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            Epigraph

         
         
            People,

            male and female,

            blush when a cloth covering their shame

            comes loose.

            When the lord of lives

            lives drowned without a face

            in the world, how can you be modest?

             

            When all the world is the eye of the lord,

            onlooking everywhere, what can you

            cover and conceal?

            —Akka Mahadevi (translated by A. K. Ramanujan)
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            Home

         
         
            Give me a home

            that isn’t mine,

            where I can slip in and out of rooms

            without a trace,

            never worrying

            about the plumbing,

            the color of the curtains,

            the cacophony of books by the bedside.

             

            A home that I can wear lightly,

            where the rooms aren’t clogged

            with yesterday’s conversations,

            where the self doesn’t bloat

            to fill in the crevices.

             

            A home, like this body,

            so alien when I try to belong,

            so hospitable

            when I decide I’m just visiting.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         Sometimes when I look out of the eighteenth-floor window of this Manhattan apartment, I wonder in some amazement at how I
            landed up here.
         

         
         “Landed up” is not quite the mot juste, I’m aware. I’m a seasoned enough traveler to know that. It’s just that life has a
            way of changing the scenery in ways that never cease to startle.
         

         
         Strangely, one of my earliest life memories is also of a window. Through its spacious geometry, patterned by an ornate cursive
            grill, I looked out at a vast peepul tree and a distant smudge of ocean. I wondered then, too, at how I landed up there. That
            was accompanied by a sadness that I could not name. It is a sadness three-year-olds know well.
         

         
         When I wrote the poem “Home” (that opens this book), the year was 2003. I had no idea how prescient the poem would prove to
            be. But poems, I’ve found, are invariably smarter than I am.
         

         
         I believed at the time that my life was reasonably settled. Or, at least, somewhat settled in its unsettlement. I lived in
            a high-octane harbor city of many names: Bombay/Mumbai/Bambai. I had work, an address, a partner, three cats. I spent my life
            wandering the beguiling hysteria of the city streets, inhaling its smoggy air, meeting friends over coffees and poetry readings,
            where we gnashed our teeth over cultural politics, gender injustice, bad art, our great messy subcontinent of demons. None
            of us was particularly at ease in our own skins, but we called that being edgy. Perhaps we even derived an identity from all
            that unease.
         

         
         And yet, a niggling sense of being an impostor in a bodysuit never quite went away. Some days, I felt like I was in costume.
            Other days, in armor—clunky, but necessary. I knew, too, that even chain mail, helmet, and saber wouldn’t prepare me for the
            crazy, seething big city I lived in.
         

         
         The bodysuit had its moments. Role-play, I found, could even be exhilarating. But behind it was a hunger. A mounting, nameless
            hunger for something more. Something deeper, truer, less heavy, less changeable. My home. My tribe. My garment. Myself.
         

         
         Nothing original about any of that, of course. But I didn’t know that at the time.

         
         And so, my closet life began. By day, I was a poet, writer, journalist, curator. In the dark womb of the closet, I was a desperate,
            undignified seeker. Poetry offered insight. Reading philosophy offered consolation. My love of theater and dance offered beauty.
            But all those churning questions about truth, loss, perishability, and unbelonging were gathering momentum. And an unexplained
            near-death experience—a kind of crash course in emptiness—in 1997 gave those questions greater urgency.
         

         
         I turned to reading the mystics—the only ones who spoke of this indefinable hunger in a way that resonated. It was an odd
            condition. I was surrounded by people with whom it was perfectly acceptable to discuss Dostoevsky and Simone de Beauvoir,
            and rage against the heavy-handedness of the Indian state. But to talk of the spirit? Apostasy.
         

         
         I could see why. After all, who in modern metropolitan India of the 1980s and ’90s wanted to rehash those tedious clichés
            about the exotic East? Who wanted to join the Big Brothers of the planet who had reduced the mystery of faith to dogma, hierarchy,
            exclusivity? Who wanted to be seen gravitating toward the embarrassingly trite self-help literature that was beginning to
            flood the bookstores? Who, for god’s sake, wanted to be seen as religious? As for the divine, what was that anyway? The gods invented by organized religion seemed to be a chronically territorial
            bunch, oozing testosterone, jostling for supremacy. Not terribly inspiring.
         

         
         And still, the mystics seemed to be on to something. I heard it in the hoarseness of their voices, their refusal to join the
            dots, their dazed inarticulacy.
         

         
         And then, in 2004, I met my spiritual guide.

         
         It felt (as I wrote in a poem) like I “opened my coffee percolator” and found my roof flying off. After seven years of seeking,
            I exhaled. This was someone who understood, without my having to say a word. There was magic in the air. If life had been
            stodgy prose, it was now lyric poetry.
         

         
         In 2010, I left a job, a city, a relationship (that had crumbled a while ago), and multiple professional identities that had
            mattered to me, and moved to an ashram. It wasn’t heroic. And it wasn’t self-destructive, as some of my friends probably believed.
            It just felt necessary. I was following the call of the wild. Or the call of home. I wasn’t sure which. Perhaps they were
            the same thing.
         

         
         And yet, home didn’t mean a simple change of address either. The ashram was a place of rapid self-reclamation. But it emphatically
            wasn’t a cozy nest, a sanctuary in which you settled into snoozy couch-potatohood; it was more a laboratory in which you were
            compelled to be both scientist and experiment. What it offered me was a place to breathe and recharge as the fragments of
            my life swirled around me, wild, turbulent, sometimes ecstatic. My pillow was wet with tears some nights, but it also felt
            oddly right to be lost.
         

         
         This was a new kind of “lost.” Earlier, being lost was a kind of pain. There was desperation in that absence of anchor. So,
            when I discovered a spiritual path of my own, it felt like I had finally been “found.” I could see why so many sacred poems
            spoke of quest as a game of hide-and-seek. Now I was lost again, but this was a darkly euphoric freefall, almost as if I had
            authored the architecture of my own unmaking. And through it all, I felt the sure-footedness of my guru’s presence and guidance.
         

         
         In that state without reference points, I also found my tribe. No, it wasn’t the fellow yoga practitioner. And no, it wasn’t
            the skeptic. It wasn’t the devotee. And it wasn’t the agnostic. I couldn’t handle the sanctimony of the believer any more
            than I could handle the arrogance of the rationalist. I belonged, I realized, to the tribe of the bewildered. Those who choose
            wonder over borrowed conviction. Those whose beliefs have often been stunned into silence. And sometimes, into song.
         

         
         Poetry began to return.

         
         The travel never abated. I wandered from ashram room to literature conferences around the world, from friends’ homes in different
            cities to my parents’ welcoming abode. I didn’t fully belong anywhere. At the same time, I found flickering moments of kinship
            in the gazes of people. Many shared their life stories with an unguardedness that amazed me. I grew grateful for these campfires
            in unexpected places.
         

         
         Would I ever find my home, I once asked my guru. His response was brief: “Learn to enjoy the life of a vagabond.”

         
         I began to see what that meant.

         
         Vagabondage became a spiritual path. It wasn’t about notching up frequent-flyer miles, or writing glamorous transit-lounge
            travelogues. It was about learning to live as a guest, not an entitled host. I learned to be grateful to those who welcomed
            me to a meal, offered me their guest rooms, sometimes trusted me with their house keys. I looked wistfully into their brightly
            lit homes at times, my nose pressed, figuratively, against their window panes, aware that I was an outsider to their settled
            lives. But sometimes, I found them looking at me wistfully too. For somewhere, people seem to instinctively recognize the
            freedom of mendicancy, even in its unlikely modern-day manifestations. It is probably why Indian householders traditionally
            offered wandering parivrajakas (sacred travelers) food and shelter. They knew they were both part of the same ecosystem, each, in their own way, sustained
            by the other.
         

         
         A poem by the Italian poet Salvatore Quasimodo has haunted me for decades:

         
         
            Everyone stands alone at the heart of the world

            pierced by a ray of sunlight

            and suddenly it’s evening.

         

         The business of living can be opaque, terrifyingly solitary. Yet, there is a ray of sunlight on which each of us is impaled.
            That is our spine, our own very singular way of belonging to time and transcendence. Evening comes sooner than we think. But
            when it does, I would like to know I have tried to live a chosen life, not a borrowed one. I hope to have been my own quiet
            axis between earth and sky. My own conscious bridge between flesh and spirit. My own hyphen between diverse experiences. I
            hope to have been my own person—fallible, but whole.
         

         
         I began coming home to myself.

         
         I found that I didn’t have to buy into the tired dualities of the outside world. I didn’t have to choose between external
            definitions of spirituality and worldliness. Between cultural rootedness and world citizenship. Between mind and heart. Between
            secular and sacred. Between traditional and contemporary. Between this and that. Either and or.
         

         
         I could be both. Because I am both. And consciously being both, I realize, is the glory of being human.
         

         
         The external plot of my life shifted. It continues to. My poems changed. They grew more bullet-holed by silences. My prose
            began to explore sacred journeys, my own understanding of the radical inner core of bhakti, or devotion. I wrote now more from experience, less, it seemed, from opinion and hardened attitude. Mind and heart seemed
            more in conversation than before.
         

         
         In time, love happened. Marriage brought me to America in 2018. New York became yet another home. At the same time, a deep
            cultural affinity and a calling I cannot name impels me to return to India. Since I work with words, I spend much of my time
            reading, writing, and traveling. But since I work with silences too, my solitary time remains a fiercely guarded priority.
         

         
         It has been a journey from unbelonging to voluntary exile, from dispossession to gratitude for many homes, a state of multiple
            citizenship.
         

         
         And it’s not over yet.

         
         Along the way, my ideas of home have changed. Once I learned to be a traveler and guest, I learned that I could become a host
            too. Not a lordly host. Just one who knows there are many rightful owners to the same kingdom. “Between cringing vassal state
            / and walled medieval town” there is a way to inhabit the self. I’m beginning to see that.
         

         
         My notion of my tribe has changed too. I have always seen family more as invented than inherited. I have considered close
            friends to be my clan. But once I learned that I belonged to the tribe of the “born-again bewildered”—the joyfully uncertain,
            the wonderers rather than the white-knuckled sentinels of opinion—I began finding relatives everywhere. Frequently in the
            most unforeseen places.
         

         
         I’ve also picked up some old hitchhiking secrets along the way. When you’re dazed by the vertiginous business of picking yourself
            up and moving on, there is only one place where you can find your home: yourself. And when you don’t really belong anywhere,
            there is only one place you can possibly claim as your own: the world.
         

         
         I forget often. But remembering is a kind of homecoming.

         
         And that helps.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The strange thing about love

         
         
            The strange thing about love

            is that it melts you

             

            into an amateur,

             

            never again a professional

            even

            on the subject of yourself.

         

         

         *  *  *

         
            The strange thing about love

             

            is that you disagree,

             

            disagree wildly,

             

            and then figure it’s wiser

             

            to dance.

         

         *  *  *

         
            The strange thing about love

             

            is that it evicts you

            from the land of echoes

            you thought was home

             

            and leads you to

            friends

             

            sitting

            under the stars

             

            in ancient

            bewilderment.

         

            
      
   
      
      
      
         
            When God is a Traveller

         
         
           
            When God is a Traveller

            (wondering about Kartikeya, Muruga, Subramania, my namesake)

             

            Trust the god

            back from his travels,

             

            his voice wholegrain

            (and chamomile),

            his wisdom neem,

            his peacock, sweaty-plumed,

            drowsing in the shadows.

             

            Trust him

            who sits wordless on park benches

            listening to the cries of children

            fading into the dusk,

            his gaze emptied of vagrancy,

            his heart of ownership.

             

            Trust him

            who has seen enough—

            revolutions, promises, the desperate light

            of shopping malls, hospital rooms,

            manifestos, theologies, the iron taste

            of blood, the great craters in the middle

            of love.

             

            Trust him

            who no longer begrudges

            his brother his prize,

            his parents their partisanship.

             

            Trust him

            whose race is run,

            whose journey remains,

             

            who stands fluid-stemmed

            knowing he is the tree

            that bears fruit, festive

            with sun.

             

            Trust him

            who recognizes you—

            auspicious, abundant, battle-scarred,

            alive—

            and knows from where you come.

             

            Trust the god

            ready to circle the world all over again

            this time for no reason at all

             

            other than to see it

            through your eyes.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Preface

         
         The primary motivation behind this book is simple. Thirst.

         
         Hopefully, a shared thirst.

         
         As a seeker, I have spent years thirsting for conversations. With spiritual teachers, with fellow travelers committed to the
            life of the spirit. I cannot complain. My life has been rich in conversations.
         

         
         I have had conversations with seekers of various persuasions. I have spent long hours listening to the yogi and mystic who
            later became my guru. I have eavesdropped on countless conversations with mystics in books—Shirdi Sai Baba, J. Krishnamurti,
            Ramana Maharishi, Nisargadatta Maharaj, Osho. I’ve even imagined the lapping waters of the Hooghly quieting to listen to the
            extraordinary exchanges between Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and his disciples.
         

         
         But another kind of thirst remained.

         
         A thirst for conversations with women. Women of our times. Contemporary women. Women who improvise their way through their lives even as we speak. Women walking the spiritual path right now—sometimes confidently, sometimes haltingly, but who still feel compelled to walk it. 

         
         The Indian spiritual landscape is not devoid of women. We are routinely reminded of an illustrious litany: Maitreyi, Gargi,
            Andal, Karaikal Ammaiyar, Akka Mahadevi, Janabai, Muktabai, Bahinabai, Lal Ded, Rupa Bhavani, Gangasati, Meerabai. The list
            is long and varied. There are well-known figures in more recent times too, from the twentieth-century mystics, Anandamayi
            Ma and The Mother of Pondicherry, to contemporary guru Mata Amritanandamayi. Remarkable women. Beacons for many even today.
         

         
         But what of the quiet women? Women who never founded large institutions, women who never created legions of devotees or social media acolytes to
            document their lives in hagiography and legend, and sing their praises in folk song and sacred verse? What of them?
         

         
         There was no crusading zeal that motivated this book. There was no schematic design. No spirit of advocacy. But there was
            a longing to listen to the voices of lesser-known women—women who choose to live in relative seclusion and shadow, and yet
            burn brightly. Women whom I met, accidentally, in the course of my own journey, and who generously allowed me a glimpse of
            their light. Something shifted within me after each of these chance encounters. I did not leave any of them unmoved.
         

         
         These women made no effort to impress. They were gracious enough to share their life journeys, without trying to flaunt their attainments, win recruits, or garner publicity. I am a seasoned listener and instantly alert to subtle attempts to broker deals. There were no bargains being hatched here. I write about these conversations primarily because they were so remarkably free of agenda. 

         
         These women are not spiritual celebrities. Some of them have their own local following, but they are not in the glare of the
            spotlight. Their abodes are not mandatory halts in Lonely Planet guides for international pilgrims.
         

         
         Their self-containment intrigued me. They will never rank among the metaphysicians and sectarian founders (all male—and dutifully
            archived in treatises on the exoteric history of religious traditions). Instead, they are among those who leave behind a fragrance
            that is seldom acknowledged, indeed seldom noticed. They remind me of the many women who have walked the world down the centuries,
            undocumented—sometimes perhaps content to be so. And yet, I cannot help feeling a twinge when I think of them—those consigned
            to the junk folders of history by steamrolling narratives. That twinge was also one of the reasons behind this book.
         

         
         My initial encounters with the women in this book were unplanned. I happened to have spent large swaths of time in southern India in the past decade, and so, not surprisingly, that is where these meetings happened. They are not meant to represent the religious plurality of the Indian subcontinent, although I do believe that they reveal the still-unvanquished hospitality of vision that characterizes its spiritual ethos. Each conversation was as different as the woman in question, accounting for the very different stylistic texture and tone of each essay in this book. 

         
         These women inspired me. Sometimes by what they said. Sometimes by how they said it. Sometimes by their words, sometimes by
            their presence. Always by their independence. Each of them reminded me—in their own, very particular ways—of that old and
            beautiful metaphor of the lotus in the marsh.
         

         
         The terror of uncertainty is more blazingly evident in our world than it ever has been. To carve a path between the certitudes
            of a frozen faith and the dogmas of arid materialism can be challenging. I marveled at how these women held their own in a
            world so conceptually fragmented. A world that divides the material and the spiritual into such impermeable categories. How
            did these women tune in to their own inner guidance? How did they come to terms with that simple but oddly elusive truth:
            that we are both flesh and spirit? That we do not have to masquerade as simply one or the other?
         

         
         Above all, how did they find their freedom in a world where a spiritual ecosystem is particularly hard to find? What is a spiritual ecosystem, someone once asked me. One where spiritual seekers aren’t apologetic about who they are, I told her. Where they are encouraged to explore, to question fearlessly. Where they are not bullied by purveyors of faith into conclusion. Or by votaries of reason into a knee-jerk scorn for anything beyond the ken of their rational minds. One in which the inner journey is not seen as escapist but as enriching—both for the seeker and the world she inhabits. 

         
         For a long while, I have wanted to be among those who live close to the blazing fire that animates a faith.

         
         Not the sentries and spokespersons, but the seekers, the sadhakas. Those whose lives have little to do with the appurtenances
            of religious identity.
         

         
         I feel a need to speak of them, because they are the spiritual axis of a living tradition. They do not have recourse to public
            relations agents and marketing managers; indeed, they are unlikely to seek them. They often opt for the murmur over the megaphone.
            They choose to drop their voices, rather than try to outshout the racket. They manage—through the din of social media, through
            the rant of political rhetoric of every hue—to be themselves. They are the unsung reasons why a faith endures.
         

         
         A faith would be a heap of bones without this anima, this volcanic inner core. And yet, the defenders of sectarian ghettoes
            and identity politics speak so little of that heart center—the center without which there would be no faith to speak of.
         

         *  *  *

         The mystical experience has been viewed in such diverse ways that to define it is to falsify it. Some speak of it as union with an ultimate reality, and others speak of it as self-dissolution. Some speak of rapture, and others of freedom. For some, it is a thunderclap moment of transcendence; for others, a subtle inner alignment with “the way things are,” an abiding state of awareness or presence. For some, it is a gentle unfoldment; for others, it is a radical turnaround in consciousness. For some, it is preceded by an incurable homesickness, an unnameable longing for expansion and extinction all at once; for others, it is a crash landing into an ultimate truth, quiet and irrefutable, with no apparent reason. For some, this ultimate truth is utter emptiness; for others, it is plenitude. And there are still others who don’t see much difference between the two. 

         
         The general consensus, however, is that mysticism points to a state of firsthand experience rather than secondhand wisdom,
            direct knowing rather than academic knowledge. While the popular view sees it as synonymous with out-of-body experiences,
            states of trance, vision and possession, most insiders would agree that these are accoutrements to the real thing. The real
            mystical awakening, they tell us, can, at times, be an unfussy business—a deepening realization rather than a single big bang.
            More remarkable than the “event” is the transformation it leaves in its wake: a marked rise in freedom, joy, equanimity, inclusiveness,
            an absence of dogmatism. In a few cases, there seems to be the alchemical ability to awaken others to the experience as well.
            Such people become spiritual guides, teachers, shamans, gurus.
         

         
         Despite the strangeness of the word, there are several doorways to the mystical in everyday life. Philosopher Mircea Eliade speaks of the ordeals of suffering, death, and rebirth that happen recurrently during the human life cycle, reminding us that there are multiple daily triggers for profound inner transformation. Even moments of intense joy or beauty, the mystic poets tell us, can sow the seeds of a sudden and irrevocable shift in perspective, an exultant awakening. 

         
         The challenge is to be able to walk through the doorway consciously. The seasoned mystics seem to be able to live on both sides of the gates, in an effortless state of dual citizenship. But
            for many others, these doors can seem terrifying. They can be experienced as gaping holes, tears, and
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