were few
hindrances.

At work, she told her boss, “I’m
planning a trip to India.”

“Good,” her boss replied.
“You deserve a holiday.”

“No, I mean for six
months, maybe a year.”

“Oh!” The boss’s face
fell. “You’re not happy here?”

“It’s not here.” Irena
felt awkward. “I need to find myself, to explore.”

Her boss nodded. “I understand.
In my time, it was Sydney. Now in the seventies, it’s India.” The
woman gazed out of the wide shop window. “There’s always a place
for you here, Irena. If you come back.” She laughed shortly.
“Sorry, I don’t mean if. I mean… I mean… if you’ll want to do this
work when you come back.”

Her fellow workers were envious.
India! Exotic India! And as for Bulli? Bulli was just a pimple on
the country backwater that was Wollongong.

Sophia, however, was more
ambiguous. “Dis Svami is very good. He vill bring you out.” She
rested her hands on her big belly, adding, “But there are stories
about him. You must vatch out for yourself.”

Since it was rare for Sophia not
to be definite, Irena made a mental footnote to be careful. Yes,
there were questions about the Swami. But as she’d shown with the
three blokes, she could take care of herself. She could, couldn’t
she?

Naturally, her parents worried.
As she organised the trip, they smiled at her but their smiles were
sorrowful. On her last day, Irena first took a walk along the
beach. It was a picture postcard morning and she wondered why she
hadn’t done this more often. Too caught up in her inner world, she
supposed. Yet it was so beautiful, she’d have to make up for it
when she returned. She wondered when that would be. A month? No, no
way! Six? Maybe? Maybe even longer? It depended on the Swami. It
also depended on the political situation. She’d been reading the
newspapers. Prime Minister Desai might resign and there could be
chaos in the streets. Well, she’d be in the ashram. Surely there
couldn’t be trouble there? Though in some far off corner of her
mind, a voice said. there could. It thought, there well
could.

Irena scraped the sand off her
feet and returned home. Unusually quiet together, the family shared
a last coffee in the living room. Still with hardly a word between
them, her parents drove her to Sydney airport. Before she passed
through customs, Izcar and Zena both hugged her tightly. Then they
waved as Irena walked towards the plane, and they continued to wave
as it turned into a silver glittering speck high above them.

Sharing sighs, they drove back home
and, once there, Zena spread the cards. But she shook her head. She
didn’t like the spread, not at all, not at all. She sighed. How
would Irena come out of it? How? Only time would tell. Only
time.


Chapter 5

 


Irena waited in the departure lounge.
She’d gone through customs and now had just a small bag. Some
travellers explored the gift shops but the glitter didn’t interest
her. She entered a bookshop and selected a novel. The cover showed
the silhouette of a man with a gun. The thick book was a marathon
thriller. Irena snorted, a thriller wouldn’t thrill her. She was in
her own thriller. Alone and off to India to meet a guru. What could
be more thrilling? For a moment, the enormity of what she was doing
hit her and she shivered. Meeting the Swami might be more than she
had bargained for.

More, much more.

She glanced at her watch. She still had
an hour. The new paperback by Carlos Castenada looked okay. It was
about the sorcerer, Don Juan and was supposed to be a true story.
To her, it read more like a psychic thriller. She bought it,
however, thinking that a psychic thriller suited her more than a
marathon thriller. But then, maybe she had it wrong. Perhaps
nowadays, in the 1970s, a marathon thriller was simply one you read
while running a marathon. Irena smiled. She was becoming silly.

Over coffee, she opened her book. Her
attention, however, kept going to the departure screen. Finally,
her ears pricked up. Bombay! Her flight had been announced! And the
screen was flashing. She stuffed the book into her bag and joined
the queue. The travellers slowly moved forward. The line consisted
of Indian men in dark suits followed by wives in multi-coloured
saris. Businessmen held important looking briefcases. Bearded
backpackers wore sandals and headbands. The women wore flowing
garments and beads. Irena wondered if she’d meet any of the
backpackers again at the ashram.

The passengers filed onto the tarmac and
Irena became both nervous and excited when she saw the plane. This
was her first flight. Her first trip out of Australia. She gazed at
the silver cylinder in awe. How could such a thing lift off and
stay in the air? It was magical, even more amazing than the powers
developing within her. Yet what about that blue sky? And that
golden sun? Weren’t they also magical?

Irena took a deep breath. Big mistake.
She coughed. Tarmac air wasn’t meant for breathing. Still, she
wanted to throw out her arms. Dance on the spot. Marathon thriller?
No. This was a Hollywood musical.

She was given a window seat, the engine
revved and she knotted her fingers. But she visualised herself
surrounded by a calming blue light and quickly relaxed. The plane
accelerated and the markers sped by. Then they sprang into the air.
Blue below and blue above, they soared above tiny Monopoly houses.
Irena’s tummy did one flip then righted itself as the engine
settled down to a monotonous drone. She closed her eyes. First
stop, Singapore. Second stop, India! Too excited to read, she
sipped at every drink that was offered and nibbled at every meal.
She fell asleep during the in-flight film, was drowsy at Singapore
and was dragged awake when the plane eventually touched down in
Bombay.

The air was heady. The aromas from
tropical plants, perfumes and spices drifted across the tarmac. At
the baggage carousel, Irena recognised her pack and lunged for it.
A grinning Indian, white teeth in a brown face, helped her to hoist
it up. She shouldered her way to Customs. Unsmiling officials let
some through, searched others. The businessmen went through
quickly. The backpackers had to empty their packs. They couldn’t
decide on Irena and so just went through the top of her pack.

So far, so good. But when Irena entered
the waiting area, India hit her. The noise was incredible. So were
the sights. Families seeing members off formed a million Bedouin
encampments. Women in saris and men in robes were dashing in all
directions: shouting, crying and laughing. Irena was stunned. There
were more people in the airport than in the whole of Wollongong. In
a daze, she followed the Exit signs. Outside, streams of
people rushed about buying, selling or waving at taxis. Men shouted
at her.

“Taxi? You want? Get in.”

“Auto-rickshaw. Cheap, cheap.”

“Hotel. I take you to good hotel.”

Irena was terrified. She was ecstatic.
This was amazing. Waves of energy flowed through her. She caught
her mind, caught her breath. Everything was brought under control.
Ignoring the shouts, she pulled out her guide, India for
Backpackers. She’d already decided where to stay, The Bombay
Oz.

A huge Sikh, long beard and white
turban, loomed over her. “Taxi?” he said.

“Do you know The Bombay Oz?”

“Yes, yes.” He reached for her pack.
“Very good, very good.”

He dropped her bag in the back of a very
small car. Irena gaped. Surely the huge turbaned Sikh couldn’t get
inside? But he did, his knees pressed up against the wheel. Good
luck charms dangled in front of his nose. Without a signal, he
pulled away. On the main street, they headed straight towards a
stationary cow. The driver hooted. Irena closed her eyes. When
there was no crash, she opened them again. They must’ve gone under
or over or through and were now weaving among an odd assortment of
ancient cars, rickshaws and double-decker buses.

The buildings were also a strange mix.
There would be a run of glass office buildings, followed by dingy
shantytowns. Tall faded blocks would emerge from a surround of low
painted buildings. People of all shades of brown swarmed the
streets. Irena thought she saw a white westerner. On coming closer,
though, she saw that it was a woman, an albino. So much was crammed
into so little, Irena was glad when the little car stopped. She saw
the sign, The B_ mbay )z and sighed with relief.

The driver carefully uncoiled from the
car and withdrew the pack. He glanced towards his meter. Irena was
well aware that it didn’t work and held her breath.

“Forty rupee,” he said.

She did a rough calculation. “Just
forty?” she queried. “That’s only four dollars.”

“Four dollars,” he repeated. Relieved,
Irena gave him fifty rupees. “Thank you.” He bowed and drove
away.

Irena hoisted her pack and entered the
hotel foyer. A very dark man looked up. “G’day, mate,” he sang.
“Welcome to The Bombay Oz.” His accent was so Australian
that Irena turned, thinking there must be another person. The man
shook his head. “Nah, it’s me, Bruce, in front of you. I’m from
Brissie. I go back in a year.”

“Oh.” Irena felt silly, a country
bumpkin. “I’ve just arrived from Wollongong. I’d like to stay for a
few nights.”

“Yep, we’ve got room. You want a sit
down loo or a squat?”

Irena gulped. “What do you suggest?”

“Squat. Get your hamstrings in
training.”

“Right.” She blushed. She wasn’t used to
discussing her toilet training.

“You’ve just arrived, mate. I’ll have
some tea and toast brought up to you. Singh!” A boy ran to him.
“Take the lady’s bags to Room 203.” To Irena, he added, “You can
sign in later.”

The room was large, clean and had a
squeaky fan in the ceiling. There were cracks in the walls. But as
the guidebook said, maintenance was not a priority in India. She
left her door open and Singh returned with a silver pot plus a
silver tray with toast on it. Irena sat on the balcony and ate,
fascinated by the action on the street below. A man walked past. He
wore only a loincloth and his body was grey with ash. He held a
trident in his hand. Another man wore a smart white dhoti wrapped
around his waist and he held computer paper in his hand. A cow held
up the frantic traffic. A group of sari-dressed women passed. They
had rings through their noses and dozens of bracelets jangling on
their arms. A jangle of women, Irena thought. The street theatre
was exhausting. She yawned, went inside and lay down on the
bed.

It was dusk when Irena awoke again.
Feeling foggy, she doused her face. She also had her first squat.
Thanks to yoga, it wasn’t too hard. She went downstairs.

“How’s it going?” Bruce asked.

“Good,” Irena replied. “I want to get
the steamer to Goa. How do I do that?”

Bruce looked at a clock on the wall.
“Too late now. You’ll have to go tomorrow. When d’you want to
go?”

“As soon as, really.” Irena waved a
hand. “Bombay’s too crazy for me.”

Bruce laughed. “After Wollongong? You
bet.” He pointed towards another room. “There’s a telly there, if
you want to watch it. Otherwise, you might like the night
market.”

“Night market?”

“Yeah, the street people. They sell food
and jewellery and saris. It’s good stuff.”

“The food is safe to eat?”

“The safest. Cooked while you wait.
Couldn’t be better.”

Irena walked to the door. Immediately,
people called out to the Westerner. Bruce joined her and shouted in
Hindi. The street people shouted back and everyone laughed. Irena
stepped forward. Dark in a Mediterranean way, she was obviously not
Indian. She felt stared at yet, oddly, she felt safer in the crush
of Bombay than in the streets of Bulli. At an open stall, she
bought lentils and rice. It was thin but tasty and extremely cheap.
Irena took a deep breath. The last time she’d done that, she’d
inhaled fumes from the plane. Here she inhaled spices and mystery,
mystery and spices.

In addition, she sensed the faintest
hint of danger. But not from the streets, it was coming from a more
distant place – a distant place with the taste of India.


Chapter 6

 


“Can you get me the big Sikh in the tiny
taxi?” Irena asked.

“Him? Big Singh? Mate, I can try.” Bruce
picked up the phone and dialled. After a while, he stuck up his
thumb. “Can do. Have a coffee, he’ll be a little while yet.”

It was a long little while but Irena
didn’t mind. She spent the time in observing the theatre of the
street. That included the impossible trick of Big Singh exiting his
tiny car.

“Dark Singh is saying you want my
taxi.”

“Is that okay?” Irena asked.

“Very okay.” He turned to Bruce. “Where
is lady going?”

“Mate, she wants to take the steamer for
Goa.”

Big Singh nodded. “Okay, ticket office.”
He looked down the busy street at the business people, the hawkers,
and the beggars. “Why you not staying Bombay?”

“Is everyone here so… so nosy?” she
asked.

Bruce laughed. “Be thankful, mate, he
hasn’t asked you how many children you’ve got.”

“Right. Well…” Irena wondered how to put
it. “I’ve come to see a guru, Swami Goananda.”

“Goananda?” Big Singh rumbled. He turned
to Bruce. “You are knowing him?”

Bruce looked doubtful. “I’ve heard of
him, I think.” He turned the pages of his registry book. “Yeah, a
woman was here. Said he was… difficult.” He studied the writing as
if trying to squeeze out meaning. “She was fascinated by him
though. Like a… a rabbit with a snake.”

Irena sniffed. “I’ve heard he
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