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Part One. The Seeker
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Huas read about the Buddha at fourteen. He found the book at his grandfather's place out in the country — wedged between stacks of old National Geographics and a worn set of paperback westerns. Someone had penciled notes in the margins. Someone before him had already been looking. That, for some reason, made him feel less alone.

He grew up in an ordinary town, in an ordinary apartment block, the kind where the hallways smelled of other people's dinners. His mother worked in accounting. His father worked rotating shifts and drank on the days off. Nothing terrible, nothing remarkable. Just life moving along without asking permission.

Huas grew up with the feeling that behind all of it — behind the apartment block, behind his father's beer cans, behind geography class — there was something else. Not better, not worse. Just real. And everything around him was, somehow, a rough draft.

In high school he moved from the Buddha to Castaneda. Then Alan Watts, then Ram Dass, then a battered photocopy of something about the third eye that his classmate Leo sold him for five bucks with strict instructions to return it in a week. Huas didn't return it — he read it, lost it, and felt a low burn of shame every time he ran into Leo after that, right up through graduation.

He studied business in college — not because he wanted to, just because that's how it worked out. Did fine, without much interest, while reading everything else he could find on the side: Zen, Sufism, the Gnostics, Jung, Grof, Wilber. He was building a map in his head where all the teachings would eventually converge at a single point.

The point kept moving.

* * *
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His mother called every Sunday. Eight in the morning, on the dot.

Huas would pick up and say: everything's fine, Mom, work's busy, I'm reading, all good. She'd tell him about the neighbor Mrs. Harmon, about the rent going up, about how his father's cough was getting worse but he still wouldn't see a doctor. Huas half-listened and looked out the window. The calls ran about ten minutes. They always said goodbye warmly.

He loved her. That was true. He just loved her from a distance, the way you love a landscape.

One fall she drove up to visit. She called ahead; he couldn't say no — and didn't want to, he told himself. She arrived with grocery bags: homemade meatloaf in a container, a jar of her jam, new socks — three pairs, though he hadn't asked. She rang the bell. He opened the door. She looked at him the way only mothers can — with her whole face at once, happy and faintly frightened, because he'd lost weight and his eyes were somehow different.

"Huas," she said. "Here I am."

He said hi, Mom, took the bags, set them in the kitchen.

She laid out the table — quickly, practiced, reheated the meatloaf, sliced bread. Asked: have you eaten today? He said yes. She said: sit down.

He sat. He ate. She sat across from him and watched him eat, talking about his father, about Mrs. Harmon, about a new strip mall that had opened back home. He answered — briefly, politely. Inside there was something dense and closed off, like shutters drawn.

Then she asked:

"How are you really? Are you lonely?"

He looked up. She was watching him — the same way, with her whole face. Waiting. It mattered to her. That was visible, and it was exactly that which pinched something in him — not in a bad way, just something tightened inside, something uncomfortable.

"I'm fine," he said. "Tired. Busy at work."

"Maybe you need a break? You could come home for the weekend, I could—"

"Mom," he said. "I'm really tired. Can I lie down?"

She went quiet. Then said: of course, of course, go rest.

He went to the bedroom. Lay down. Stared at the ceiling.

From the kitchen came quiet sounds for a long time — she was washing up, putting things away, trying not to make noise. Then it went still. Then footsteps toward the door. Then she looked in:

"I'll head out, I don't want to bother you. The meatloaf's in the fridge, enough for three days."

"Thanks," he said, without turning his head.

"Okay. Take care of yourself."

"You too."

The door closed. He lay there another twenty minutes. Then he got up, went to the window, saw her below — walking toward her car, slightly hunched, the bags empty and swinging light. He watched until she turned the corner.

He could have gone down. Could have caught up with her. Could have said anything at all — it didn't matter what, just something real.

He didn't go.

That stayed in him too. Settled to the bottom, with everything else.

* * *
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After college there was an office job — selling something to corporate clients over the phone, he was never quite sure what. A rented apartment, a cat named Lama who was looking for nothing and was perfectly happy. Huas envied the cat sometimes.

He meditated in the mornings. The thoughts didn't stop. They never stopped — that was Huas's central problem. His head ran like a badly tuned radio: several stations at once, all with static.

Matt was ten years older, wore linen shirts, spoke slowly — as if each word had to be retrieved from somewhere far away. He was the first one to bring up substances — not as drugs, but as tools. He dropped names: Huxley, Grof, Leary. He used the phrase cartography of inner space.

Huas listened. Impatience beat out caution — it always did, that was another problem.

It went on like that for two years. Rarely, carefully, with intention. He didn't fall apart — went to work, called his mom on Sundays, fed the cat. Just sometimes on weekends he went inside, looking for the point where everything converged.

He never found it. But felt it — close. Almost.

* * *
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He didn't think about the cowardice often. Which was exactly why it stayed.

He was eighteen. August, late evening. He and Nick were walking back from a party out in the suburbs. At a bus stop — three guys, one victim. Not brutal, not life-threatening — scary, of course, but survivable. They were shoving the guy, demanding his phone. He was holding on.

Nick said: we have to do something.

Huas said: there are three of them.

Nick stepped forward. Huas didn't.

He stood three meters back and watched. Inside there was so much happening at once — fear, shame, real-time self-loathing while it was still going on. He kept telling himself: I'll move in now, just now, one more second. He didn't move.

Nick stepped in alone — took a hit, not a bad one — and the three guys walked off. The whole thing ended quickly. The guy got his phone back, said thanks, left.

Nick said nothing. They walked to the bus stop in silence.

That was the worst part — that Nick said nothing. Didn't condemn him out loud. Which meant he understood that there was nothing worth saying.

They hung out a few more times after that. Then drifted apart. Just one of those things.

Huas never told anyone. But he couldn't forget it either. Sometimes — on the subway, before sleep, in the middle of a workday — it would surface: Nick stepped forward, and he stood there and watched. Like a splinter he'd gotten used to but that was always there.

* * *
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He'd read about ayahuasca for years. He approached it with respect and wariness — as something that didn't forgive carelessness. People said: it chooses you when you're ready. People said: it will show you what you don't want to see.

Huas was thirty-two when he decided he was ready.
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